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Abstract 

This thesis inquires into the relationship between academic philosophy and the 

development of an Iranian state in the twentieth century. It traces the introduction and 

utilization of Western philosophy within mainly modern academic institutions by state-

employed academic philosophers, beginning in the Nasseri era and as a response to 

European encroachments. Based, in the main, on the prosopography and textual 

sources of successive generations of Iranian academic philosophers, this thesis 

contextualizes the process through which Western academic philosophy began as an 

ingredient in the comprehension of a superior mode of knowledge in the Reza Shah 

period, became part of a dialectic for the progression of knowledge in the Mohammad 

Reza Shah period, and eventually ended up the validator of an independent and national 

epistemology in the Republican period. In particular, through translation and training, the 

academics that introduced Western works of philosophy into Farsi imprinted an Islamic 

affinity on them. Thus, Western philosophy was understood through the lens of Islamic 

philosophy in a relational manner that influenced subsequent research and instruction of 

philosophy at the University of Tehran leading to the observation that Islamic philosophy 

never left Iran’s intellectual space. Furthermore, academic philosophy came to be 

understood as a tool and an object in modern Iran leading to its instrumentalization and 

politicization. Consequently, academic philosophy was employed as the rational medium 

in acculturation and nationalism as Iran transitioned to a modern state. Selective works 

of Western philosophy were interpreted and promoted based on Iran’s relationship to its 

benefactor, alternating between Britain and the United States in the twentieth-century. 

This thesis argues that the generation-based, intellectual product of this selective 

process of conformity and contestation manifests in three periods of philosophical 

orientation leading to the politicization of philosophy in twentieth-century Iran. These 

periods produced academics that were engaged, in the main, in what I refer to as the 

philosophies of the reform movement (roshangarai), the philosophies of Westoxication 

(gharbzadegi), and the philosophies of hybridity (zu-janbatin). In a little more than a 

hundred years since its first translation into Farsi, Western philosophy had become a 

political instrument of the state.  

Keywords: Iran; Academic Philosophy; University of Tehran 



iv 

Dedication 

For my ostad, Derryl Norman MacLean. 



v 

Acknowledgements 

This research project would not have been possible without the support of many 

people. The author wishes to express his gratitude to his senior supervisor, Prof. Dr. 

Derryl MacLean who was abundantly helpful and offered invaluable assistance, 

support and guidance with my research and writing. Deepest gratitude are also due to 

the members of the supervisory committee, Prof. Dr. Thomas Kuehn and Dr. Peyman 

Vahabzadeh without whose knowledge and assistance this study would not have 

been successful. As well, I would like to acknowledge the help and support of the 

Department of History at Simon Fraser University, in particular, Ruth Anderson. 

Finally, I would like to acknowledge the support and sacrifice of my wife Sara who 

tirelessly carried the mantle of our family and four boys as I worked on this thesis.   

 



vi 

Table of Contents 

Approval ...................................................................................................................... ii	
Abstract ...................................................................................................................... iii	
Dedication .................................................................................................................. iv	
Acknowledgements ..................................................................................................... v	
Table of Contents ...................................................................................................... vi	
Iranian Studies Transliteration Scheme: Consonants and Vowels ........................... viii	

Chapter 1.	 Introduction ..................................................................................................................... 1	

Chapter 2.	Emergence and Imitation: Academic Philosophy in Qajar Iran, 1851-1921 ............ 22	
The Instruction of Philosophy in Qajar Iran ............................................................... 26	

Seminary Taught Irano-Islamic Philosophy ....................................................... 27	
Biographies of University of Tehran’s “Founding” Philosophers ........................ 39	
Academic Philosophy and Ministry-based Colleges .......................................... 50	
Academic Philosophy and Missionary Schools ................................................. 61	

The Institutionalization of Philosophy in Qajar Iran ................................................... 64	
Societies, Ministries and Legislative Measures ................................................. 64	
The 1912 First Student Expedition Abroad ........................................................ 66	

The Politicization of Philosophy in Qajar Iran ........................................................... 71	
Educational Reforms and the Politicization of Philosophy ................................. 71	
The Constitutional Movement and the Politicization of Philosophy ................... 76	
Print Culture and the Politicization of Philosophy: ............................................. 83	
WWI, Geopolitics and the Politicization of Philosophy ....................................... 87	

Chapter 3.	 Implementation and Expansion: Academic Philosophy in Pahlavi Iran, 1921-1941.. 109	
The Philosophy of Education, 1921-1941 ............................................................... 112	

Philosophy of Education and the Ministry of Education ................................... 127	
Missionary Education and Academic Philosophy ................................................... 134	
The Instruction of Philosophy, 1921-1941 .............................................................. 145	
The Institutionalization of Philosophy, 1921-1941 .................................................. 173	

The University of Tehran ................................................................................. 173	
Ferdowsi, Falsafa and Farhangestan .............................................................. 193	

The Politicization of Philosophy, 1921-1941 ........................................................... 204	

Chapter 4.	 Integration and Synthesis: Academic Philosophy in Pahlavi Iran, 1941-1978 ...... 218	
The Instruction of Philosophy, 1941-1977 .............................................................. 220	

Biographies of Academic Philosophers Trained in the 1950s… ...................... 220	
Making it Official: The College of Literature Magazine and the Department 
of Philosophy in the 1950s ............................................................................... 230	
College of Literature and Department of Philosophy in the 1960s .................. 241	
Beyond the University of Tehran: Instruction of Philosophy in the 1970s ........ 258	
The Instruction of Academic Philosophy at the Howzeh, 1921-1977 .............. 266	



vii 

The Institutionalization of Philosophy, 1941-1977 .................................................. 278	
US Social Engineers in the Service of the Shah .............................................. 282	
Institutional Changes to Higher Education in the 1960s. ................................. 288	

The Politicization of Academic Philosophy, 1941-1977 .......................................... 295	
1960s – Contested Philosophies and a Question of Orientation ..................... 303	
1970s – Nasr and the Turn towards Mystical Philosophy ................................ 315	

Chapter 5.	A Brave ‘Old’ World: Academic Philosophy in Republican Iran, 1978-2012 ......... 325	
Into the Eye of the Storm, 1975-1980 .............................................................. 328	
Consequences of a Stolen Revolution, 1980-1989 ......................................... 342	

The Revolution and the University, 1979-1983 ...................................................... 349	
The Cultural Revolution: Continuity and Change ................................................... 358	

The Impact of the Cultural Revolution on the University .................................. 365	
The Instruction of Academic philosophy in Post-Revolutionary Iran, 1983-2012 ... 369	

Academic Philosophy at Iranian Universities ................................................... 370	
Academic Philosophy at Specialized State Institutions ................................... 414	
Academic Philosophy in Exile .......................................................................... 424	

Academic Philosophy and Politics of Knowledge in Modern Iran: The Case of 
Reza Davari Ardakani ............................................................................................. 433	

Chapter 6.	Conclusion .................................................................................................................. 468	

Bibliography 482	
 

 

  



viii 

Iranian Studies Transliteration 
Scheme1: Consonants and Vowels 

 

 

• The ezafeh is written as -e after consonants, e. g. ketab-e and as -ye 
after vowels (and silent final h), e. g. darya-ye and khaneh-ye. 

• The silent final h is written, e.g. Dowleh. 

• The tashdid is represented by a doubling of the letter, e. g. takhassos. 

• The plural ha is added. 

                                                
1 From https://associationforiranianstudies.org/journal/transliteration 
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Chapter 1.  
Introduction 

Iran has a philosophic tradition that intertwines with Islamic philosophy, theology 

and mysticism. From Suhrawardi and the Ishraqi School of Illumination to Mir Damad 

and the School of Isfahan, Irano-Islamic philosophy has been a factor in Iranian socio-

political development. The introduction of Western academic philosophy to Iran occurred 

in the nineteenth century with the first translation of a modern European philosophy text 

into Persian.2 From this point forward, further Western works were translated into 

Persian and Western academic philosophy slowly became part of the curriculum at 

newly established Qajar colleges. Concurrently, the reform and constitutional 

movements opened Iranian politics to Western philosophic concepts and terminology. 

Iranian statecraft had acquired a new dimension, researched and taught by a cadre of 

academic-statesmen. This is the story of their contribution to the development of 

academic philosophy in twentieth century Iran. 

 By academic philosophy, I mean the study of philosophy as it developed in the 

Western university. In particular, the rigorous and systematic study of philosophical 

corpus at an institution of higher learning, which entails several subfields such as 

metaphysics, epistemology, ethics, and logic.3 Developments in the study of philosophy 

as an academic discipline in Iran entails its use by academics within other departments 

and even outside of the University of Tehran. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

century, academic philosophy was taught and studied at madrasahs, missionary 

schools, and state colleges. However, it was offered through courses to supplement the 

curriculum and not as an independent course of study leading to a degree.  

The instruction of modern academic philosophy, as a discipline, began with the 

creation of Iran’s first university, University of Tehran. In the early 1930s, a group of 

Iranians, many of whom had returned to Iran having completed their education abroad, 

                                                
2 Ali Paya and Malakeh Shahi, “The Reception of Kant and his Philosophy in Iran,” Journal of 
Shi’a Islamic Studies, 3.1 (2010): 26. In particular, referring to Comte de Gobineau, France’s 
consul to Tehran, who, in 1862, commissioned this project.  
3 Academic philosophy also converges with other disciplines such as Law, Religious Studies, 
Political Science, Art, and History. For example: philosophy of law, political philosophy, 
philosophy of religion, philosophy of science, mind, literature, arts, and history. 
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approached Reza Shah with plans to create Iran’s first modern university. They were all 

members of the Society of National Heritage (Anjoman-e Asar-e Meli) with concurrent 

roles within the Pahlavi government. More significantly, after the creation of the 

University of Tehran, three men from amongst this group would take key administrative 

positions in the university as well as assume professorships, while continuing to serve in 

the Pahlavi government. At the university, their subject of choice was philosophy and 

their goal was the training of educators and teachers who would instil values deemed 

favourable to the Pahlavi modernization project. These men were Mohammad Ali 

Foroughi,4 Ali Akbar Siassi,5 and Ali Asghar Hekmat.6 

These three men were instrumental in the implementation of academic 

philosophy in Iran while forging a relation between the University and the government in 

the Pahlavi modernization project. In particular, positivist philosophies were used in the 

justification of structural reforms to Iranian state and society. Concurrently, as culture 

became a relevant factor in the homogenizing nation-state, these three men rationalized 

certain racial and ethnic ideologies of the Reza Shah era using philosophy. Subsequent 

generations of Iranian academics would follow their methodology in utilizing philosophy 

in the rationalization of state-preferred cultural and political ideologies.    

                                                
4 Mohammad Ali Foroughi (1877-1942) was an Iranian scholar, intellectual, and politician. 
Foroughi was influential in Iranian politics having served as prime minister on three different 
occasions. Foroughi was also instrumental in installing Mohammad Reza Pahlavi as monarch 
following Reza Shah’s abdication in 1941. He also taught philosophy at the University of Tehran. 
In addition, he was Iran’s representative at the 1919 Peace Conference, was an original signatory 
to the League of Nations, and served in other ministerial positions within the Iranian government. 
His main contribution to academic philosophy was the publication of Seyr-e Hekmat dar ‘Urupa, a 
three-volume history of mainly modern European philosophy which he wrote in the 1930s. 
5 Ali Akbar Siyasi (1896-1990) was an Iranian scholar, educationalist, psychologist, and politician. 
He was instrumental in the implementation of compulsory modern education in Iran. Trained as a 
psychologist, Siyasi served several roles in the Pahlavi government including Foreign Minister, 
Minister of Education, and Minister of Foreign Affairs. He was also President of the University of 
Tehran (1942-1954) as well as a professor teaching psychology and philosophy courses. His 
contribution to academic philosophy include publications such as Introduction to Philosophy 
(1947), Logic and Methodology (1948), The Psychology of Avicenna and Its Similarities with the 
Modern Psychology (1954), Logic (1956), Ethics (1957), and Logic and Philosophy (1958). 
6 Ali Asghar Hekmat (1892-1980) was an Iranian scholar, intellectual, politician and diplomat. He 
was instrumental in drafting legislation and in the actual creation of University of Tehran with a 
particular interest in the Faculty of Rational and Contemplative Sciences (Ma’qul va Manqul). He 
served as Minister of Foreign Affairs, Minister of Justice, Minister of Culture, and as Iran’s first 
ambassador to India. His contribution to academic philosophy include publications such as “Az al-
Kindi ta Mulla Sadra,” (1963), “Sufiyeh,” (1972), “Rückert-e Almani (Friedrich Rückert) va Khezr 
Peyghambar,” (1972), among other publications. 
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Thus, this study entails a generational approach to the history of academic 

philosophy in modern Iran beginning in the second half of the nineteenth century to the 

first decade of the twenty-first century. In particular, it observes, in the main, the 

intellectual genealogy or prosopography of academic-educators who trained subsequent 

academics. Secondly, it minds historic developments that informed this intellectual 

genealogy. As such it follows the life and career of five generations of academic-

philosophers at the University of Tehran.7 This generational approach offers a layer of 

complexity through continuity and overlap. For example, the first three generations of 

academic philosophers were amongst founding faculty at the University of Tehran in the 

1930s. Conversely, when the University opened following the Cultural Revolution, the 

last three generations of academic philosophers were amongst remaining faculty at the 

Department of Philosophy in the 1980s. Through an examination of their memoirs, 

publications and politics, a new perspective in the history of higher education, academic 

philosophy and the making of modern Iranian identity emerges leading to the following 

observations. 

First, through translation and training, the academics that translated Western 

works of philosophy into Farsi imprinted an Islamic affinity into them. Thus, Western 

philosophy was understood through the lens of Islamic philosophy in a relational 

manner. In fact, this understanding influenced subsequent research and instruction of 

philosophy leading to my second observation that Islamic philosophy never left Iran’s 

intellectual space, even at the height of the Pahlavi modernization program. Third, 

representative of Western modes of thought and reason, academic philosophy came to 

be understood as a tool and an object in modern Iran. As such, it was politicized and 

institutionalized beginning in the reform and constitutional movements. Fourth, within a 

domestic framework, this politicization and institutionalization translated into the use of 

philosophy as soft power. In other words, academic philosophy was employed as the 

rational medium in acculturation and nationalism. Fifth, the type and orientation of this 

                                                
7 Philosophers from each generation include, … First Generation: Mohammad Ali Foroughi 
(1875-1942), Vali Nasr (1876-1945), and Fazil Tuni (1880-1960). Second Generation: Ali 
Asghar Hekmat (1892-1980), Ali Akbar Siassi (1896-1990), and Isa Sadiq (1894-1978). Third 
Generation: Ahmad Fardid (1912-1994) Yahya Mahdavi (1907-2000), and Mohammad Khansari 
(b.1921). Fourth Generation:  Seyyed Hossein Nasr (b.1933), Daryoush Shayegan (1935-2018), 
Daryoush Ashouri (b.1938), and Reza Davari Ardakani (b.1933). Fifth Generation:  Gholam 
Reza Avani (b.1942), Nasrollah Pourjavadi (b.1943), Gholam-Ali Haddad Adel (b.1945), 
Abdolkarim Soroush (b.1945), Khosrow-Bagheri Noaparast (b.1957), Shahram Pazouki (b.1956), 
and Mohsen Kadivar (b.1959). 
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acculturation and nationalism were informed through geopolitical considerations. In other 

words, selective works of Western philosophy were interpreted and promoted for 

acculturation and nationalism based on Iran’s relationship to its benefactor, alternating 

between Britain and the United States in the twentieth century. This is not to suggest a 

lack of agency in domestic actors, rather a process entailing conformity and 

contestation. Sixth, the generation-based, intellectual product of this selective process of 

conformity and contestation manifests in three periods of philosophical orientation 

leading to the politicization of philosophy in twentieth-century Iran. These periods 

produced academics that were engaged, in the main, in what I refer to as the 

philosophies of the reform movement (roshangarai), the philosophies of Westoxication 

(gharbzadegi), and the philosophies of hybridity (zu-janbatin). In a little more than a 

hundred years since its first translation into Farsi, Western philosophy had become a 

political instrument of the state.  

In these constructed periods, different philosophies were emphasized by 

academics within the state apparatus leading to the instrumentalization of philosophy in 

Iran.8 The reform movement’s (roshangarai) philosophic discourse centered on 

philosophies of the Enlightenment rationalized for reforms (politics included). 

Westoxication (gharbzadegi) was the term given to scholars who were the sociological 

product and conditioned through immersion into the thought system produced by 

roshangarai philosophies. The dual-natured (zu-janbatin) intellectual was a perceived 

remedy for Westoxication. In the 1960s and 70s, the Pahlavi state, the Left and certain 

clerics produced hybrid philosophies using Western phenomenology and mystical 

interpretations of Irano-Islamic philosophy in support of their model of the dual-natured 

intellectual. The Islamic Republic period witnessed the recognition of the clerical version 

of these contested identities in the state nationalism model of “homo-islamicus,”9 

interpreted through hermeneutical explorations into jurisprudentially inspired 

philosophies such as velayat-e faqih.   
                                                
8 Another way to historicize the process of Intellectualism to Westoxication to multi-essence 
(dual-natured intellectual) is through dominant forms of philosophy engaged by academics and 
scholars of each period, which were successively, philosophies of reform and the Constitutional 
movement (1890s-1910s), philosophies of modernization (1920s-1960s) and philosophies of 
identity (1970s-2000s).  Of course, as historical constructs, these periods overlap. 
9 Homo-Islamicus is a term coined by Mehrzad Boroujerdi.  Mehrzad Boroujerdi, “Gharbzadegi: 
The Dominant Intellectual Discourse of Pre- and Post- Revolutionary Iran,” in Political Culture in 
the Islamic Republic, eds. Samih K. Farsoun and Mehrdad Mashayekhi (New York: Routledge, 
1992), 49. 
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These observations reflect the methodology of research undertaken in this study. 

I tried as much as possible to present this history from the point of view of academic 

philosophers. As such, I relied extensively on biographical and textual analysis 

highlighting philosophies produced through the personal experiences of these academic-

statesmen. Additionally, I minded their public personas as captured through their 

engagement in politics and their activities at state institutions, drawing attention to socio-

political currents that informed their philosophies.  

The instrumentalization of academic philosophy in twentieth century Iran was, in 

the main, a state-driven project. As such, its instruction, institutionalization and 

politicization can be referenced through post-colonial theory, namely Henri Lefebvre’s 

social production of space, Timothy Mitchell’s enframing, and Homi Bhaba’s third space.    

Henri Lefebvre (1901-1991) was a twentieth century French Marxist philosopher 

and social theorist. His theory of social production of space holds the articulation of 

space as asymmetrical force produced by social relations and in turn as a realm in which 

social relations are produced.10 This idea helps us understand the urbanization and 

institutionalization of the Reza Shah period. For example, the university was the modern 

spatial expression of the madrasah, while the national museum, library and mausoleums 

of the period were erected with architectural affinity and etymological association to pre-

Islamic or classical Persia. These efforts bring out the notion that the social production of 

space by its hegemonic class creates spaces and memories that act as flesh and blood 

of the nation. Our academic-statesmen were among this hegemonic class and their 

statist views were intertwined with philosophy.  

The effectiveness of the social condition being expressed in the creation of this 

social space; however, is a factor of its intelligibility facilitated through the understanding 

of the individual vis-à-vis the state. Here, I rely upon Timothy Mitchell’s (b. 1955) concept 

of enframing.11 Enframing is the changing of the relationship between the individual and 

the state through structures of power (temporal, spatial and physical). Mitchell’s concept 

                                                
10 See, Henri Lefebvre, "La Production De L'espace," L’ Homme Et La Société 31.1, (1974): 15-
32; Also, See, Henri Lefebvre et all, State, Space, World: Selected Essays / Henri Lefebvre  Ed. 
Neil Brenner and Stuart Elden; Translated by Gerald Moore, Neil Brenner, and Stuart Elden, 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2009). 
11 See Timothy Mitchell, Colonising Egypt, second edition (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1991), introduction, chapters 2-3.  
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of enframing draws on the Foucault’s concept of intelligibility as the conception of actors 

regarding the relationship of the individual and the state; as well as Derrida’s language, 

sign and the production of meaning; and Heidegger’s world as exhibition (intelligibility).  

Given that power operates through culture as much as it does through brute force, 

philosophy is used in rationalizing cultural specifies favourable to the state. It is through 

this process that we witness several iterations of the Pahlavi cultural and national ethos, 

as it sought to balance its dynastic interests with that of the nation and greater 

geopolitical body. Our cohort of academic-statesmen utilized, institutionalized and 

politicized academic philosophy in enframing their vision of the modern Iranian identity 

into institutional structures and their greater audience.     

Although significant, Mitchell’s concept of enframing is subject to distortion. As 

Khaled Fahmay pointed out, over-reliance on official sources that have been ‘inscribed’ 

for the purpose of promoting change distorts the effectiveness of the enframing 

process.12 I have attempted to diminish this distortion through balancing of textual and 

biographical analysis, supplementing these scholars’ academic publications with their 

personal observations and memoirs, pointing out the policy versus practice gap where 

applicable. 

The social production of space through enframing produces hybridization rooted 

in cultural difference, what Homi Bhabha (b.1949) calls third space.13 Third Space is 

premised on the idea of hybridization rooted in cultural difference. This means that 

cultural signs are not fixed, “they can be re-appropriated, ri-historicized and 

reinterpreted.”14 Thus, there is no pure or static culture. This social dynamic is expressed 

                                                
12 See Khaled Fahmy, All the Pasha’s Men: Mehmed Ali, His Army and the Making of Modern 
Egypt (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), introduction, chapters 3-4. 
13 Homi K. Bhabha The Location of Culture (New York: Routledge, 1994). 
14 Mahmoud Jaran, “Occidental and Islamic Culture: Divided Skies, Common Horizons,” In 
Sharing Poetic Expressions ed. Anna-Teresa Tymieniecka (New York: Springer, 2011) 51-58. 
“The importance of “saying the same in different ways” and in different cultures is remarkably 
increasing in some fields like Cultural Studies, Literature, Philosophy and Social Studies. The 
main laboratories in which such idea is studied are Comparative Literature and Post-colonial 
Theory. Both flourish in Anglo-Saxon academic world in the last two decades. In my view, the 
most significant element, which leads us to understand cultures in this way, derives from the 
notion of cultural hybridity. Culture, any culture, indeed, cannot be pure. That is why differences 
between cultures must not be imagined so radical to the level of ignoring the similarities between 
them. Such interpretation of “culture” allows us to identify what Homi Bhabha calls the “Third 
Space” (Bhabha). The Indian theorist distinguishes between “cultural diversity” which confirms the 
disagreement, and accordingly the clash between cultures (the other culture is simply exotic and 
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in comparative and hybrid works of philosophy produced by academics at the University 

of Tehran as well as other state-sponsored institutions. Thus, as Iran attempted to 

absorb and appropriate Western methods and practices into its Irano-Islamic socio-

political framework, it produced a hybrid intellectual space that is still in the process of 

actualization. Each iteration of this hybrid intellectual space corresponded with a form of 

modernity and identity promoted by competing intellectual clusters.    

My research offers several areas of significance. First, it is innovative in both 

method and subject. To date, no Western scholar has written a history of academic 

philosophy in Iran. In fact, the history of Iran’s universities is sporadically found within 

works of many disciplines.15 Furthermore, the impact of philosophy on the Pahlavi and 

Islamic Republic modernization projects has never been studied from this generational, 

institution-centered perspective.  

Second, my research is significant in its contribution to a new and growing 

scholarship of Iranian intellectual history concerning the production of knowledge in the 

development of and dialogue between Iran’s modern state and public sphere.  Scholars 

such as Schayegh and Vejdani have produced monographs on the history of Iran’s 

education and its contribution to cultural change favouring modernization.16 Scholars 

such as Mirsepassi and Vahdat have produced significant monographs on the subject of 

philosophy and its contribution to the development of ideologies surrounding discourses 

                                                                                                                                            
different) and “cultural difference” which represents a new context that produces new 
interpretations. Cultural difference, therefore, tells us that cultural signs are not fixed. They can be 
re-appropriated, ri-historicized and reinterpreted. This is the hybrid dimension, which invites us to 
reread cultures and mostly the distance between cultures, not as a clash and conflictual zone, but 
as rich and heterogeneous one.” 
15 See Afshin Matin-Asgari, Both Eastern and Western: An Intellectual History of Iranian 
Modernity  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018; and David Menashri, Education and 
the making of modern Iran (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1992). 
16 See Cyrus Schayegh. Who Is Knowledgeable Is Strong: Science, Class, and the Formation of 
Modern Iranian Society, 1900-1950 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2009); and, Farzin 
Vejdani, Making History in Iran: Education, Nationalism and Print Culture, (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 2015). 
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of Iranian government, modernity, and subjectivity.17 My scholarship combines both 

approaches around the historic subject of academic philosophy.  

Third, my research is significant in the study of the dialectic between European 

and Islamic philosophy in the modern age. This concerns the intersection of Western 

philosophy and the politics of modernization with a lengthy history in Iran. In particular, 

my research highlights the incorporation of anti-Enlightenment philosophy, in particular 

of German variety, into hybrid Islamist philosophical theories.18 This trend is on the rise 

in the Middle East and beyond. A striking example of this trend was the inaugural, 

Heidegger in the Islamicate World International Conference at the University of Bern 

(November 2-4, 2016) attended by Heideggerian experts from several Middle Eastern 

universities, including University of Tehran.   

Another dimension of this dialectic is the return to political theology. In, 

Muhammad Iqbal: Essays on the Reconstruction of Modern Muslim Thought, H.C. Hillier 

argues that an epistemological crisis in the West occasioned a rise in the popularity of 

political theology manifested in Bergsonian philosophy.19 And while, in the interwar era, 

Iqbal used Bergson’s philosophy in support of an Islamic political order, Iranian 

academics such as Rashid Yasami interpreted Bergsonian philosophy within an Iranian 

monarchist tradition.20   

Fourth, my research highlights the role of academic philosophy in the 

decolonization process of the Middle East. In particular, “moving from the vast landscape 

of economic and political decolonization to consider the specific architecture of 

                                                
17 See Ali Mirsepassi, Intellectual Discourse and Politics of Modernization: Negotiating Modernity 
in Iran (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000), and, Farzin Vahdat, God and Juggernaut: 
Iran's Intellectual Encounter with Modernity, (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 2002). 
18 Mirsepassi has written about this phenomenon, See, Ali Mirsepassi, Intellectual Discourse and 
the Politics of Modernization: Negotiating Modernity in Iran (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2000); and, Ali Mirsepassi, Transnationalism in Iranian Political Thought: The Life and 
Times of Ahmad Fardid (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017). 
19 Eds. H. C. Hillier and Basit Bilal Koshul, Muhammad Iqbal: Essays on the Reconstruction of 
Modern Muslim Thought (Edinburgh University Press, 2015). In particular, “Why were the 
problems of secularism, peace, colonialism, imperialism, and so forth so challenging? This is 
because they did not simply challenge the existing socio-political order; they challenged the very 
intellectual supports and justifications for that order. In fact, they sparked an epistemological 
crisis,” 170. 
20 Rashid Yasami, “Falsafa-ye Bergson,” Ta’lim va Tarbiyat Vol. 5.7 (1935): 354-360 (transcript of 
lecture given at Ma’qul va Manqul College). 
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intellectual decolonization at its narrowest scope, No Exit uses Arab existentialism as a 

prism that reveals how this process looked from within.”21 Similar to Yoav Di-Capua’s 

approach, I present an intellectual history in which certain state actors engage in the 

decolonization of the mind using academic philosophy. And, while Sartre’s existentialism 

played this role amongst Arab academics, as argued by Di-Capua, I posit that 

phenomenology and, hermeneutics in particular, played a role in the project for the 

decolonization of the mind amongst Iranian academic philosophers of the twentieth 

century.     

I have divided the existing historiography on modern Iranian philosophy into three 

general themes: Iranian philosophy and philosophers, modernization and educational 

reforms, and Iranian intellectuals and philosophy. The historiography on Iranian 

philosophy, or more correctly put, the history of Iran’s philosophy (and philosophers), 

entails a rich corpus of texts dedicated, in the main, to introducing readers to 

philosophers and their ideas. Thus, they are not concerned with philosophy’s impact on 

social structures within a historical context.  In the twentieth century, Seyyed Hossein 

Nasr and Henri Corbin would fall into this category of scholars. Both are immensely 

important intellectuals and are subjects of this study. As well, they both wrote on the 

history of philosophy in Iran albeit with greater emphasis on philosophy than history. 

Nasr’s monograph, Islamic Philosophy from Its Origin to the Present: Philosophy in the 

Land of Prophecy, speaks well to my point.22 In this work, Nasr masterfully captures the 

biography and ideas of various Islamic philosophers, many within the Iranian or 

Persianate orbit. In this narrative, Nasr mentions historic events and relevant cultural 

continuities in his history of Islamic philosophy. Ironically, he does not mention the role of 

philosophy in the Pahlavi modernization project, something he was intimately involved 

with. As well, the concentration is on philosophy itself, whereas I intend to study the 

persons who studied and instructed philosophy and were not, necessarily, significant 

philosophers. Therefore, while Philosophy in the Land of Prophecy is an impressive work 

on the history of Islamic Philosophy and prominent philosophers, it does not cover the 

academic history of philosophy in Iran, the persons who introduced the discipline, nor 

the role it played in Iranian modernization.  

                                                
21 Yoav Di-Capua, No Exit  (University of Chicago Press, 2018), 4 
22 Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Islamic Philosophy from its Origin to the Present: Philosophy in the land 
of Prophecy  (New York: State University of New York Press, 2006). 
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Closely similar in approach to Nasr, is Henri Corbin’s work: The Voyage and the 

Messenger: Iran and Philosophy.23 This work contains a historic narrative of Iranian 

philosophers spanning many centuries. Yet, both works deal, in the main, with mystical 

Islam, emphasizing the philosophy-philosopher rather than presenting a balanced 

historic content. To be fair, that was the primary purpose of these works, and, in a way, 

exemplify the scarcity of works on the history of academic philosophy in Iran. As well, 

none of the intellectuals who make up the subject of my research are mentioned in either 

monograph.  

Generally speaking, Nasr and Corbin’s writings, while presenting some history, 

belong in the peripatetic philosophy genre, along with Mohammad Azadpur’s: Reason 

Unbound: On Spiritual Practice in Islamic Peripatetic Philosophy.24 Yet these works are 

important and tangentially related to my research in that Islamic peripatetic philosophy 

influenced academic philosophy at the institutional level, as well as, intellectual 

discourse at the public level, since the creation of the University of Tehran.  More 

significantly, both Nasr and Corbin are subjects of my research in the second cluster of 

Iranian intellectual-educators. Finally it is worth noting that the philosophers and 

philosophies covered by these works are from antiquity, classical Islamic and pre-

modern periods and do not, for the most part, engage with the works of modern 

academic philosophy.25  

The historiography of twentieth century Iranian educational reforms and 

modernization contains an even greater corpus of works relating to the history of 

academic philosophy in Iran. Again, it is important to note that philosophy is never the 

subject of any of these works. Generally speaking then, scholars and publications 

concerned with the modernization of Iran in the twentieth century, raised philosophy in 

                                                
23 Henri Corbin, The Voyage and the Messenger: Iran and Philosophy (Berkley: North Atlantic 
Press, 2009). 
24 Mohammad Azadpur, Reason Unbound: On Spiritual Practice in Islamic Peripatetic Philosophy 
(Albany: Sate University of New York Press, 2011).  
25 Other scholarship on Islamic Mysticism and Peripatetic philosophy include: Reason and 
inspiration in Islam: theology, philosophy and mysticism in Muslim thought: essays in honour of 
Hermann Landolt ed. by Todd Lawson, (New York: I.B. Tauris, 2005); William Chittick, The Sufi 
Doctrine of Rumi: An Introduction (Tehran: Aryamehr University Press, 1974); William Chittick 
The Sufi Path of Knowledge: Ibn al-'Arabi's Metaphysics of Imagination (Albany: State University 
of New York Press, 1989); and Hossein Ziai, Knowledge and Illumination: A Study of 
Suhrawardi’s Hikmat al-Ishraq (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1990).    
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two contexts: as part of the new education curriculum, or, as contribution to 

modernization, especially education. In particular, the works of Ervand Abrahamian, 

Hadi Enayat, Abbas Milani, and Ali Ansari fall within this category.26 These works, 

however, provide a substantive historical framework for the understanding of socio-

political change and the process of modernization in twentieth century Iran. 

A second set of modern scholars from within this group emphasizes educational 

reforms in their histories of Iranian modernization.  While not directly engaging the topic 

of academic philosophy, works within this genre mention many of my project’s proposed 

individuals as pioneers of modern education in Iran. David Menashri’s, Education and 

the Making of Modern Iran, and Reza Arasteh’s, Education and Social Awakening in Iran 

1850-1968, fall within this category.27 While both works provide well-developed 

narratives on the history of modern education in Iran, academic philosophy is not a 

primary concern of either scholar. 

Similarly, Afshin Marashi’s Nationalizing Iran: Culture, Power, and the State, 

1870-1940 presents educational reforms as the engine of nationalism.28 Marashi 

observes, “Education under Reza Shah thus brought together for the first time in Iran the 

cultural and philosophical efforts of a nationalist ideology and the administrative and 

technical apparatus of a nationalizing bureaucratic state.”29 As well, Marashi explores 

the missionary influence on Iranian education, although he does not expand on their 

philosophies. Additionally, Marashi introduces Hekmat as the central architect of 

educational reforms in the first half of the Reza Shah period, leaving out the more senior 

Foroughi and Vali Nasr. In fact, Hekmat’s use of the Shahnameh to construct his 

Bastangarai nationalism is not mentioned in favour of Hassan Pirnia’s historical 

interpretation of Shahnameh.  
                                                
26 Ervand Abrahamian, A History of Modern Iran (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008); 
Hadi Enayat, Law, State, and Society in Modern Iran: Constitutionalism, Autocracy, and Legal 
Reform, 1906-1941 (Palgrave MacMillan, 2013); Ali Ansari, Modern Iran Since 1921: The 
Pahlavis and After (New York: Pearson Education Ltd., 2003); Abbas Milani, Eminent Persians: 
The Men and Women Who Made Modern Iran, 1941-1979 (New York: Syracuse University 
Press, 2008). 
27 David Menashri, Education and the Making of Modern Iran (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1992). Reza Arasteh, Education and Social Awakening in Iran 1850-1968 (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 
1969). 
28 Afshin Marashi, Nationalizing Iran: Culture, Power, and the State, 1870-1940 (Seattle: 
University of Washington Press, 2008), 88.  
29 Marashi, Nationalizing Iran, 89 
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Other scholars of post-revolutionary Iranian education take a more political 

approach, contextualizing educational reforms within the process of Islamization. Reza 

Razavi’s “The Cultural Revolution in Iran with Close Regard to the Universities and its 

Impact on the Student Movement,” and Sohrab Behdad’s “Islamization of Economics in 

Iranian Universities,” are representative of this approach and, in a way, demonstrate an 

aspect of the Islamic Republic’s modernization project.30  

Another set of scholars of Iranian education takes a more historic approach.  For 

example, Maghsood Farakhtasteh’s, The Adventure of University in Iran: A Historical 

Study on the Higher Education; Emphasizing “Economic, Social, Political and Cultural” 

Factors.31 This important monograph contains the comprehensive history of the 

University of Tehran, providing rare quantitative data on the institution. More 

significantly, it provides a well-researched analysis of historic events such as the Iranian 

Revolution and its impact on the University. A much smaller body of work with a similar 

approach is Amir Farokh Farya’s, “Sharh-e Esteqlal-e Daneshgah-e Tehran va Gush-e 

ha-ye az Tariq-e Amuzesh-e Novin dar Iran.”32 Both works attempt to historicize the 

university in Iran’s political history and draw links to the Pahlavi and Islamic Republic’s 

modernization projects. At the same time, the subject of philosophy is almost absent 

from discussion, save for Farakhtasteh’s data on the number of graduates and programs 

offered at the University. 

The final genre of modern Iranian historiography relating to academic philosophy 

is the history of Iranian intellectuals.  This more recent historiographical school falls 

within the discipline of intellectual history with sub-specialties in political science, 

sociology, and philosophy. 

Starting in the 1980s, historians of modern Iran have been concerned, in the 

main, with twentieth century Iranian modernization from a socio-political perspective. 

Within this narrative, the Iranian Revolution of 1979 casts a wide shadow on Iranian 
                                                
30 More significantly, Razavi and Behdad’s articles are concerned with the contestation of 
ideologies in the public sphere, in particular, at Iranian universities – and in this aspect, their 
works intersect with my research. 
31 Maghsood Farasatkhah, Sargozasht va Savaneh-ye Daneshgah dar Iran: Baresy Tarikhi-ye 
Amuzesh ‘Ali va Tahavolat-e Eqtesadi, Ejtema’i, Siyasi, va Farhangi- ye Mo’aser bar an (Tehran: 
Rasa, 2008). 
32 Amir Farokh Faryar, “Sharh-e Esteqlal-e Daneshgah-e Tehran va Gush-e ha-ye az Tariq-e 
Amuzesh-e Novin dar Iran.” Jahan ketab 13, no. 1 and 2 (2007): 29-30. 
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historiography, often leading to teleological approaches and conclusions. As well, an 

improper periodization within this trend is the use of 1979 as year zero with everything 

that happened before arranged in a historic chain of cause and effect events leading up 

to it. Works such as Ervand Abrahamian’s, Iran between Two Revolutions and Nikki 

Keddie’s Roots of Revolution, support this historiographical trend.33 These socio-political 

histories, while important in the understanding of the history of twentieth century Iran, 

offer little in the way of intellectual history, more specifically, about the ideologies and 

methodologies employed in the Pahlavi modernization project.34 

Since the early 1990s, this historiography has evolved to include a larger corpus 

of intellectual history offering new perspectives in the analysis of socio-cultural 

phenomenon with a historical periodization. Mehrzad Boroujerdi and Ali Mirsepassi were 

among the pioneer scholars of this genre.35 Their approach included the study of an 

evolving modern Iranian identity, as a by-product of the Pahlavi modernization project 

(and the abrupt cultural reorientation of Iranian society following the Iranian Revolution).  

 Mehrzad Boroujerdi’s 1992 article, “Gharbzadegi: The Dominant Intellectual 

Discourse of Pre- and Post-Revolutionary Iran,”36 highlighted the role and relevance of 

academic philosophy in Iranian history.  His 1996 monograph, Iranian Intellectuals and 

the West: The Tormented Triumph of Nativism, identified gharbzadegi (toxicity through 

exposure to Western culture) as nativist Iranian philosophy. Boroujerdi, thus, pointed to 

a homegrown philosophy arising out of the University of Tehran, in explaining the historic 

                                                
33 Ervand Abrahamian, Iran between Two Revolutions (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1982); Nikki Keddie, Roots of Revolution: An Interpretive History of Modern Iran (New Haven: 
Yale University Press. 1981).  
34 As well, Abrahamian uses Weberian theory to demonstrate a structural shift from patrimonial 
rule to the (European) bureaucratic state. While using Eric Hobsbawm ‘holistic’ approach to 
history, Abrahamian, holds the state as the initiator of change (towards modernity) in Iran. Ervand 
Abrahamian, A History of Modern Iran (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 13-17. 
35 Ali Mirsepassi, Intellectual Discourse and the Politics of Modernization: Negotiating Modernity 
in Iran (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000). Mehrzad Boroujerdi, Iranian Intellectuals 
and the West: The Tormented Triumph of Nativism (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 
1996). 
36 Mehrzad Boroujerdi, “Gharbzadegi: The Dominant Intellectual Discourse of Pre- and Post-
Revolutionary Iran,” in, Political Culture in the Islamic Republic Edited by Samih K. Arson and 
Mehrdad Mashayekhi, 39 (New York: Routledge, 1992). 
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processes of Iranian modernity.37 Similarly, Ali Gheissari’s 1998 monograph, Iranian 

Intellectuals in the Twentieth Century, presents the intellectual roots of Iranian modernity 

with a tangential view on philosophy.38 In particular, a pattern is observed here and in 

Mirsepassi and Boroujerdi’s scholarship in which academic philosophy’s socio-political 

relevance emerge in the 1960s concerning a critique of Westernism to use Gheissari’s 

terminology.39 While both works are indirectly concerned with the topic of academic 

philosophy, the strength of Gheissari and Boroujerdi’s approach was the grouping of 

twentieth-century Iranian intellectual streams into Islamic, Western Liberal, Western 

Marxist and hybrid; in particular, their research into “hybrid” philosophies-ideologies, an 

extension of their topic of nativism, was expanded upon in the works of scholars such as 

Ali Mirsepassi, Farzin Vahdat and Farhad Khosrokhavar who studied the impact of 

academic philosophy on modern Iran’s socio-political trajectory.  

Mirsepassi’s 2000 monograph, Intellectual Discourses and the Politics of 

Modernization: Negotiating Modernity in Iran, pointed to philosophers such as Ahmad 

Fardid and Reza Davari whose philosophies influenced Iranian historical trajectories.40 

Fardid and his protégé, Davari, are instrumental figures in the history of academic 

philosophy; their philosophies contained a real public corollary and their status as public 

intellectuals influenced the propagation of their philosophies. Davari, in particular, is an 

influential post-revolutionary Iranian philosopher-academic-statesmen and was the 

subject of my MA studies.  

Mirsepassi’s next two monographs successively engaged with Iranian academic 

philosophy. In 2011 he published, Political Islam, Iran, and the Enlightenment: 

Philosophies of Hope and Despair.41 This work focuses on what Mirsepassi calls the 

third phase of Iranian modernity, a concept he introduced in Intellectual Discourse and 

                                                
37 Mehrzad Boroujerdi, Iranian Intellectuals and the West: The Tormented Triumph of Nativism 
(Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 1996). 
38 Ali Gheissari, Iranian Intellectuals in the Twentieth Century (Austin: University of Austin Press, 
1998). 
39 For example, in Iranian Intellectuals in the Twentieth Century, academic philosophy becomes 
part of Gheissari’s discussion in his last chapter titled: Critiques of Westernism and Debates over 
Modernity, as well as in the epilogue.   
40 Ali Mirsepassi, Intellectual Discourse and the Politics of Modernization: Negotiating Modernity 
in Iran (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000). 
41 Ali Mirsepassi, Political Islam, Iran and the Enlightenment: Philosophies of Hope and Despair 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011). 
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the Politics of Modernization, with a particular view grounded in the philosophical 

understanding of Western modernity in relation to the reactionary, anti-Enlightenment 

views of twentieth century Iranian intellectuals, including Fardid. Mirsepassi’s detailed 

discussion of Heidegger’s Being and Time as a historical document is an extremely 

important one for the understanding of Heidegger’s impact on the Iranian intellectual 

tradition, identifying Fardid as “the thinker whose work contributed most to setting the 

ground for a Heideggerian political discourse in the Iranian context.”42 

It is in Transnationalism in Iranian Political Thought, that Mirsepassi engages 

exclusively with the “Life and Times of Ahmad Fardid.”43 Mirsepassi introduces Fardid as 

in intellectual interventionist who observed a continued colonial influence in Iranian 

political thought from the time of the Constitutional Revolution.44 In particular, “the 

significance of Fardid’s intellectual intervention was to shift the vantage of the political 

interpretation of Iranian resistance to injustice from a predominately secular (i.e. liberal, 

leftist, or reformist Islamist) perspective, to a more extremist and Islamist claim to 

authenticity and totality.”45 Mirsepassi highlights Fardid’s usage of Heidegger, which I 

concur, in the formulation of a response to the perceived threat of Westoxication. 

Mirsepassi also highlights Fardid’s use of mystical Islam, calling him a “pioneering 

visionary of spiritual Islam,”46 which I find problematic. In fact, my research reveals a 

much earlier use of Islamic mysticism in Iranian academic philosophy in the works of 

Foroughi, Hekmat and others. It must be noted that Mirsepassi covers Fardid’s 

publications on Dewey and Bergson from the late 1930s, locating his place among 

emerging academic circles of the time. However, his chapter on the Young Fardid does 

not address Mirsepassi claim that, “Ahmad Fardid’s intellectual biography reveals the 

centrality of his ‘mystical’ reading of Western philosophy,”47 as discussed in chapter five 

of this thesis. 

                                                
42 Ali Mirsepassi, Political Islam, Iran, and the Enlightenment, 30. 
43 Ali Mirsepassi, Transnationalism in Iranian Political Thought: The Life and Times of Ahmad 
Fardid (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017). 
44 Mirsepassi, Transnationalism in Iranian Political Thought, 5. 
45 Mirsepassi, Transnationalism in Iranian Political Thought, 5. 
46 Mirsepassi, Transnationalism in Iranian Political Thought, 11 
47 Mirsepassi, Transnationalism in Iranian Political Thought, 68 
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Khosrokhavar’s article, “Neo-conservative intellectuals in Iran,” expands on the 

philosophies of post-revolutionary conservatives, including Davari, referring to them as 

Heideggerian-Muslims.48 Vahdat’s important work, God and Juggernaut: Iran's 

Intellectual Encounter with Modernity, examines subjectivity’s limitations in an Islamic 

political framework. At the same time, Vahdat offers a chapter on the role of philosophy 

and, in particular, on Heideggerian philosophy utilized in an anti-Enlightenment 

framework. In short, the 1990s and early 2000s witnessed the growth of Iranian 

intellectual history with a consistent trajectory towards the relevance of philosophy in 

understanding the history of Iranian modernity. 

During the Khatami presidency and his policy surrounding dialogue between 

civilizations, the Iranian civic sphere witnessed the growth of a philosophy-centered 

discourse on the role of government in an Irano-Islamic society and the relationship of 

the state and its institutions to civic society. During the Khatami administration, 

philosophy presented an acceptable and veiled, moderate alternative method of political 

expression. We see a reflection of this trend in Iranian intellectual historiography.  

Thus, starting in the early 2000s, we witness the expansion of Iranian intellectual 

historiography with a concentration on the role of philosophy in Iranian intellectual history 

and politics.  Ali Paya’s 2003 article, “Karl Popper and the Iranian Intellectuals,” directly 

engages the topic of philosophy in Iranian politics.49 In particular, Paya provides an 

overview of the neo-conservative opposition to the reform movement’s (associated with 

the Khatami presidency), support of Popperian philosophy as a secular challenge to 

velayat-e faqih. He discusses the opposition of Heideggerians to Popperians in Iran’s 

ethics and names Reza Davari as critical opponent of Popper. Likewise, Mehran 

Kamrava’s 2008 monograph, Iran’s Intellectual Revolution, drew attention to the 

significance of philosophy in the development of Iranian socio-political movements, a 

year before the events of the 2009-contested presidential election.50 Yet, Kamrava’s 

work did not cover the institutional contributions and challenges of the subject of 

                                                
48 Farhad Khosrokhavar, “Neo-conservative intellectuals in Iran,” Middle East Critique, 10 (2001): 
13. 
49 Ali Paya, “Karl Popper and the Iranian Intellectuals,” Journal of American Islamic Social 
Sciences 20, no. 2 (2003): 50-79. 
50 Mehran Kamrava, Iran’s Intellectual Revolution (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 
2008). 
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academic philosophy, instead concentrating on the concept of velayat-e faqih and its 

philosophic interpretations and analysis.  

Over the last decade, a sub-specialty of this intellectual history surfaced, 

concerned with the production of knowledge and its role in the Iranian modernity and 

modernization efforts starting with the late Qajar period. Historians of this genre, such as 

Cyrus Schayegh and Farzin Vejdani focused on the impact of modern education in Iran, 

in particular during the Pahlavi period.51 My research falls within this sub-specialty, 

raising and addressing important questions about philosophy’s influence on knowledge 

production and contestation affecting education, acculturation, policy orientation, and 

identity in the Pahlavi and later Islamic Republic periods.  

Foremost among these works is Cyrus Schayegh’s monograph, Who Is 

Knowledgeable Is Strong: Science, Class, and the Formation of Modern Iranian Society, 

1900-1950.52 Schayegh’s research is concerned with institutional development of 

secondary and higher education in Iran, and how these institutions and, in particular, the 

curriculum of science was used in the acculturation of an emerging modern middle class 

as part of Iran’s modernization.53 As such Schayegh presents good historic background 

on the University of Tehran and figures such as Siyasi and, to a lesser degree, Foroughi. 

However, Schayegh is concerned with the impact of modern education on the 

development of hygiene as a class marker in a modernizing Iran, with no mention of 

philosophy.  Furthermore, while he draws on the relationship of the state to the 

university, the subject is always medicine and not philosophy.54 

Similarly, Farzin Vejdani’s recent monograph, Making History in Iran: Education, 

Nationalism and Print Culture, is a well researched and compelling work on the impact of 

                                                
51 Farzin Vejdani, Making History in Iran: Education, Nationalism and Print Culture (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2015). Cyrus Schayegh, Who Is Knowledgeable Is Strong: Science, 
Class, and the Formation of Modern Iranian Society, 1900-1950 (Berkley: University of California 
Press, 2009). 
52 Cyrus Schayegh, Who Is Knowledgeable Is Strong: Science, Class, and the Formation of 
Modern Iranian Society, 1900-1950 (Berkley: University of California Press, 2009). 
53 Ibid., 5.  
54 Ibid., 24. 
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higher education, specifically the ‘scientific’ study of history on Iranian modernity.55 In 

particular, Vejdani is concerned with knowledge production and its transmission to public 

school curriculum; as well as the transformation of the court art of history to the 

academic discipline of history in Iran. And, while Vejdani’s monograph is concerned with 

modern education, modernization and the university, his focus is the nexus of 

nationalism and historiography, or rather the influence of academic history on the 

development of a modern Iranian identity.56 As such, academic philosophy and the 

politicization of knowledge are not discussed in his work. Interestingly, Vejdani does 

refer to Jürgen Habermas, not in a historical context but as a theoretical approach to 

frame his argument of Iranian modernity, identity and the utility of academic philosophy. 

For example, Vejdani refers to Habermas’s theory of the creation of an European public 

sphere resulting from the intellectual exchange of an emerging European bourgeoisie 

class.57 As such, Vejdani draws comparisons to modern Iranian historiography as the 

mechanism for a new historical understanding that helped facilitate ideas surrounding 

nationalism within a growing intellectual class in twentieth century Iran. 

Finally, Afshin Matin-Asgari’s monograph, Both Eastern and Western: An 

Intellectual History of Iranian Modernity,58 offers an insightful look at the interaction of 

twentieth century Iranian intellectual streams, including academic philosophy, with global 

ideologies.59 I draw upon Matin-Asgari’s observations regarding the use of philosophy in 

the hybridization of Islamic ideology “for turning Islam into a political ideology compatible 

with modern meta-religious and secular worldviews.”60 As well, I concur with his 

arguments regarding historiographical inaccuracies in the portrayal of Reza Shah’s 

authority, as discussed in chapter three, and the ideological congruencies that lead to 

the formation of the Revolutionary coalition in the late 1970s, as discussed in chapter 

four. At the same time, my study focuses on the subject of academic philosophy, and the 

academic-statesmen who engaged with these intellectual currents. As such it draws on 

                                                
55 Farzin Vejdani, Making History in Iran: Education, Nationalism and Print Culture (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2015). 
56 Ibid., 3-7.  
57 Ibid., 10. 
58 Afshin Matin-Asgari, Both Eastern and Western: An Intellectual History of Iranian Modernity  
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018). 
59 Matin-Asgari, Both Eastern and Western, 4. 
60 Matin-Asgari, Both Eastern and Western, 7. 
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Matin-Asgari’s observations regarding their contributions to Iranian academic 

philosophy.    

This study is presented in four substantive chapters centered on the instruction, 

institutionalization and politicization of philosophy in modern Iran. It is purposefully 

constructed to present the history of academic philosophy from the point of view of 

academic-statesmen who were, in the main, institutionally associated with the University 

of Tehran. Combining elements of intellectual, social, and political histories, this study 

follows the career and philosophies of successive generations of academic-statesmen 

from the Nasseri to the Khamenei eras.  

Chapter two begins with a discussion of the instruction of academic philosophy in 

Qajar Iran. It entails a history of the madrasah higher education system and its 

development into the nineteenth century, as well as the emergence of Ministry-based 

and missionary schools where academic philosophy was a subject of instruction. I will 

discuss the founders of academic philosophy at University of Tehran by way of their 

biographical analysis and educational training. The second section of the chapter 

incorporates these academics’ experiences and efforts in the institutionalization of 

academic philosophy in the first two decades of the twentieth century, a turbulent time in 

modern Iranian history. Thus, the final section of the chapter discusses socio-political 

currents that created this turbulence, as well as, the process through which academic 

philosophy was politicized in the expression of reforms and progress. More significantly, 

special attention will be paid to the thoughts and perceptions of these scholars in this 

period, as these will influence their efforts in both the construction of a modern Iranian 

higher education system and the training of subsequent Iranian scholars.  

Chapter three traces the development of academic philosophy in the Reza Shah 

period. The historiography of this period is associated with state-building efforts and 

rapid modernization. As such I begin with a historiographical analysis of modern 

education and extend the discussion to the philosophy of education as seen through the 

eyes of these academic-statesmen. Next, I discuss the ways in which their philosophies 

manifested in institutions such as the Ministry of Education, as well as the central 

institute of this study, the University of Tehran. As Iran’s first university, the University of 

Tehran’s planning, structure, creation and orientation are presented in detail.  
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The creation of University of Tehran in 1934 provided a modern canvas for the 

instruction of academic philosophy in Iran. The next section of chapter three presents 

what philosophy meant to these academic-statesmen and the reasoning for their 

pedagogical and structural selections in creating the University. Zooming in on the 

career and publications of these academic-statesmen, I demonstrate the continued 

process of institutionalization and politicization of academic philosophy in Reza Shah’s 

Iran. In particular, I refer to the utilization of Western philosophies in the promotion of a 

Pahlavi modernity and national ethos. Thus, the chapter explores ideological 

developments at institutions such as the Farhangestan, as well as the particulars of the 

hyper nationalism advocated by certain academic-philosophers.  This includes a detailed 

look at the most important philosophical text created in this period, Foroughi’s Seyr-e 

Hekmat dar ‘Urupa, and Iranian academics’ understanding of Western philosophy in the 

1930s.  

Chapter four examines developments in academic philosophy during the reign of 

the second Pahlavi monarch (1941-1977). The events surrounding the Allied invasion 

and occupation of Iran in 1941, which lasted until Soviet withdrawal from Iranian 

territories in 1946, altered Iran’s relations with the Soviet Union, European powers, as 

well as the United States. After the 1953 Coup, the United States was the undisputed 

external benefactor of the Pahlavi monarchy, a factor that influenced the instruction, 

institutionalization and politicization of philosophy in post World War Two Iran.    

In particular chapter four presents a discussion of the reorientation of the 

University of Tehran’s faculty and departmental structure starting in the 1950s. These 

changes accompanied activities such as the creation of specialized research institutions 

within the University and participation in international academic conferences that further 

integrated Iranian higher education into the US educational system. These 

transformations were consolidated in the 1960s and 1970s with the infusion of the 

principles of the White Revolution into the higher education system, further cementing 

the process of politicization of philosophy in Iran.  

Concurrently, the chapter discusses the development of an increased affinity with 

mystical Islamic philosophy. This development was intertwined with Pahlavi 

nationalization in the 1960s and 1970s and involved several academic-philosophers, 

Hossein Nasr being chief among them. As such, state efforts in the Islamization of 
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Iranian cultural identity is analyzed with emphasis to our academic-philosophers ideas 

regarding Iranian intellectualism, Westoxication and its cultural remedy: the creation of 

the dual-oriented scholar. This discussion is historicized within socio-political 

developments of the1960s and 1970s. 

Chapter five begins with a historiographical analysis of the 1979 Revolution with 

emphasis on the role of and impact to higher education and academic philosophy. In 

particular, I discuss the impact of the Iranian Cultural Revolution on the instruction of 

academic philosophy and the orientation of Iranian higher education system. As such, I 

examine the philosophies of three groups of scholars in post-revolutionary Iran: those 

who teach and train at the university, those who teach and train at specialized 

institutions, and those in exile.  

Furthermore, this chapter extends the discussion of academic philosophy to the 

practice of politics in the Islamic Republic and into the twenty-first century. A trend is 

demonstrated, as Irano-Islamic philosophy becomes the primary medium for political 

discourse used in the legitimation and contestation of the new socio-political order in 

Iran. The significance of this process is historicized through a case study of Reza 

Davari’s career from the Cultural Revolution through Ahmadinejad’s second Presidential 

term.  
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Chapter 2. Emergence and Imitation: Academic 
Philosophy in Qajar Iran, 1851-1921 

Philosophy was taught as a subject in Iranian educational institutions, well before 

the creation of the University of Tehran in 1934. In fact, key figures involved in this 

enterprise, such as Mohammad Ali Foroughi, Ali Asghar Hekmat and Ali Akbar Siassi, 

were pioneers of modern Iranian education in the twentieth century. However, the history 

of academic philosophy before University of Tehran is more complicated yet, as it was 

greatly influenced by domestic and international socio-political currents of the opening 

decades of the twentieth century. Domestically, the failing Qajar Empire – in its 

absolutist and constitutional guises – was progressively failing to provide peace and 

security. At the same time, the Qajar state was being increasingly administered along 

the statist aspirations of the last generation of Qajar intellectual elite, the above named 

philosopher-statesmen among them. Internationally, these years coincided with the 

emerging British moment in the Middle East. British policy and geopolitical directives 

provided the conditions for the rise of Reza Khan and the opportunity for our 

philosopher-statesmen to direct the Pahlavi education system - the engine of the Pahlavi 

modernization program - with academic philosophy sitting at its apex.   

The introduction of Western academic philosophy to Iranian educational 

institutions coincided with transitions in sites of knowledge production in Iran. The 

obvious shift was from cleric-directed maktabs to state-directed modern primary and 

secondary schools. This shift initiated the gradual addition of Western philosophy to 

school curriculum in Iran. Of course, philosophy was not directly taught to 

schoolchildren, but as will be shown in the writings of these educators and their selection 

of curriculum clearly demonstrate their intent in the utilization of Enlightenment 

philosophic values for the introduction of new concepts and habits. In short, modern 

state-run schools allowed early exposure to Western philosophic ideas to subsequent 

generations of Iranians. 

Modern schools and their curriculum created various anxieties and challenges for 

the Shi’a clerical establishment in Iran. According to Monica Ringer, basis of ulema 

opposition to modernization can be divided into the following categories: 

material/technological innovations; centralization; secularization and administrative 
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rationalization; cultural/intellectual conflict.61 In particular, some clergy perceived that the 

ideologies growing out of Western Enlightenment philosophy such as representative 

government, secularism, nationalism, and socialism, among others, seemingly 

challenged their epistemological worldview and challenged their social standing. 

However, reading through the writings of these scholar-statesmen, I found them to be 

neither secular nor hostile to the clerical establishment.62 As this chapter demonstrates, 

the intellectuals responsible for the introduction of Western academic philosophy to Iran 

upheld Islamic values and philosophy, for both practical reasons and since they were 

given a Shia Irano-Islamic education. This early exposure demonstrates their affinity with 

classical Islamic education and philosophy, helping to explain why Pahlavi era educators 

did not do away with clerical schools altogether. More significantly, their childhood 

exposure to this classical curriculum influenced their understanding of Western 

philosophy. In other words, pre-Pahlavi era Iranian intellectuals understood Western 

philosophy like a second language, through their understanding of the subjects of Shi’ite 

Islamic curriculum including falsafa, kalam, manteq and erfan.  

Furthermore, some of the challenges and anxieties for the clerical establishment 

were not associated with modern state-run schools or the subject of academic 

philosophy. While it is certainly valid that the Constitutional period witnessed the political 

assertion of Western philosophic values against that of an Irano-Islamic order, the 

introduction of Western academic philosophy to Iran coincided with the gradual 

replacement of Isfahan as the centre of traditional Irano-Islamic philosophy and the rise 

of Tehran (Ray and Qom included) as the new centre. The British Mandate in Iraq and 

the uprising of 1921 also aided this process by facilitating the migration of some 

prominent Shia clerics from Najaf to Qom.63 Still, there were several maktabs and 

                                                
61 Monica Ringer, Education, Religion and the Discourse of Cultural Reform in Qajar Iran (Costa 
Mesa: Mazda Publishers, 2001) 265. 
62 Conversely some among the clerical intellectuals such as Akhunzadeh and Kermani were 
receptive towards some Enlightenment philosophies. 
63 In particular, “early in 1922, Esfahani and Naʾini together invited the major leader of the Iraqi 
Shi’ites, Sheikh Mohammad Mahdi Khalesi, to a meeting in Karbala in order to coordinate anti-
British activity. The meeting resulted in a protest demonstration in Karbala by about 300,000 
people. Soon after, the three religious leaders issued fatwas prohibiting participation in the 
forthcoming elections to the Iraqi constituent assembly. In June 1923, Khalesi was deported to 
the Hejaz, and Esfahani, together with Naʾini and a number of other Iranian ʿolamaʾ, was 
constrained to leave for Iran. En route to Tehran, Esfahani and his party were enthusiastically 
received in Kermanshah, where they exchanged friendly telegrams with Ahamad Shah and his 
minister of foreign affairs, Dr. Mohammad Mosaddegh (then Mosaddegh-al-saltana). They took 
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madrassas in Isfahan, which upheld its legacy as the center of intellectual knowledge in 

the Safavid era and home of Sadrian philosophy, the School of Isfahan.  

A greater concern of this thesis is uncovering the reasons for the politicization of 

philosophy in Iran and its involvement in the Pahlavi modernization project. Within this 

concern, I argue in this chapter that the geopolitical considerations that created the 

Pahlavi state entailed a political directive that was socio-economically implemented 

through exposure to Western philosophy. In other words, the role that the British 

envisioned for Iran to play in the region required a strong, centralized, militaristic state in 

a European sense. The success of this enterprise would rest upon the implementation of 

institutions to project power, as well as personnel trained and exposed to certain 

ideologies, convictions and expertise to run these institutions. The cornerstone of a 

viable modern nation-state lay in a strong military, strong financial institutions, strong 

bureaucratic institutions, and strong educational institutions. The latter, strong 

educational institutions, was the most significant in the long term as its product was soft 

power.64 Our philosopher-statesmen, as part of their reform strategy were tasked with 

the implementation of an educational policy that would project a certain prescribed soft 

power. They employed Western philosophy, in the main positivism, in this endeavour. In 

fact, from the onset of Iranian reforms in the second half of the nineteenth century, 

Western philosophy was introduced and taught (to Iranians) as a tool, and valued for its 

utility over its intrinsic property. It contained wisdom or ‘sophia’ but was void of the 

passion or ‘philo’, and was utilized in a manner more akin to the Platonic term ‘techne’ or 

rational expertise. Therefore, the instruction of academic philosophy was already 
                                                                                                                                            
up residence in Qom, where Sheikh ʿAbd-al-Karim Haeri was engaged in restoring the religious 
teaching institution, and began offering courses in fiqh at his invitation.” See, “Abu’l-Hassan 
Esfahani” Encyclopedia Iranica, http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/abul-hasan-esfahani-
ayatallah (Accessed 18 October 2019). 
64 Please note I am referring here to soft power as, “the ability to influence through positive 
persuasion and co-optation rather than coercion. It is a more subtle form of power that can 
potentially be used by anyone, regardless of position and status, although it is usually associated 
with power at the group, organization, or societal level. Drawn initially from the field of politics, in 
the field of organizational behaviour it has been linked to the seductive qualities of organizational 
cultures and their ability to shape beliefs, preferences, and values. Although soft power sounds 
better than hard power, it can still be used unethically and is also criticized because its more 
subtle nature means is it less visible and therefore harder to question and resist.” See, Emma 
Jeanes, "Soft Power," A Dictionary of Organizational Behaviour (London: Oxford University 
Press, 2019)  

https://www-oxfordreference-
com.proxy.lib.sfu.ca/view/10.1093/acref/9780191843273.001.0001/acref-9780191843273-e-275 
(Accessed 24 October 2019).  
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becoming a political tool for modernizing Iranian society as it transitioned from the Qajar 

monarchical structure to the Pahlavi nation state structure, well before the creation of the 

University of Tehran.65   

  

                                                
65 Please note, that the instrumentality of philosophy as mentioned here was for public 
consumption. Among their own interests and research, some Iranian philosophers indeed valued 
the intrinsicity of philosophy as will be discussed in chapter two.  
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The Instruction of Philosophy in Qajar Iran  

By 1921, philosophy was taught at three different kinds of institutions in Iran. The 

traditional seminaries or howzeh located in cities such as Tehran, Tabriz, Isfahan, Qom, 

and Mashhad instructed the greatest number of students and operated independently of 

the government. They were still the dominant higher education institutions in the study of 

Persian languages, literature, and Arabic in addition to their regiment of religious 

classes. Foreign missionary schools, such as the American College in Tehran (originally 

American Boys School, 1872), were another type of non-governmental educational 

institutions that taught philosophy as a subject. The third kind, state-operated higher 

education institutes were limited in their numbers and impact at this time.66 Still, state 

institutions such as Dar al-Funun (1851), Dar al-Tarjomeh (1872), Madrasah ‘Ulum-e 

Siyasi (1898) and Dar al-Mo’alemin (1918) would become the most dominant form of 

higher education institutions in the Reza Shah era and, by extension, the most 

successful among these three types of institutions in the instruction of the subject of 

philosophy. The primary reason for their ascent were reforms introduced in the 

Constitutional Period such as the passing of compulsory public education legislation in 

1907 and changes to waqf policy, both indirectly diminished the role of academic 

philosophy at the howzeh.67   

The intellectual impact of this transition was marginal at first, given that most 

instructors at these new state institutions had their primary and some secondary school 

training at maktabs across Iran. It would be another generation or so, depending on 

where one lived in Iran, before state-run primary and secondary education became 

prevalent over maktabs. It is thus prudent to begin with a substantive account of the 

persons, places and philosophies being taught at these ulema-led centers of higher 

education in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.   

                                                
66 Please note that some of these governmental institutes began under the efforts of a non-
governmental organization called Anjoman-e Ma’aref that was absorbed by the Ministry of 
Science in 1898, shortly after its inception.   
67 Permanent religious endowments (waqf) provided funding for the ulema to establish 
independent religious and educational institutions. 
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Seminary Taught Irano-Islamic Philosophy 

Technical philosophy in Iran as elsewhere in the Muslim world is known as 

falsafa, which is derived from the Greek and indicates its commonality with the Greek 

intellectual world. Its formative period is generally associated with translation work 

primarily done at the House of Wisdom (Bayt al-Hikmah) in the first half of the ninth 

century.68 However, its usage in Farsi encompasses many subfields of knowledge. In the 

nineteenth and early twentieth century madrasah and howzeh, the subject of philosophy 

would have been taught under many names: hekmat (wisdom), falsafa (Philosophy), 

ishraq (theosophy), manteq (logic) and erfan (gnosis). Even the term falsafa, an Arabic 

translation of the Greek original, was reclassified into falsafa-ye masha’i (Aristotelian) 

and falsafa-ye ishraqi (Suhrawardian) subfields. It is important to note that most 

madrasahs or howezehs in Iran did not teach falsafa in the nineteenth century, and it 

was taught at and intellectually associated with some seminaries in Najaf (Iraq). Thus, 

those studying in the religious system came to Western philosophy not so much from 

falsafa but from erfan and kalam (as well as ethics akhlaq).  

Maktab curriculum included Quranic recitation, Arabic, Farsi and adab (etiquette) 

taught in the form of Persian fables while “sciences were not taught.”69 More 

significantly, the curriculum did not train people capable of running modern state 

institutions and was primarily geared towards training judges, tutors, and prayer leaders. 

Maktabs, which could be found in proximity to most mosques, were not customarily 

taught by a mujtahid (doctorate of jurisprudence) but rather by an akhund, a literate 

cleric with some knowledge of Farsi and Arabic. It is important to note the overlap in the 

early 1900s, when modern schools were being built with curriculum that included 

European sciences and languages, other more conservative schools were still being 

founded within this traditional Irano-Islamic stream.70 In Tehran, Madrasah Sadat, 

Madrasah Maravi and Madrasah Islam were three such examples, with the latter being 

                                                
68 Please see Hossein Ziai, “Islamic Philosophy,” The Oxford Companion to Philosophy 2nd 
edition, (London: Oxford University Press, 2005). 
69 Menashri, Education and the Making of Modern Iran (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1992), 
41. 
70 Ringer, 185. 
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founded by “Seyyed Mohammad Tabatabai and directed by Mirza Mohammad Kermani 

Nazem al-Islam.”71  

Tehran was also home to the Sepahsalar College of Theology and its grounds 

were part of the mosque by the same name. Inaugurated in 1892, it became one of the 

main centers for the instruction of classical Irano-Islamic academic philosophy in Tehran 

before the creation of the University of Tehran and its faculty was moved to and became 

part of the Department of Theology and Philosophy at the University.72 During the late 

Qajar period, the College offered degrees in theology, philosophy, and Iranian and 

Arabic literature. 

While maktabs were found in most mosques or bazaars, the more selective 

madrasah was the higher education institution of the classical Irano-Islamic stream. 

Attending one was considered a privilege of the well to do or well connected. If selected, 

a taleb (student) would be able to pick their area of study and instructor. As well, “a 

definite program of study had been set up for all known fields of knowledge and it 

included such courses as Islamic philosophy, literature, science, and mathematics.”73  

The madrasah system was developed in the late eleventh century by Nezam al-

Molk.74 By the thirteenth century, there were eight madrasahs in Qom, seven in Ray, 

four in Kashan, two in Aba and two in Varamin, as well as Sabzevar and Sari.75 In the 

twentieth-century, there were three levels of study at the madrasah system: introductory 

(moqaddamat), equivalent to secondary school; middle (sath-e sotuh), comprising a 

lower (motawasseteh) phase, equivalent to an associates degree and an upper (ʿaliyeh) 

phase, equivalent to an undergraduate university degree. The third level was advanced 

                                                
71 Ringer, 185. 
72 Walter Groves, “Theology and Philosophy at Tehran University,” The Muslim World, (1936), 50. 
73 Arasteh, Education and Social Awakening in Iran, 17. 
74 Please note, Nezam al-Molk appeared on the historic scene at a time of Seljuq dominance and 
his writings reflect an affinity towards Sunni Islam and Persian model of kingship since both 
ingredients proved necessary for legitimizing the Seljuq sultan. Thus, the madrasah was not 
originally created as a Shia educational institute.  
75 Abbas Zaryab, “Education V. The Madrasa in Shi’ite Persia,” Encyclopedia Iranica, 
http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/education-v-the-madrasa-in-shiite-persia 

(Accessed 17 October 2019). 
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studies (dars-e kharej), comparable to doctoral studies.76 While the pivot of the 

madrasah was fiqh and the aim was to produce ‘ulema, it was at these institutions that 

philosophy was taught and researched.  

In general, philosophy was looked upon with a certain cloud of suspicion in the 

madrasah given the possibility of ‘an accidental’ contradiction of Islamic dogma (infallible 

doctrines). According to Nikki Keddie the intellectual animosity began,  

In the eleventh century, religious orthodoxy began to take over the entire 
educational system. Even civil servants who had formerly received a 
partly secular education came increasingly to be educated in religious 
schools. Religious orthodoxy displaced free thought, and philosophy 
became more suspect than it had ever been. Even the less radical 
philosophers were suspect; they were subject to abuse and penalties at 
the hands of the orthodox. The philosophers developed a sort of 
protective coloration. They expanded on their earlier argument that 
philosophical thought was designed only for a restricted elite, and that a 
literalist and unquestioning orthodoxy was best for the masses. 
Philosophy was declared to be consistent with the Qur'an when the 
Qur'an was interpreted according to reason, but such rationalist 
allegorical interpretations were to be available only to the philosophers. 
Not even theologians were to indulge in such interpretation; for them to 
do so would confuse the masses and make them question the faith that 
had kept them orderly and obedient in this world through fear of 
punishment in the next.77 

Thus, philosophy was relegated to the exclusive realm of Islamic scholars and made 

politically inert through consistency with the Quran when the Quran was interpreted 

according to reason. In fact, Keddie contends that in the Ithna ‘Ashari tradition,   

Even religious thought was touched by rationalist philosophy, and 
religious innovation was justified by the theory that in the absence of the 
"Hidden Imam," the twelfth in the line of Ali, the leading religious thinkers, 
or mujtahids, could exercise individual endeavor, or ijtihad, to solve 

                                                
76 Zaryab, “Madrasa in Shi’ite Persia.” Since 1921 Qom has emerged as the major religious 
center in Iran, after Sheikh ʿAbd-al-Karim Haeri Yazdi founded the religious center there. In 1975 
major madrasas in Qom, which offered religious education included Haghani (founded 1964), the 
traditional Fayziya, Khan, Hojjatieh, and Razawiya, as well as Dar al-Tabligh (1965), Golpayegani 
(1965), and Imam Amir-al-Moʾmenin (1975), which incorporate some modern elements in the 
curricula. Since the Revolution of 1979 new madrasas have been founded in Qom, including 
MaʿSumiya and Maktab-e Zahra. 
77 Nikki R. Keddie, "Intellectuals in the Modern Middle East: A Brief Historical Consideration." 
Daedalus 101, no. 3 (1972): 41. 
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questions of law or religion. Their solutions were merely probable, so that 
the same question might be solved differently by a different mujtahids.78  

In short, philosophy could be used by a mujtahid as the rational ingredient in the process 

of ijtehad. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, this delicate relationship 

between fiqh and philosophy was further strained by continued factionalism between the 

Akhbari and Usuli followers and scholars of Ithna ‘Asharis in Iran.79 The Akhbaris did not 

believe in the practice of ijtehad, which incorporates the rational faculty (‘aql) in reaching 

a religious ruling-opinion (fatwa). The need for the development of this rational faculty, in 

the main, ‘permitted’ the teaching of philosophy at Usuli run madrasahs and seminaries 

(howzeh).80   

In the nineteenth century, three styles of academic philosophy were studied at 

the howzeh:  Peripatetic (masha’i) philosophy, developed by Ibn Sina (d. 1037) [building 

on al-Kindi and al-Farabi]; Illuminationist (ishraqi) philosophy, developed by Shahab al-

Din Suhrawardi (d.1191); and “Transcendent Theosophy” (al-Hikmah al-muta’aliyah)81 of 

Sadr al-Din Shirazi, known as Mulla Sadra (d. 1640). Sadrian philosophy is a 

hybridization of the previous two types through application of the imaginative realm 

(‘alam al-mithal). Since the late Safavid era, the prominent type of Irano-Islamic 

philosophy in Iran has been of the Sadrian variety. In the late Safavid era, Mulla Sadra 

along with Mir Damad founded the School of Isfahan.82 Sadrian philosophy was in the 

Ishraqi tradition of Suhrawardi, whom often employed pre-Islamic Zoroastrian tropes in 

his philosophic writings.83 In addition to Sadrian philosophy, Falsafa-ye Masha’i was 

instructed from its Aristotelian origin to Ibn Sina. In nineteenth century Iran, the two most 

famous scholastic or academic philosophers of each style were Haji Mulla Hadi 

Sabzevari (1797-1873) and Mirza Abol-Hassan Jelveh (1823-1899).  
                                                
78 Keddie, “Intellectuals in the Modern Middle East,” 41. 
79 Masoud Razavi, “Hamel-e Hekmat-e Kohan,” Etela’at Hekmat va Ma’refat no.61 (2011): 66 
Razavi names Mirza Mehdi Isfahani and Sheikh Mojtaba Qazvini as belonging to the Akhbari 
intellectual and instructional tradition in the second half of the 19th century. 
80 Please note that there is a sharp distinction between rationality (‘aql) and philosophy (falsafa).  
81 Please note, this is Seyyed Hossein Nasr’s translation from a talk given in Cairo 13-16 March 
1978. Hossein Nasr, “The Meaning and Role of Philosophy in Islam,” First Afro-Asian Philosophy 
Conference; Wahaba, Murad; Jami’at Ayn Shams; Arab League Educational Cult (Cairo: Faculty 
of Education, Ain Shams University, 1978), 102. 
82 Henry Corbin and Seyyed Hossein Nasr coined the term School of Isfahan in the 1950s. 
83 Please see, Shahab al-Din Suhrawardi, Munes al-Eshq, edited by Najib Mayel Haravi (Tehran: 
Movali’ Publications, 1987). 
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Sabzevari was an ‘erfani or Ishraqi philosopher in the Sadrian tradition and the 

author of such works as Manzume’ and Asrar al-Hokm; in addition, he was respected by 

the Qajars, in particular Nasser al-Din Shah with whom he enjoyed a cordial 

relationship.84 Sabzevari studied at Hajj Hassan Madrasah in Mashhad before traveling 

to Isfahan were he studied philosophy with Mulla Ali Nuri (d. 1831) and Mulla Ismail 

Isfahani (d.?), the two most prominent Sadrian philosophers in Isfahan. He returned to 

Mashhad teaching at Hajj Hassan Madrasah and years later founded his own school of 

Islamic philosophy in the city of Sabzevar known as Madrasa-ye Hajji.    

The lesser-known Jelveh, also known as Mirza Abol-Hassan Tabatabai’ 

Zavareh’i Na’ini, was an instructor at the Dar al-Shafa’ Madrasah in Tehran for forty-one 

years. Like Sabzevari, Jelveh traveled to Isfahan to study with the most prominent of 

Iranian philosophers and religious scholars. In Isfahan, Jelveh studied with Mulla Ali 

Nuri, Mulla Ali Chini and Mulla Abdol-Javad Tuni Khorasani. As mentioned, Jelveh was a 

Masha’i philosopher mainly defending the views of Ibn Sina against the view of Mulla 

Sadra, as supported in his works Tahqiq al-Hareke fi al-Johar and Rabt al-Hadeth b’l-

Qadim.85  Dar al-Shafa’, originally built as a hospital in 1872, became a prominent centre 

for the study of Islamic Philosophy in Tehran where other prominent Islamic philosopher-

instructors such as Mohammad Reza Qomshei’i and Ali Modarressi added to the 

growing clout of Tehran as a centre for the study of Islamic philosophy. 

Academies such as Dar al-Shafa’ and Sepahsalar added to Tehran’s growing 

clout as a centre for the study of Islamic philosophy. The School of Tehran (Maktab-e 

Tehran), founded in the Sadrian tradition, became the prominent school of Islamic 

philosophy in Iran in the second half of the nineteenth century and remained influential 

into the post-Constitutional era. It eroded the Safavid era dominance of Isfahan and 

geographically moved the centre for the study of Irano-Islamic philosophy from Isfahan 

to Tehran. Among famous scholars belonging to the School of Tehran, Razavi names: 

Mirza Jahangir khan-e Qashqai’i (d. 1908), Agha Seyyed Abol-Hassan Rafi’i Qazvini 

(d.1975), Mirza Mehdi Ashtiyani (d. 1952), Agha Seyyed Mohammad Kazem Yazdi 
                                                
84 Tabari, Ehsan, Forupashi Nezam Sonnati va Zayesh-e Sarmayeh Dari (Stockholm: Publisher 
unknown, 1975), 82-83. Sadrian philosophy is concerned with concept such as Vahdat-e Vojud, 
Ettehad-e A’qel va Mo’qul (unification of thought and thinker, opposite of Cartesian dualism), with 
the human being (ensan) being the most complete among beings and made of the purest light 
among the spectrum of light that is the manifestation of all existence.  
85 Tabari, Forupashi Nezam, 88-89. 
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(d.1919), and Mohammad Hossein Fazil-e Tuni (d. 1940).86 The founders of the 

University of Tehran and the majority of the founding faculty in Humanities and Social 

Sciences had at some point studied philosophy directly (or with a student of) one of 

these scholars. 

Among the philosophers of the School of Tehran, Fazil-e Tuni stands out due to 

his unique career. He was a classically trained Islamic philosopher (and mujtahid) who 

taught at both Madrasah ‘Ulum-e Siyasi and University of Tehran. He had no PhD but its 

seminary equivalent, the Ijazeh Nameh or permission certificate from the prominent 

Isfahani theologian Abol-Hassan Isfahani.87 To borrow from Stanford Shaw, Tuni was 

between old and new, and thus an important figure in understanding the history of 

academic philosophy in Iran at the beginning of the twentieth century.  

Agha Sheikh Mohammad Hossein Fazil-e Tuni (1880-1960) was born in South 

West Khorasan (city of Tun). After completing primary school at home, he attended the 

howzeh in Mashhad in 1888 and traveled to Isfahan in 1903 to study hekmat and falsafa 

at Isfahan’s Ma’qulat School of Theology. There, he studied philosophy of being, 

metaphysics (vojud shenasi) with Mirza Jahangir Qashqai’i and Akhund-e Kashani. He 

studied Islamic philosophy at the Academy for six years and was a classmate of 

Ayatollah Boroujerdi.88 A short while after completing his studies in Isfahan, Tuni 

traveled to Tehran to study with Mirza Hashem Eshkevari (the prodigy of Agha Mirza 

Mohammad-Reza Qomshei’i) at Sepahsalar Academy.89 Eshkevari was impressed by 

Tuni’s knowledge and aptitude, and Tuni soon took over teaching some of Eshkevari’s 

classes at Sepahsalar. In 1915, he began teaching Arabic, fiqh and manteq at Madrasah 

‘Ulum-e Siyasi. In addition, beginning in 1934 he taught classical philosophy (falsafa-ye 

                                                
86 Razavi, “Hamel-e Hekmat-e Kohan,” 66. 
87 Abol Hassan Esfahani (1860-1946) was a grand Ayatollah and reputed Shia scholar. 
Mohammad Kashani trained him in philosophy and mathematics. In 1891 he travelled to Najaf to 
study with Akhund Khorasani and was later expelled by the British for his role in the 1921 Iraqi 
uprising. “Abu’l-Hassan Esfahani” Encyclopedia Iranica, http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/abul-
hasan-esfahani-ayatallah (Accessed 18 October 2019). 
88 Razavi, “Hamel-e Hekmat-e Kohan,” 66. 
89 Sepahsalar Madrasah was part of the mosque by the same name. Inaugurated in 1892, it 
became one of the main centers for the instruction of academic philosophy in Tehran before the 
creation of the University of Tehran and its faculty was moved to and became part of the Faculty 
of Rational and Contemplative Sciences at University of Tehran. See, Groves, “Theology and 
Philosophy at Tehran University,” 50.  
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qadim) at both Daneshkadeh Adabiyat and Daneshsara’ ‘Aliyeh.90 In 1935 he was 

designated the rank of associate professor under the constitution of the University of 

Tehran where he became faculty in 1942, While continuing to teach at Daneshkadeh 

Adabiyat.  

Tuni, by virtue of being trained in classical Islamic philosophy and having taught 

at both the seminary and the university, trained and otherwise influenced the educational 

development of many prominent twentieth century Iranian clerics and intellectuals. He 

trained prominent mujtahids such as: Ostad Morteza Motahhari, Ostad Jalal-al-Din 

Ashtiyani, Ayatollah Javadi-Amoli and Ayatollah Hassanzadeh Amoli.91 Some of his 

more prominent students at University of Tehran were Dr. Mohammad Khansari, Dr. 

Jalal al-Din Mojtabavi and Dr. Zabihollah Safa; all three would become professor and 

remain at the University.  

Tuni was mainly an oral philosopher and left behind very few written works and 

as Ashtiyani recalled, “this group doesn’t need to write and their works are to be found in 

the thoughts of others (their students).”92 Still, he produced about a dozen scholarly 

works including Elahiyat va Hekmat-e Qadim, which was perhaps his most significant 

work.93 Tuni’s defined hekmat as: “knowing things as they are [their reality] and doing 

things as they should be done (hekmat danestan-e chiz-hast chenan ke bayad, va 

kardan kar hast chenan ke shayad).”94  

According to Tuni:  

Four types amongst the people become concerned with knowledge and 
become better (momtaz) over other people, for they search for the truth in 
things (dar jostejoy-e haqqayeq-e ‘ashiya’) which is the cause of them 
being better than others, and these four groups are [the] hakims, 
motekalems, Sufis, and ‘arefs. They want to understand if the world just 
came into being or does it have a reason, occasion and creator? Will 

                                                
90 Both institutions offered post-secondary training and degrees and were incorporated into 
University of Tehran in 1934. Please see further into the chapter for a detailed discussion of their 
histories. 
91 Razavi, “Hamel-e Hekmat-e Kohan,” 66. 
92 Razavi, “Hamel-e Hekmat-e Kohan,” 67. 
93 Razavi, “Hamel-e Hekmat-e Kohan,” 67. 
94 Razavi, “Hamel-e Hekmat-e Kohan,” 67. 
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people have a sense and type of existence after dying or not? These 
people search for the truth in things.95 

In this passage, Tuni is affirming the religious and exclusive nature of philosophic 

endeavours, a method pointed out by Keddie, though it is not clear which of the four 

types he considered himself to be. What is clear is that Tuni was on close terms with 

Mohammad Ali Foroughi, and the latter even collaborated with Tuni on some of his 

translation work of classical Iranian philosophy and poetry.96  

In terms of his philosophy and expertise, we know that Tuni was an expert on 

Ishraqi philosophy: his famous work Ta’liqat ba Sharh-e Fusus was based on his 

advance studies’ thesis (Darajeh-ye Ma’lumat) that was originally written in Arabic.97 In 

the introduction, Tuni pays homage to “Da’ud Ibn Mahmud Qaysari Savi” explaining that 

his thesis is an attempt to make Savi’s work, Sharh-e Fusus al-Hikam, more intelligible 

for the layperson.98 Tuni further explains that Savi’s work is itself based on an earlier 

work by the famous philosopher and ‘aref, Ibn al-Arabi called Kitab Sharh Fusus al-

Hikam.99 This, third degree of intellectual genealogy helps establish and locate Tuni’s 

work within the world of Islamic philosophy. Also worth noting is Tuni bifurcation of 

Islamic knowledge into ‘ulum-e rasmi-ye zaheriyeh and ‘ulum-e ma’lum-e haqqiqi-ye 

bateniyeh, as appears in his thesis.100  

                                                
95 Razavi, “Hamel-e Hekmat-e Kohan,” 67. 
96 Shafagh Rezazadeh, “Beyad-e Fazil-e Tuni,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum Ensani 
Daneshgah Tehran, Vol. 9 no.3 (1962): 20. 
97 Mohammad Hossein Tuni, “Asari az Fazil-e Tuni: Moghadameh Marhum Fazil Tuni az ‘Ta’liqat 
bar Sharh-e Fosus,’” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum Ensani Daneshgah Tehran, Vol.9 no.3 
(1962): 7. As well, please note that some instructors with traditional Islamic training were given an 
equivalent PhD degree when hired to teach at modern state institutions, Tuni among them.  
98 Fosus al-Hokm is a famous work of Mohi al-Din Ibn Arabi (d.1240), many commentaries have 
been written on Fosus al-Hokm by Islamic scholars such as Abdolrazaq Kashi (d.1335) and his 
student Davud Ibn Mahmud Qeysari Savi mentioned here. According to Tuni, Savi (d.1350) was a 
native of Qeysariyyah (Iraq) who studied in Egypt and was commissioned by Orhan, the second 
Sultan of the Ottoman Empire, to write the commentary as part of the curriculum for a madrasah 
Orhan founded in the city of Izniq. Tuni, Moghadameh, 10.  
99 Fosus al-Hokm by Mohi al-Din Arabi gives an account of the life and thoughts of each prophet 
from Adam to Mohammad. Arabi’s other works include: Fotuhat-e Mekkiyeh, Ensha’ al-Dava’er, 
Tadabir-e Elahiyeh dar Mamlekat-e Ensaniyeh and Ketab-e ‘Angha’ Magreb. See Tuni, 
Moghadameh, 10. 
100 Tuni, Moghadameh, 8. 
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In the introduction of Ta’liqat ba Sharh-e Fusus, simply called Moqaddameh, Tuni 

provides an overview of the erfani epistemological umbrella, as originally conceived by 

Ibn Arabi. The object of discussion here is the correct process through which a human 

can discover reality and truths. This is significant in that this philosophy informs 

Foroughi’s work on Ibn Arabi and later Nasr’s work on Suhrawardi and the School of 

Illumination (Falsafa-ye Ishraqi). First Tuni defines unveiling (kashf) using the three 

principles of certainty (yaqin) in Sufism: 

Discovery for the knowers (‘aref) is their [discovery] knowledge of the 
meaning of things which are not sensible (ma’ani qeybi’ ke mahsus 
nistand) such as rulings (hokm) and gnosis (ma‘aref) and things of a 
certain nature (va 'umur-e haqqiqi) such as the intellects (mesl-e 'uqul) 
and essences (va nofus), and things of uncertain nature (va gheyr-e on-
ha vojuda’) meaning Reality of Certainty (haqq al-yaqin) and things of 
intuitive nature meaning Glimpse of Certainty (ayn al-yaqin).101  

Next, Tuni categorizes ‘ilm (knowledge) into the three levels of certainty:  

Knowledge has three levels, first [level] is ‘ilm-e yaqin and that is the 
knowledge of objects (danestan ‘ashiya’ ast) using the method of cause 
and effect (be in tariq ke az ‘asar pey bebarim be mo’aser)…Second 
[level] is ayn al-yaqin and this is the knowledge gained from observing the 
object [after discovering it in the first level]…Third [level] is haqq al-yaqin 
and that is the knowledge of the reality of the object and seeing that 
object within your essence (haqq al-yaqin on hast ke ‘alam motehaqqeg 
shavad be haqqiqat-e shey’ va on shey’ ra dar zat-e khod bebinad).102 

Finally, Tuni categorizes kashf (unveiling) into two types of knowledge: 

Discovery has two parts (Kashf bar do qesmat ast): suri va ma’navi 
(physical and spiritual). Suri discovery is that which results from one of 
the five senses. Ma’navi discovery is the process in which truths and 
meanings are uncovered upon a person without a suri connection (Kashf-
e ma’navi on ast ke haqqayeq va ma’ani monkashef shavad bar shakhs 
bedun-e tavasot-e surati).103 

This is somewhat akin to Immanuel Kant’s a priori/a posteriori knowledge. It is important 

to note that the reflexive form of the term “discover” is used in the phrase, “monkashef 

                                                
101 Tuni, Moghadameh, 11. Please note that these terms were used by Ibn ‘Arabi. Historically this 
combination of mysticism and philosophy coming out of Ibn ‘Arabi found its way into Sadrian 
philosophy in the 17th century. The mystical element will be emphasized in Iranian academic 
philosophy in the 20th century. 
102 Tuni, Moghadameh, 11. 
103 Tuni, Moghadameh, 11. 
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shavad bar shakhs” (discovered upon a person). This usage implies an external source 

of knowledge directing itself upon a person. It is a revelatory or mystical knowledge, 

comparable to the experience of epiphany. This is qualitatively different from Kant’s a 

priori knowledge in which the person explicitly discovers knowledge without the use of 

the senses. Tuni’s explanation and catalyst for this process is the heart of the Sufi salik 

(seeker), citing a hadith from the Prophet in which He states that since the spirit of man 

has an affinity for decay (cheh ankeh ruh-e ensan ra az anjahat ke tavajoh be kesrat 

darad) and the place for its redrawing [rejuvenation of the spirit] is knowledge (va mahal-

e enteqa’ hash ‘ulum ast).104 Tuni goes one step further explaining the hadith to mean 

that knowledge is the reattachment of the soul to God, in that not only is knowledge 

discovered upon (monkashef shavad) but realized within (motehaqqeg gardad); a 

reflexive form of truth in which the person (shakhs) and the truth (haqqiqat) merge into 

self-realization of truths (motehaqqeg). If this sounds familiar, it is because this is a 

philosophical explanation of the standard Sufi understanding of mystical knowledge. In 

Tuni’s Moqaddameh, ‘knowledge’ replaces ‘love’ as the method to unity. In essence, 

Tuni is arguing that Ibn Arabi’s concept of Vahdat-e Vojud (Unity of Existence) is 

comparable to Rumi’s concept of Unity of Love.105 

Finally, Tuni explains the four journeys (asfar arba’a)106 that successively lead to 

the highest level of discovery or Kashf-e Ma’navi (in Arabic: va sanshir ila tahqiq hatha 

al-maratib): 

First is the journey from creation to truth (safar az khalq be haqq)…. in 
this journey the seeker let’s go of the extras (kesrat) and they disappear 
from before his eyes and he sees nothing but unity (joz vahdat ra 
moshahedeh nemikonad)…Second is the journey in truth to truth (safar 
dar haqq ast be haqq)…in this journey the seeker understands the 
necessity for vahdat-e vojud and becomes familiar with its zat (rank), 
sefat (qualities) and af’al (actions) and in the process loses his own zat, 

                                                
104 Tuni, Moghadameh, 12. 
105 For a discussion of the philosophy of Rumi, see Bruce Ross, “A Poetry of Mysticism: Solmon 
Ibn Gabirol, Maulana Jalaluddin Rumi, and Rainer Maria Rilke,” in Sharing Poetic Expressions: 
Beauty, Sublime, Mysticism in Islamic and Occidental Culture Ed. Anna-Teresa Tymieniecka, 
(New York: Springer Publishing, 2011): 81-102, in particular pages 93-94. This work is based on 
a collected volume of essays read at the first meeting of the Center for the Promotion of Cross-
Cultural Understanding, which took place on August 13 and 14, 2009. 
106 For a discussion of the Four Journeys to Truth (asfar-e chaharganeh) see, Ali Reza’i Seyr va 
Soluk: Tarhi no dar ‘erfan-e ‘amali-ye Shia’ pages, 502-509. http://erfanvahekmat.com (Accessed 
25 October 2019). 
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sefat and af’al [and reaches the level of velayat]…. Third is the journey 
from truth to the creation of truth (safar az haqq ast be khalq-e be haqq) 
in that it manifests in truth’s essence (dar zat-e haqq estedlal mikonad)… 
this is the definition of prophecy and its not limited to the Prophet… 
Fourth is the journey from creation to the creation with truth (safar az 
khalq ast be khalq-e be haqq) in which the knowledge for the well-being 
of all creation and conditions for its completion, in anticipation of return to 
truth, is revealed.107    

Tuni’s introduction (Moqaddameh) explains the erfani epistemological process of 

unveiling and acquisition of knowledge. More importantly, this way of thinking increases 

the receptivity to modern phenomenology. At the same time, the Moqaddameh does not 

reflect Tuni’s idea of how these concepts were introduced to Sadrian philosophy. For 

that we have to refer to the writings of one of Tuni’s students, Dr. Seyyed Ja’far Sajjadi. 

In an article dedicated to the memory of Tuni, Sajjadi explores the influence of Hamid al-

din Kermani (d. 1218) and the eight-century secret society Brethren of Purity (Ikhwan al-

Safa) on the philosophy of Sadr al-din Shirazi (Mulla Sadra).108 In particular, Sajjadi 

notes the use of terms and concepts such as the unity of existence (vahdat-e vojud) and 

Tran-substantial motion (harakat al-jawhariyah)109 were introduced in the writings of the 

Brethren, as well as Kermani, before their use by Mulla Sadra and later Iranian 

philosophers. More significantly, Sajjadi points to the methodology of mixing reason with 

ethics (estefade’ fekri va ma’navi dar masa’el) as a hallmark of the Ikhwan al-Safa, 

                                                
107 Tuni, Moghadameh, 14. 
108 The Akhvan al-Safa was a secret society of philosopher-scholars in Abbasid Baghdad. It is 
likely that concepts such as towhid and ensan-e kamel originated with this group and later found 
its way into Ibn Arabi’s work a century later. Hamid al-din Kermani (1136-1218) was a 
philosopher-physician in the court of Seljuk King Malik Dinar.  
109 Transubstantial Motion (harakat al-jawhariyah): “In Aristotelian terms, all things fall under ten 
basic generic categories: substance, quantity, quality, determination in space, position, 
determination in time, relation, condition, action and passion. Motion occurs only in the categories 
of quantity, quality and determination of space. In all other categories change is transient 
corresponding to a relative constancy. Even in those three categories in which motion occurs, 
because the motion is intermittent, are governed by a relative constancy. Thus, one would see 
more uniformity than transformation and more constancy than change.  Avicenna (980 - 1037), 
the great Islamic philosopher believed that motion occurs in the category of position as well. Mulla 
Sadra brought about a major transformation in Islamic philosophy by introducing transubstantial 
motion. He demonstrated that even on the basis of the Aristotelian principles of form and matter, 
we must accept that the substances of the world are in continuous motion and there is never so 
much as an instant of constancy in the substances of the world. The accidents that is, the nine 
other categories, as functions of the substances, are also in motion," 43-44. Touraj Noorozi, “The 
Ideological Encounter between Shia Islam and Marxism: The Impact of Sadr al-Din Shirazi’s 
Philosophy on the Polemics of [The] Islamic Revolution,” Civilisations, Vol. 43.1, (1994): 39-54. 
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which is also seen in the work of Mulla Sadra.110 In my view, Tuni is historicizing his 

intellectual supposition. In other words, he is demonstrating that these philosophical 

concepts had a Sufi origin and entry into Irano-Islamic thought, perhaps independent of 

Ibn al-Arabi’s philosophy. And, the addition and rationalization of this mystical element 

into modern Iranian academic philosophy, is part of Tuni’s legacy.   

Thus, in the early twentieth century, traditional seminary stream of academic 

philosophy enjoyed a historically rich curriculum and dedicated institutional support. 

Philosophy was taught as a part of advanced studies at these institution, including 

hekmat (wisdom), falsafa (Philosophy), ishraq (theosophy), manteq (logic) and ‘Erfan 

(gnosis). At the same time, the seminary or howzeh stream of academic philosophy was 

increasingly associated with Tehran and in particular as part of newly built mosques or 

hospital structures in the Qajar capital. Sadrian theosophy was the dominant 

philosophical view and subject of instruction at these institutions, which included Dar al-

Shafa’ and Sepahsalar academy. Philosopher-mujtahids such as Fazil Tuni represented 

the early generation of educators who bridged the institutional gap by teaching at both 

these traditional and the modern state-run institutions of higher education that offered 

some courses in academic philosophy. In particular, the importance of Tuni’s mystical 

philosophy as a source for academic philosophy at University of Tehran can be seen in 

the work of his many students and colleagues such as Foroughi, Hekmat and Siassi.  

  

                                                
110 Seyyed Ja’far Sajjadi, “Beyad-e Ostad-e Bozargavaram Fazil Tuni: Ta’sir Akhvan al-Safa va 
Hamid Kermani,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum Ensani Daneshgah Tehran, Vol. 9 no.3 (1962): 
92. 
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Biographies of University of Tehran’s “Founding” Philosophers  

Of concern to this study is that many of the founders of the University of Tehran, 

such as Foroughi, Hekmat, Vali Nasr and Sadiq, and most of the founding faculty of its 

Department of Literature and Philosophy and Department of Rational and Contemplative 

Sciences, such as Tuni, Khansari, Siassi, and Mahdavi were partially or exclusively 

trained in the madrasah Irano-Islamic philosophic stream. This exposure was present no 

matter where they received their primary education: classical ulema-led maktabs, late 

Qajar modern ‘madrasah,’ or at home with their father or a tutor. Additionally, at home 

they were exposed to various degrees of piety and Islamic ethics, influencing their moral 

outlook. Thus, the purpose of this section is to introduce the seven remaining ‘founding’ 

academic philosophers of the University of Tehran through a biographical account of 

their childhood and their primary and secondary school education. 

  Upon closer examination of these seven scholars, we can periodize Vali Nasr 

and Mohammad Ali Foroughi as the elder philosopher-statesmen of this cohort. Both 

were born in the 1870s, trained at Dar al-Funun, began their academic careers in the 

early 1900s, and were involved in the Constitutional Movement and legislative 

educational reforms prior to Reza Khan’s Coup. Next, are the trio born in the 1890s: Ali 

Akbar Siassi, Isa Sadiq and Ali Asghar Hekmat. All trained by Nasr and Foroughi in Iran 

before continuing their education abroad. Hekmat, Siassi and Sadiq were in school 

during most of the Constitutional Period and WWI and became active in academics in 

the final decade of Qajar rule, their careers skyrocket in the Reza Shah period. Finally, 

we have Yahya Mahdavi and Mohammad Ali Khansari; both born in the post-

constitutional Qajar era and both instrumental to the instruction of academic philosophy 

at University of Tehran.  Mahdavi would be known as the father of modern philosophy in 

Iran, and his protégé Khansari would contribute to the growth of academic philosophy in 

Iran well into the Islamic Republican period.  

Now this is a mixed group, expanding several generations and social ranks in 

late Qajar Iran. As such, they were exposed to different levels of classical Iranian 

education, some being home-schooled by Islamic scholars, while others attended 

maktabs and/or modern madrasahs. Their age difference also accounts for the fact that 

younger figures such as Siassi and Mahdavi also attended modern state run higher 

institutions such as Madrasah Ulum-e Siyasi, while nearly all figures attended and or 
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where associated with Dar al-Funun at some point in their lives. I argue that their early 

exposure to classical Iranian education and particularly Irano-Islamic philosophy 

influenced their understanding of Western philosophy and the philosophical orientation 

of their modernization agenda within their respective institutional roles. Therefore, before 

moving on to the history of the other two streams of academic philosophy in late Qajar 

Iran, it is prudent to introduce our founding cohort and give account of their primary and 

secondary education. 

Vali-Allah Nasr (1876-1945) was born to an aristocratic scholar-physician 

family.111 He studied traditional and modern medicine at Dar al-Funun with Dr. Wolff.112 

He was also trained in classical Islamic studies at home with his father and tutors. 

According to his son Seyyed Hossein Nasr (b.1933), Vali Nasr had the training of a 

mujtahid (ta sath-e ijtehad) and although “he never gave a fatwa, he was versed in 

jurisprudence (fiqh); however, he was mostly an expert in ethics (akhlaq), gnosis (erfan), 

philosophy (falsafa) and similar things… he knew (these things) a lot.”113 After learning 

French from Catholic priests (keshish-hayeh katolik), he built an impressive ten 

thousand books personal library, with “five thousand works in French. You could find any 

title by Rene Descartes, Charles Montesquieu, Blaise Pascal and others [in his 

library].”114 

According to Hossein Nasr, his father was versed in Western philosophy and 

could spend hours discussing any European philosopher, “He was a great philosopher 

but at the same time didn’t want to be swallowed by modernity (namikhast dar tajaddod 

bal’ideh beshavad).”115 In addition to his knowledge of Islamic philosophy and fiqh, Vali 

Nasr was a practicing Sufi.116 Beyond this, not much more is known about Vali Nasr’s 

                                                
111 Vali Nasr’s father, Seyyed Ahmad Nasr al-Taba’, was Mozaffar al-Din Shah’s personal 
physician, a title Vali would inherit.  
112 Hossein Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat: Goftegu ba Doktor Seyyed Hossein Nasr (Tehran: 
Sazman-e Asnad va Ketabkhaneh-ye Meli Iran, 2014), 4.  
113 Hossein Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 4. 
114 Hossein Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 4. 
115 Hossein Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 13. 
116 This is according to his son Hossein Nasr, though the name of an order is not given. As well 
about Nasr’s mother we know that Vali Nasr marries into a clerical family; his first wife was the 
grand daughter of Sheikh Fazlollah Nuri (the famous Constitutionalists mujtahid who was hanged 
during the Revolutionary period by Vosuq ol-Dowleh) and she was born in Najaf, Iraq.116 Hossein 
Nasr is from Vali’s second marriage and that is why there is an almost sixty years difference 
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training and degree of education. His publications will be analyzed in chapter three as 

part of his philosophy of education and are revelatory regarding his views on 

Enlightenment philosophy and his moral-mystical inclinations.   

Mohammad Ali Foroughi (1877-1942) was born into a mercantile-elite and 

politically connected Tehrani family. His father, Mohammad Hossein Foroughi (Zeka’ ol-

Molk, i.e. The Light of the Realm), would head the translation bureau (Dar al-Tarjomeh) 

and several other Qajar institutions in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

Foroughi’s father was an established scholar and personally took charge of Foroughi’s 

early education. Originally from an Isfahani merchant family, Foroughi’s father had 

travelled abroad, in particular to British India, and was familiar with European modern 

education, sciences and languages.117 He was particularly keen on teaching young 

Foroughi languages such as Farsi, Arabic and French; which the elder Foroughi 

considered key in understanding the new sciences of the west. Foroughi recounted that 

his father even sat in on French classes at Dar al-Funun when he was in his forties just 

to master the language.118 

After completing his primary education with his father, Foroughi enrolled in Dar 

al-Funun in 1892, studying medicine for four years.119 While at Dar al-Funun, he became 

interested in literature, philosophy and erfan and changed his educational course. He 

enrolled in the traditional Irano-Islamic higher educational stream, attending Sepahsalar, 

Khan Maravi, and Sadr religious academies in Tehran; In particular, he studied Islamic 

philosophy with Mirza Abol Hassan Jelveh.120 At Madrasah Sadr, Foroughi studied 

falsafa-ye mashsha’i (peripatetic philosophy) and hekmat-e ‘ishraqi (Illuminationist 

                                                                                                                                            
between father and son (and thirty-five years between Hossein Nasr’s father and mother). Nasr’s 
mother was the daughter of Mehdi Haeri (son of Abdollah Haeri) and she was among the first 
women in Iran to have graduated from Dar al-Mo’alemin in the 1930s. Hossein Nasr, Hekmat va 
Siyasat, 6. 
117 Mohammad Ali Foroughi, Maqalat-e Foroughi, Vol. 1 Second Edition (Tehran: Tuss 
Publication, 1975), 5-8. Please note that according to Iraj Afshar and Abbas Amanat, Foroughi 
was believed to have been from a family of Jewish merchants from Baghdad who migrated to 
Isfahan (in Safavid era) and converted to Islam. See, Abbas Milani, Eminent Persians, 153. And, 
Iraj Afshar’s Encyclopedia Iranica entry on Foroughi (http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/forugi-
mohammad-ali).  
118 Mohammad Ali Foroughi, Maqalat-e Foroughi, 9. 
119 Hassan Zulfiqari, “Yad-e Yaran: Mohammad Ali Foroughi,” 52. 
120 Hassan Zulfiqari, “Yad-e Yaran: Mohammad Ali Foroughi,” 52-53. 
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theosophy) with a clear affinity towards Aristotelian Philosophy.121 At the same time, he 

continued to develop his French and English languages skills, as well as becoming 

versed in the philosophies and ideas of major European thinkers. 122 

Little more is known about Foroughi’s formal training. In fact, both Iraj Afshar and 

Abbas Milani only speak of his education at Dar al-Funun.  Foroughi’s private memos, 

compiled by Iraj Afshar in 2008 provide further insight into his young mind and habits, 

exhibiting a strong affinity towards knowledge and philosophy. These memos were 

written during a six-month period (Jan 1904 to Jun 1904).123 In his journals, Foroughi 

mentioned that he made weekly visits to Dokan-e Sheikh Hassan-e Ketab-forush (the 

store of Sheikh Hassan the bookseller), and bought mainly works of philosophy and 

history. The bookstore imported these Western and Arabic books from Beirut.124 As 

stated by Iraj Afshar, he had an affinity for philosophy and was addicted to buying books. 

Foroughi even mentioned in his diary that “buying books has made me homeless, it 

doesn’t let me tend to my economic discipline and I can’t stop myself either! (ketab 

kharidan mara khaneh-kharab kard. Nemighozarad dar omur maliyeh khodam tartibi 

bedaham. Jologiri-ye khodam ra ham nadaram).”125 In 1898, after apparently having 

completed his studies at the age of twenty-two, Foroughi became an instructor at the 

elite Madrasah ‘Ulum-e Siyasi.126 

Ali Asghar Khan Hekmat Shirazi (1892-1979) was born to an aristocratic literati 

family in Shiraz. His ancestors were part of the scholarly-political families of Shiraz 

dating back to the Safavids. His great grandfather Mirza Ali Akbar was among the 

famous physicians of Shiraz.127 Hekmat’s father was Heshmat al-Mamalek and his 

mother was Ehtejab al-Saltaneh (both from respectable religio-political families of Iran at 

                                                
121 Baqer ‘Aqeli, Zoka al-Molk Foroughi va Shahrivar-e 1320, 15. 
122 Baqer ‘Aqeli, Zoka al-Molk Foroughi va Shahrivar-e 1320, 16. 
123 Iraj Afshar, “Yad-dasht-haye Khosusi-ye Mohammad Ali Foroughi,” 33. 
124 Iraj Afshar, “Yad-dasht-haye Khosusi-ye Mohammad Ali Foroughi,” 33. 
125 Iraj Afshar, “Yad-dasht-haye Khosusi-ye Mohammad Ali Foroughi,” 33. 
126 Abbas Milani, Eminent Persians, 153. Madrasah ‘Ulum-e Siyasi was established in 1898 to 
train personnel for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs as well as the Translation Bureau. Its 
institutional history and contributions to academic philosophy will be covered later on in this 
chapter. 
127 Reza Mokhtari Esfahani, Hekayat-e Hekmat, 98. 
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the time).128 Like Foroughi and Nasr, Hekmat had the privilege of a scholar father with 

whom he completed his primary education in Farsi, Arabic and some French. He did 

most of his middle school training at the traditional Madrasah Mas’udiyeh in Shiraz. At 

the same time, he attended Madrasah Keshish, a Shirazi missionary school where he 

learned English.129  Upon completing the first cycle of his secondary studies, Hekmat 

considered traveling either to Beirut to attend the Syrian Protestant College or to Tehran 

to attend the American Boys School for his post-secondary education. His father 

vehemently opposed the idea, citing lack of roadside security during the Constitutional 

Revolution and a dejected Hekmat recalled in his memoir that he turned to Foroughi’s 

book ‘Ajaz-e Bashar (The Miracles of Humanity) for solace.130 

In 1912, Hekmat met Mirza Ali Khan, who became his teacher and mentor in 

Shiraz.131 “Mirza Ali Khan knew English and the new sciences, in particular physics. But 

the natural sciences had only led him to the door of erfan and Oneness (Towhid) and the 

Principles of Sufism (Osul-e Tasavvof).”132 Hekmat recalled that the greatest impact 

Mirza Ali Khan had on him was spiritual. He wrote that he thoroughly enjoyed Ali Khan’s 

classes (majales). His impact on Hekmat was such that Hekmat saw him as a guide and 

spiritual master (haqq-e khodavandi va rahbari be gardan-e man darad).133 In addition, 

Ali Khan taught Hekmat meditation and breathing exercises (tamarkoz va tanafos) to 

help control his imagination and thoughts (khiyal va tafakor).134 Hekmat spent nearly 

three years studying classical Islamic philosophy and erfan with Mirza Ali Khan. 

The end of the First World War improved the uncertainty of travel that existed in 

Iran since the Constitutional period. Hekmat used this opportunity to continue his 

educational training and in 1915 he traveled to Tehran to attend the American Boys 
                                                
128 Reza Mokhtari Esfahani, Hekayat-e Hekmat, 109. 
129 Reza Mokhtari Esfahani, Hekayat-e Hekmat, 138. There is no further information available on 
Mirza Ali Khan. I have been unsuccessful at locating Mirza Ali Khan in other sources. In all 
probability he was a private tutor (ostad) for the Shirazi elite in the early 20th century. 
130 Reza Mokhtari Esfahani, Hekayat-e Hekmat, 196. 
131 Reza Mokhtari Esfahani, Hekayat-e Hekmat, 185. When Hekmat is in his seventies, he recalls 
that it was Mirza Ali khan that influenced his thought and educational development more than 
anybody else.   
132 Reza Mokhtari Esfahani, Hekayat-e Hekmat, 186. 
133 Reza Mokhtari Esfahani, Hekayat-e Hekmat, 190. 
134 Reza Mokhtari Esfahani, Hekayat-e Hekmat, 190. These breathing exercises are often 
associated with Sufism (Usul-e Tasavvof). 
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School, which had not become an accredited college yet. He was accepted into the 

school by Samuel Jordan himself and enrolled in classes by 1916.135 Among his 

observations Hekmat mentions that, “Christianity was among the topics of study, with 

bible study and prayer sessions.”136 Hekmat also joined the School’s Anjoman-e 

Ferdowsi, a society made up of teachers and upperclassmen (shagerdan kelas-e ‘aliyeh 

madrasah) that promoted cultural and political reforms. Concurrently, he began teaching 

Farsi and Arabic at the lower class levels of the School following the, “twelve-year 

curriculum guidelines of Dar al-Funun institute.”137 Thus, he was teaching middle school 

at the same institution that he was getting his second cycle training. Hekmat graduated 

from the School in 1918 and then studied Islamic Rational and Traditional Sciences 

(Ma’qul va Manqul)138 with Sheikh Ali Baba and Mirza Tahir Tonekaboni, but no more 

information is available on this important phase of his Islamic philosophical training.139 

Hekmat also attended Sorbonne in the 1920s when he was working for the Ministry of 

Education, which is discussed in the next chapter.  

Isa Sadiq (1894-1978) was born to a devout and well to do merchant family in 

Tehran. His mother, Khadijeh Bigem, came from a pious and scholarly family in Isfahan. 

She was the daughter of Mirza Mohammad Ja’far-e Mujtahid, a classmate of Mirza Abol 

Hassan Jelveh. Mohammad Ja’far taught philosophy (hekmat), jurisprudence (osul al-

fiqh) in Isfahan and at times acted as a judge or arbitrator.140 Unfortunately, Mohammad 

Ja’far passes away when Sadiq was only five years old not affording him a chance to 

study with his grandfather.  

Upon his uncle’s recommendation, Sadiq attended Madrasah Adab for his 

primary education.141 This was a modern Tehrani school with some traditional Islamic 

                                                
135 Reza Mokhtari Esfahani, Hekayat-e Hekmat, 224.  
136 Reza Mokhtari Esfahani, Hekayat-e Hekmat, 225. 
137 Reza Mokhtari Esfahani, Hekayat-e Hekmat, 244. 
138 Ma’qul va Manqul is a traditional distinction in Islamic knowledge for those based on reason, 
‘aql, and those based on tradition, naql. 
139 Reza Mokhtari Esfahani, Hekayat-e Hekmat, 282. 
140 Isa Sadiq, Yadegar-e Omr, 3. 
141 Isa Sadiq, Yadegar-e Omr, 8. Sadiq’s uncle, Mirza Mohammad Hossein (Afzel Molk) was 
studying medicine at Dar al-Funun at this time. A classmate of Ali Akbar Davar at Dar al-Funun, 
Mirza Mohammad Hossein would have a distinguished career in both health services (dabir al-
hokama) and in the treasury (ma’aref-e maliyeh).  
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curriculum and Sadiq’s accounts of daily Quran recitations and public prayers attest to 

the religiosity of its atmosphere. He mentioned two texts that were used in his classes: 

Ta’lim al-Atfal (Children’s Education) by Moftah al-Molk and Ketab-e Ali by Haj Mirza 

Yahya Dowlatabadi.142 After relocating to a different part of Tehran, Sadiq attended 

Madrasah Kamalieh. In his memoir, Sadiq speaks to the similarities in curriculum and 

teaching methods between what he read in Ketab-e Ali and his experience at Madrasah 

Kamalieh, implying the progressive nature of the curriculum.143  

The following year his father transferred Sadiq from Madrasah Kamalieh to 

Madrasah Seyyed Nasr al-Din where he studied with Akhund Mulla-Hashem and Seyyed 

Abu-Hashem Tabatabai Qomi. Apparently, the new schools such as Kamalieh were not 

religious enough for the ‘devout’ and ‘conservative’ families of Tehran, and were 

“believed to lead to loss of faith and religion.”144 Thus, his father moved him to a different 

school in protecting the family reputation. However, his uncle again intervened and 

Sadiq returned to Kamalieh were he graduated in 1909; three years after the 

Constitutional Revolution began. In fact, although he does not mention it in his memoir, 

Sadiq was removed from a ‘new’ school associated with political ideas of the 

constitutionalists around the year 1907, perhaps caught in the religious backlash that 

divided the movement along religious ideologies.  

In 1910, Sadiq enrolled as a second-year student at Dar al-Funun, he was fifteen 

years old.145 After passing his third year at Dar al-Funun at top of his class, he was 

issued a certificate (which normally takes four years) for credits completed and allowed 

                                                
142 Isa Sadiq, Yadegar-e Omr, 8. Sadiq recounts that Dowlatabadi was the administrator of his 
first final exam, which was done in public in front of family, ulema and government officials. Sadiq 
did really well, impressing Dowlatabadi who praised him with distinction in public. Sadiq recounts 
that this single act by Dowlatabadi was his greatest driving force throughout his education and 
career. 
143 Isa Sadiq, Yadegar-e Omr, 13. 
144 Isa Sadiq, Yadegar-e Omr, 14. 
145 Isa Sadiq, Yadegar-e Omr, 31-33. Sadiq recounts that his father forbade him to go to school, 
even resorting to tearing up his books and administering corporal punishment. His father kicks 
him out of the house and Sadiq lives with his uncle for two months before patching things up with 
his father and returning home. 
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to partake in the first European student expedition competition of 1911 were he placed 

sixth overall and was given a bursary to continue his education abroad.146  

Ali Akbar Siassi (1896-1990) was born to a religious family of modest economic 

means in Tehran.  His father, whom Siassi described, as a fervently pious man never 

had a job but instead relied on an annual stipend paid to him as part of Siassi’s great 

grandfather’s waqf donation.147 Siassi recounts that education was a luxury item at this 

time and his pious father took him to a local maktab to start his education. His first 

teacher was Sheikh Mohammad Hossein, the local prayer leader, who instructed ten to 

twelve children at the mosque’s maktab. They would sit in a circle, reciting and 

memorizing ‘Aql-i Juzvi.148 Soon after Siassi discovered that his neighbour Mahmud was 

going to a modern state school where they had “classes…a black board and white 

chalk…and a yard with time for recess.”149 The school he was referring to was Madrasah 

Kherad, one of about half a dozen modern schools built in Tehran in the Constitutional 

era. It was not long before Siassi’s insistence had led to his transfer there. Kherad was 

what we consider today as middle school and Siassi spent three years there. Upon the 

recommendation of his French instructor, Aqa-ye Baqer Khan, he decided to attend 

Madrasah Ulum-e Siyasi to continue his education.   

Siassi recounts that there were only two modern institutions of higher education 

in Tehran at this time, Dar al-Funun and Madrasah Ulum-e Siyasi. Both offered a mixed 

curriculum of secondary education and associate degrees, ranging from three to five 

years of coursework. If a student wanted to continue his/her education beyond these 

institutions, they had to travel abroad. This was the limitation of the emerging modern 

education stream in Iran in the period preceding the First World War. Siassi’s pious 

father, like Sadiq’s, insisted on his son continuing his education within the classical 

madrasah stream. He wanted Siassi to attend Madrasah Maravi, a higher religious 

                                                
146 Isa Sadiq, Yadegar-e Omr, 34. At first his father was opposed to the idea, arguing that his son 
would lose his faith in foreign lands (Farangestan); however, he agreed to let Sadiq travel abroad 
to study, after mediation by a family member. 
147 Siassi, Yek Zendegi Siyasi, 80-81. According to Siassi, his great grandfather (Khajeh Karim al-
Din) was one of the biggest landlords in Yazd and Isfahan; it is rumored that his holding were so 
vast that he could travel from one city to the other never having to leave his properties! (322KM 
via modern highway and 265KM as the crow flies). 
148 Siassi, Yek Zendegi Siyasi, 18-19. 
149 Siassi, Yek Zendegi Siyasi, 21. 
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institution where fiqh was taught, for his advanced studies in religion.150 In the end, 

Siassi was allowed to attend his school of choice after his father received guarantees 

from the local prayer leader that Madrasah ‘Ulum-e Siassi had an excellent Arabic 

instructor, Fazil Khalkhali, who would teach Siassi about Islam.151 Siassi spent three 

years at Madrasah ‘Ulum-e Siassi before winning a bursary competition for education 

abroad and departing for Europe in 1911. It is important to note that just like Sadiq’s 

family, Siassi’s father was concerned that his son’s trip to Europe will lead to his moral 

decay and rejection of Islamic tenants. And, just like Sadiq’s case, intermediaries were 

called upon (his father’s business associates in Tehran) to petition his father on his 

behalf.  

The training period and discussion of the next two founding member’s of 

academic philosophy at the University of Tehran, fall somewhat out of the period and are 

extended beyond their secondary education. They are included here as their training, 

though later, exhibits the same affinity with the traditional educational stream of the late 

Qajar period.  

Yahya Mahdavi (1908 – 2000) was born to a wealthy and pious merchant family 

in Tehran. Until his adolescence, Mahdavi’s father forbade him from leaving the home 

alone, which excluded any chance of attending elementary school. Instead, Mahdavi 

received his primary education at home with the help of tutors. Shams al-Sharia ‘Ili, 

himself a student of Hassan Modarres, taught Mahdavi Farsi, Arabic, and the classical 

primary maktab curriculum. Hossein Gol-e-Golab, was Mahdavi’s Math, Geography and 

French tutor responsible for his secondary or madrasah education.152 Given Mahdavi’s 

role in the instruction of modern philosophy at University of Tehran and the scarcity of 

information on his primary and secondary education, it is worth noting his higher 

education and philosophical training. 

Following Iran’s dynastic change, Reza Shah’s new conscription laws afforded 

Mahdavi the opportunity to attend Dar al-Funun (in-lieu of military service) and his 

                                                
150 Siassi, Yek Zendegi Siyasi, 33. 
151 Siassi, Yek Zendegi Siyasi, 33. 
152 Khansari, “Dar Gozasht-e Ostad,” 18. Hossein Gol-e Golab (1895-1985) was an Iranian 
scholar who taught at Dar al-Funun in the post Constitutional period. He also attended Madrasah 
Ulum-e Siyasi in the 1920s and is most famous for writing Iran’s national anthem.   
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advanced tutoring allowed him to skip and pass through the first four years, earning a 

diploma in 1928. It should be noted that while at Dar al-Funun, Siassi was Mahdavi’s 

teacher and their relationship would continue as colleagues at University of Tehran. 

Next, Mahdavi attended the newly established Dar al-Mo’alemin for the next three years, 

earning a bachelor degree in 1931.153  

Mahdavi spent most of the 1930s in Europe, where he continued his education at 

the Sorbonne on government bursary. Mahdavi’s achievements at Sorbonne are 

noteworthy. During his time there, he completed seven certificate programs (Arabic 

philology, psychology, philosophy, logic, etc.) and studied with: Andre Lalande, Bougle, 

P. Fouconnet, Abel Rey, and Henri Walon.154 In earning his Doctorate of Philosophy, 

Mahdavi had to write two thesis, “Mysticism and Gnosis among the first Islamic 

Philosophers: al-Qandi, al-Farabi, Ibn Sina” and, “The Works of Ibn Sina.”155 

Significantly, both thesis concern Islamic philosophy and are indicative of Mahdavi’s 

strong grasp and early training in classical Irano-Islamic education. Mahdavi returned to 

Iran in 1938 and began teaching philosophy at University of Tehran shortly after.  His 

works of translation of Western philosophy, years of teaching and supervising at the 

Department of Philosophy and administrative contribution such as directorship of the 

philosophy group earned him the title of “the father of modern philosophy in Iran” among 

his colleagues.   

Mohammad Ali Khansari (1921-2010) was born to a family of modest means in 

the city of Isfahan. For his primary education, he attended a traditional maktab taught by 

a woman named Mulla-Baji in his neighbourhood and learned to read and write using the 

traditional Hajji pronunciation scheme.156 The use of this scheme in 1921 is indicative of 

the ongoing influence of the traditional Irano-Islamic education methods. Khansari notes 

that he learned to read write and recite the Quran in this manner. Following his father’s 

passing, Khansari transferred to a modern primary school (madrasah-ye ebteda’i) 

enrolling in third grade. After completing all six years of primary study, Khansari noted 

                                                
153 Khansari, “Dar Gozasht-e Ostad,” 18. In fact, Mahdavi’s certificate was the very first BA (by 
registration number) awarded by the institution.  
154 Khansari, “Dar Gozasht-e Ostad,” 19. 
155 Khansari, “Dar Gozasht-e Ostad,” 19. 
156 Khansari, “Goftegu ba Doktor Mohammad Khansari,” 96.  
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that he completed his secondary studies in two phases, first up to grade nine, and then 

onto Daneshsara-ye Moqqadamati-ye Isfahan (Isfahan Preparatory Academy).157 

The curriculum at the Academy included mathematics, physics, chemistry, Farsi, 

psychology (ravan shenasi), and Education (ta’lim va tarbiyat). Khansari’s scholarship is 

noted for its mastery in and translation of Arabic. His Arabic instructor at the Isfahan 

Academy was Abbas Nahvi with whom he studied: Madarej al-Qara’t and Mabadi al-

Arabiya. In addition, Khansari mentions that at nights he often attended religious events 

around town (such as tafsir-e Quran) that aided in his mastery of the Arabic language. 

Among his instructors at the Isfahan Academy, Badr al-Din Ketabi is named as most 

influential. Khansari took three courses with Ketabi: ravan shenasi-ye tarbiyati (the 

psychology of education), osul-e amuzesh va parvaresh (the principles of education and 

training), and tarikh-e amuzesh va parvaresh (the history of education and training).158 

Khansari noted Ketabi’s mastery of both traditional and new European ‘social sciences’: 

“With psychology and education being such vast fields dealing with various ideologies 

and personalities within humanity, Ketabi’s knowledge and teaching was equally 

impressive and varied…he taught us about psychologists, philosophers and educators; 

verses from the Quran and other Islamic teaching (ravayat-e Islami); the works of poets 

and Gnostics (‘urafa); and foreign writers and famous works of fiction (roman-haye 

ma’ruf).”159 In 1940, Khansari moved to Tehran to attend Daneshsara ‘Aliyeh and 

continued with his higher education, including an eventual PhD from Sorbonne in 1961. 

It must be noted that Khansari is the outlier of this group given his age and career at the 

University. However, his association with the other mentioned scholars and his longevity 

at the Department into the Republican era contribute to his status as a founding father of 

academic Philosophy at University of Tehran.  

In sum, these founding fathers of academic philosophy at University of Tehran 

spanned three generations in age and experience. Yet from an intellectual perspective, 

we can draw them much closer in their Irano-Islamic philosophical training and their 

                                                
157 Mohammad Khansari, “Goftegu ba Doktor Mohammad Khansari,” 97. 
158 Mohammad Khansari, “Sadeh va bi Takalof,” 30. Khansari also notes that Ketabi had a PhD in 
Philosophy and taught psychology to students who wanted to become teachers. See, Mohammad 
Khansari, “Goftegu ba Doktor Mohammad Khansari,” 98-99.  
159 Mohammad Khansari, “Sadeh va bi Takalof,” 30. It should be noted that Ketabi knew French 
and often quoted Francis Bacon in his teaching methods. 
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exposure to Western academic philosophy. As well, from a social perspective, most of 

these scholars have an Isfahani merchant or religious family background who moved to 

the Qajar capital in the Nasseri or Constitutional eras. Their educational training also 

exhibits similarities in content and trajectory. These scholars were all exposed to Irano-

Islamic philosophy through contact with traditional madrasah instructors. In particular, 

they studied Sadrian theosophy with an emphasis on the ‘erfani or mystical ontology. 

Their initial training was supplemented by exposure to modern higher education 

institutions and by extension Western philosophy. This shared trajectory is supportive of 

the argument that the founder’s of academic philosophy at University of Tehran had a 

relational (tatbiqi) understanding of Western philosophy.   

Academic Philosophy and Ministry-based Colleges 

 Several state-funded higher education schools were established in the second 

half of the nineteenth century beginning with the famous Dar al-Funun in 1851, Dar al-

Tarjomeh in 1872, and Madrasah ‘Ulum-e Siyasi in 1898. Before the creation of 

University of Tehran in 1934, these academies along with Dar al-Mo’alemin (est. 1918) 

would be the four premier public institutions for the teaching of academic philosophy in 

Iran. All of our academic philosophers were students and/or instructors at these 

institutes; some even helped establish and administer them. This section will discuss the 

first three named institutes, deferring the history of the later established Dar al-

Mo’alemin to the next chapter.160   

Dar al-Funun was the initiative of Prime Minister Amir Kabir who according to 

Menashri, modeled the institution after Istanbul’s Maktab ‘Ulum Harbiyeh (School of 

Military Sciences, est. 1834).161 Dar al-Funun was a “polytechnic designed to teach 

upper-class youngsters Western technology and sciences, thereby preparing them for 

senior appointments in the army and administration.”162 Ervand Abrahamian calls it the 

                                                
160 This is in part due to the fact that Dar al-Mo’alemin would become the core institution of 
University of Tehran in 1934 when several independent colleges merged in becoming University. 
161 Menashri, Education and the Making of Modern Iran, 53. Amir Kabir was influenced by the 
educational reforms of Ottoman Grand Vizier Rashid Pasha during the early Tanzimat years. As 
well see Deniz Peker and Ozgur Taskin, “The Enlightenment Tradition and Science Education in 
Turkey,” In History, Science and Philosophy Teaching, New Perspectives, Ed. Michael R. 
Matthews (Springer Online Publishing, 2018) 77. 
162 Menashri, Education and the Making of Modern Iran, 53. 
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“crown jewel of reforms.”163 Gradually, its military science heavy curriculum came to 

include foreign languages and humanities; however, it would be an overstatement to say 

that philosophy was taught as a subject at the institution in the nineteenth century. At the 

same time, foreign and Western-educated Iranian instructors at the institute indirectly 

introduced Western philosophic ideas incorporating Enlightenment ethics into their 

teaching philosophies. One of the institutions earliest and perhaps its most famous 

instructor, Mirza Malkam Khan, was also one of the earliest Iranian educators to 

incorporate Enlightenment philosophy in his teaching methods and curriculum. 

Mirza Malkam Khan (d.1908) studied political science in Paris and was employed 

at Dar al-Funun in 1852 as a teacher and translator.164 As a translator, he was 

responsible for the creation of new Farsi words to represent European ideas and 

sciences. For example, the Farsi word “jame’eh shenasi” is his translation of the French 

word sociology.165 Three of our academic philosophers Foroughi, Nasr and Sadiq 

attended Dar al-Funun as pupils, with Foroughi and Nasr instructing at the same 

institution several times in their careers.   

 Foroughi attended the school for three years in the 1890s, changing his field of 

study from medicine to philosophy. His exact years of attendance and subjects studied 

have eluded me thus far, however, Vali Nasr was Foroughi’s classmate while studying 

medicine.166 Sadiq had a short two-year tenure at Dar al-Funun, having been accepted 

into the second year of the school’s program in 1910 and left for Europe shortly after 

placing first amongst twenty-one, third-year students at the institution in the first 

competition for study abroad.167  

Upper level curriculum at Dar al-Funun at this time included geometry, algebra, 

geography, history, biology, cartography, French, physics and chemistry.168 It must be 

noted that Foroughi’s brother was Sadiq’s history instructor at Dar al-Funun. Other 
                                                
163 Ervand Abrahamian, A History of Modern Iran, 39. 
164 Menashri, Education and the Making of Modern Iran, 29. 
165 Tabari, 128. 
166 Habib Yaghma’i, “Hasht Sal ba Foroughi,” 52. 
167 Isa Sadiq, Yadegar-e Omr, 34. Sadiq adds that due to his upcoming study abroad trip to 
Europe, he was given a school certificate (#5221/1563, on 16 Ramadan 1329 – Qamari year) at 
the end of his third year even though the school had a four-year program. 
168 Isa Sadiq, Yadegar-e Omr, 34 
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contemporaries of Sadiq that attended Dar al-Funun included Mojtaba Minavi, Said 

Nafisi, Gholam-Hossein Rahnama, Ali Asghar Hekmat, Habib Yaghmai, and Abdollah 

Entezam.169 During the first two decades of the twentieth century, Dar al-Funun 

remained the premier higher education institute in Iran, now with an expanded 

curriculum that included philosophy, Persian literature and history.   

In 1872 the Translation Bureau (Dar al-Tarjomeh) was founded by then Prime 

Minister Mirza Hossein Khan. It was at this institution that the Foroughis trained in 

foreign languages. There is not much information on this institution as it was created for 

the express purposes of translating books and literature chosen by Nasser al-Din 

Shah.170 “As a comprehensive state institution, the Translation Bureau employed 

translators, editors, and monshis (clerks), people well-versed in Persian whose job was 

to control the final draft of the translation in terms of language fluency and accuracy 

before it was presented to the Shah."171 During the 1873-1896 period, forty-one 

translators were employed by the institution that translated publications from French, 

Russian, German, English, Arabic, Ottoman and Hindi/Urdu. Over two hundred books 

and over one hundred and fifty magazines were translated from these languages into 

Farsi for the personal consumption of the monarch.172  There are no records of 

translation of any works of philosophy, thus, the significance of this institution to the 

propagation of Iranian academic philosophy was the introduction of the concept of 

translation, a practice pursued by the entire founding cohort.   

 Madrasah-ye ‘Ulum-e Siyasi was a state funded institute, created in 1898 with 

the mission to train diplomats for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.173 Several figures 

associated with academic philosophy at UT such as Foroughi, Siassi, Tuni and Habib 

                                                
169 Hassan Zulfaqari, “Yad-e Yaran: Mohammad Ali Foroughi,” 52. 
170 For a discussion of Dar al-Tarjomeh and its contribution to Iranian education see, Somaye 
Delzendehrooy, Ali Khazaee Farid and Masood Khoshsaligheh, “Despotism and Translation in 
Iran: The Case of Naseri House of Translation as the First State Translation Institution,” In 
TRAlinea Vol. 21 (2019) http://www.intralinea.org/archive/article/2367 (Accessed 4 November 
2019). 
171 Ali Khazaee Farid and Masood Khoshsaligheh, “Despotism and Translation in Iran.” 
172 Of the 200 books, 61 were on history (including biographies), 65 were travelogues (including 
both the trips to Iran and to other parts of the world), 11 were on geography, 20 were novels and 
short stories, and 43 were on different subjects such as science, politics, law and medicine). 
There were few books translated on politics (4) and law (1). 
173 Ringer, Education, 170. 
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Yaghmai (1901-1984) were amongst its instructors and administrators. The school was 

the brainchild of Mirza Hassan Khan Pirnia (Moshir ol-Dowleh) and was modeled after 

Moscow University’s School of Political Science.174 According to Reza Arasteh, Moshir 

ol-Dowleh, along with his father who was then the Minister of Foreign Affairs, 

approached the Shah and was granted permission to open the school with an annual 

budget of five thousand tomans.175 Mirza Hassan Khan became the first administrator of 

the school, drawing up the curriculum, “along European lines.”176 Foroughi’s father was 

the second administrator of the school and after his passing young Foroughi took over 

his father’s role in 1907 until 1912. According to Menashri, “the school operated under 

the Ministry of Foreign Affairs until 1928, then under the Ministry of Education, until it 

was eventually merged into Tehran University in 1935.”177  

During his tenure, Foroughi transformed the college of political science to a 

college of law and political science and enacted some reforms such as extending the 

program from four to five years, and splitting the program into two cycles of preparatory 

and final, requiring entrance exams for both.178 Essentially, the academy was a 

secondary school as well as a college, because “our secondary schools had not yet 

reached the level to train and prepare students for higher education.”179 His intention 

was to eliminate the preparatory program as secondary education became stronger in 

Iran over the next decade. Under his five-year tenure the school acquired a more 

philosophically oriented curriculum. He has written extensively about the school and we 

can directly refer to his observations to witness this transition.  

 In a speech delivered at a conference at Daneshkadeh Hoqquq va ‘Ulum-e 

Siyasi (originally Madrasah Ulum-e Siyasi) in 1936, Foroughi recounts his time as 

director of the School and emphasizes, to a new generation of Iranians, the raison 

d’êtres for the school and the fundamental supremacy of rule of law.180 The influence of 

                                                
174 Please note that Moshir ol-Dowleh was also involved in the creation of Sepahsalar Theological 
College in 1892. See Groves, “Theology and Philosophy at Tehran University,” 50. 
175 Arasteh, Education and Social Awakening in Iran, 32. 
176 Ringer, Education, 171. 
177 Arasteh, Education and Social Awakening in Iran, 59. 
178 Foroughi, “Tarikhcheh-ye Hoqquq,” 728. 
179 Foroughi, “Tarikhcheh-ye Hoqquq,” 725. 
180 Foroughi, “Tarikhcheh-ye Hoqquq,” 717 
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Western philosophy is as evident in the construction of his argument as it is in his 

articulation of the concept of law.  

Foroughi begins the speech with the etymology of the word ‘hoqquq’: “the word is 

new to our language, and gained fame around the same time and due to the creation of 

the school for political science (Madrasah ‘Ulum-e Siyasi)…We copied the French word 

‘driot’ and we translated it as ‘haqq’ and the plural of haqq is hoqquq.181  

The relation here is that when mandatory (iltizami) laws and regulations 
are in effect in a society, the people gain ‘hoqquq’ [rights] in relation to 
each other that must be respected. In sum, hoqquq is the law of the land, 
and political science (‘elm-e hoqquq) is knowledge of laws, and the 
College of Political Science (Daneshkadeh-ye ‘Ulum-e Siyasi) is a school 
were laws are the subject of instruction, and the creation of the college of 
political science was for the training of agent for the foreign ministry who 
know enough about law (hoqquq) as to better defend their nation’s laws 
against foreigners.182  

Embedded within the meanings and explanations of this paragraph, Foroughi is 

constructing his argument about a limited constitutional monarchy. Enlightenment 

philosophic ideas such as rule of law, the idea that law itself exists upon an agreement 

between people and is not created by a despot are clear within the paragraph. At the 

same time, Foroughi seems to confuse the concept of law and rights, speaking of 

hoqquq as a positive right in relation to mandatory laws and then stating that hoqquq is 

itself the law of the land. 

Foroughi is referring to the period following the Constitutional Revolution, when 

the idea of rule of law was ideologically charged, and in a way defending its 

achievements many years later. At the same time, Reza Shah’s dictatorial impulses had 

reached their maximum effect by 1936, when this speech was delivered, and many 

within Reza Shah’s former circle of trusted statesmen were falling out of his favour, 

Foroughi included, and this speech served as reminder to all about the importance of 

rule of law: 

[When] a nation does not have laws, then there exists a despotic 
relationship between the government and the people, and the relationship 

                                                
181 Foroughi, “Tarikhcheh-ye Hoqquq,” 720. 
182 Foroughi, “Tarikhcheh-ye Hoqquq,” 720. 
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of people towards each other is chaos (harj-o-marj), and for this reason 
we see that that there are few law-less nations left.183  

Next, Foroughi makes the argument of why this ‘new’ form of law was necessary by 

comparing the ‘happiness factor’ between Iranian and European peoples while linking 

the building of the Madrasah ‘Ulum-e Siyasi with the Constitutional Revolution even 

though the school predates the Revolution by about seven years. He states that 

customary law (Urf) practiced by the Qajars and religious law (Sha’r) practiced by the 

ulema were two fragmented systems, suited to serve the interests of specific people and 

classes in Iranian society, and “as soon as the laws of a nation are not reflective of its 

social currents (motabeq-e moqtaziyat nashod) and its observance and execution 

become difficult, little by little it loses its reverence (hormat) and legitimacy 

(e’tebarash),”184 leading to general discontentment and social deterioration as was seen 

in Iran over the last few decades. At the same time there were a group of Iranians, who, 

according to Foroughi, had been to or had heard of life in Europe and “attributed the 

happiness of the [European] people, and the fortune (sa’adat) and progress (tara’qi) of 

those countries to the existence of law (dar sayeh-ye qanun midanestand).185 Without 

elaborations, Foroughi credits these people for advocating the enactment of law as the 

basis of government in Iran. 

After a brief history of modern law in Iran, Foroughi talks about the curriculum 

and challenges of his time at Madrasah ‘Ulum Siyasi. According to him, The College of 

Political Science offered a four-year program. Its curriculum included history, geography, 

Persian literature (Adabiyat-e Farsi), French language (zaban-e Faranseh), Islamic 

Jurisprudence (fiqh), and international law (hoqquq-e beyn-ol-melal).186 He then states 

why each subject was necessary and was chosen:   

Political science is not understandable without knowledge of history and 
geography. The French language is necessary for conducting foreign 

                                                
183 Foroughi, “Tarikhcheh-ye Hoqquq,” 721. 
184 Foroughi, “Tarikhcheh-ye Hoqquq,” 722. 
185 Foroughi, “Tarikhcheh-ye Hoqquq,” 723. Please note that Foroughi uses a Lockean argument 
in support of individual rights for his argument about constitutionalism, yet uses utilitarian 
principles to defend the supremacy of European laws, his philosophy is flawed but he is making a 
political speech.   
186 Foroughi, “Tarikhcheh-ye Hoqquq,” 724-25. Monica Ringer confirms the curriculum. In fact, the 
English translation of page 726 of Foroughi’s speech transcript looks very close to Ringer’s 
observations on page 172 of her book.  
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affairs, Persian literature (Adabiyat-e Farsi) is necessary for everyone in 
particular because it was being felt that cognition and etiquette (ma’refat 
va adabiyat) was being eroded in our country making it necessary to 
teach these preparatory subjects at the college of political science. The 
core curriculum for political science was limited to Islamic jurisprudence 
and international law, for first of all that is all we could teach in four years 
and we did not want to keep students for more than four years and 
secondly, we had to chose some legal disciplines from among various 
legal disciplines for the country had no legal framework to teach (at that 
time) and teaching European law to Iranians was deemed useless.187  

Thus, in the absence of a modern legal framework, Islamic jurisprudence was chosen to 

represent Iranian legal culture. This is an important deficiency in Iranian legal 

development to note, as well as an indirect legitimization of Shia jurisprudential 

methodologies. The religious establishment however, who was generally weary of 

European education for its perceived moral impact on Muslims, were vocally opposed to 

the subject of fiqh being taught at a the School, “for the ulema claimed that fiqh must be 

exclusively taught at their institutions and by them (tadris-e fiqh mibayest be madaras 

qadim va tolab ekhtessas dashteh bashad),”188 meaning that the teacher of fiqh must 

necessarily be a clergy (akhund). According to Foroughi, the clerical establishment even 

attacked the optics and aesthetics of the new school: “[they said] how could a college 

that has some students that put on hats (kolahi) and some put on neckties (fokoli) and 

where some of the instructors are foreigners (farangi) and they sit on benches and 

chairs (ruy-e nimkat va sandali mineshastand), how is that place worthy of teaching fiqh? 

(cheguneh jayez bud baraye dars-e fiqh)”189 Ironically, in less than half a century, the 

clerics themselves would be presenting Islam in this exact manner at institutions such as 

the Hojjatieh or the Hosseiniyeh Ershad.  

Foroughi contends that this issue led to a scandal and uproar from the ulema, 

and even some street clashes, but the government did not back down and continued to 

offer fiqh as curriculum at the school. However, no one was willing to teach fiqh, until  

We delicately explained that the teaching of fiqh is not for the training of a 
faqih (Islamic Juror); rather it is for the training of government personnel 
who need to represent this country’s Islamic interests when on 
assignment in the land of kufr (sin). And from the fact that knowing 

                                                
187 Foroughi, “Tarikhcheh-ye Hoqquq,” 726. 
188 Foroughi, “Tarikhcheh-ye Hoqquq,” 726. 
189 Foroughi, “Tarikhcheh-ye Hoqquq,” 726. 
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Islamic law is incumbent upon every Muslim and the savab (propriety) of 
teaching fiqh will be a bastion of savior for teaching other subjects.190  

The reasoning in the above passage is indicative of Foroughi’s classical Islamic training. 

First he argues that teaching fiqh at a Western style institution will uphold and advance 

the cause of Islam. Second, Foroughi is employing Islamic reasoning that the greater 

good in teaching fiqh and of students learning about Islam and truthful knowledge will 

outweigh any sin in learning about other subjects (i.e. secular knowledge). In the end, 

Foroughi wins the debate and two members of the ulema, Mirza Habibollah and Sheikh 

Mohammad Taqi E’temad al-Islam were selected for the task.191  

Returning to Foroughi’s speech about the College, he wraps up the talk by going 

through the steps he took to create criminal and civil law in Iran with an interesting 

omission of Ali Akbar Davar, arguably the architect of Iran’s modern legal system. 

Finally, he adds that the College of Political Science should be more than a place where 

the instruction of knowledge takes place and an institution for the completion of 

knowledge (dar Daneshgah tanha ta’lim hoqquq nabayad beshavad, balkeh takmil-e 

hoqquq ham bayad beshavad).192 This comment affirms Foroughi’s intellectual affinity 

towards Enlightenment Philosophy, a Rousseauian view of law as a living organic 

companion of society, which needs to be continuously examined and refined.  

While Foroughi provided us with the history of the School from the point of view 

of an administrator and instructor, Ali Akbar Siassi’s memoir provides the student’s 

experience at Madrasah ‘Ulum-e Siyasi. Still more fascinating that among our list of 

academic philosophers, he alone was both a student and an instructor there. Siassi 

enrolled at the school in 1908. He recalls many of his instructors including Foroughi, his 

history instructor (and principal) and Vali Allah Nasr, his natural sciences instructor who 

would become principal after Foroughi.193 Both Foroughi and Nasr were responsible, 

according to Siassi, of instilling a kind of national ethos into their students using stories 

                                                
190 Foroughi, “Tarikhcheh-ye Hoqquq,” 727. 
191 Ringer, Education, 172. 
192 Foroughi, “Tarikhcheh-ye Hoqquq,” 734. 
193 Siassi, Yek Zendegi Siyasi, 34. 
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and allegories with a philosophical and ethical dimension (ba pand-ha va andarz-haye 

hakimaneh va akhlaqi).194 For example, Nasr would say: 

You youths are the future administrators of this ancient and proud nation. 
The more knowledge you learn and the more you become familiarized 
with ethics, and the more effort your exert in strengthening your thinking 
(process) and cultivating the soul (tazkiyeh nafs), you will become 
individuals who command the respect of yourselves as well as others.”195  

Unpacking this paragraph, we can observe the emphasis on philosophy both in its 

Western Enlightenment garb of proto-nationalism and proto-rationalism (strengthening 

your thinking for the strengthening of the nation) and its Irano-Islamic garb of ethics 

(akhlaq) and Erfan (tazkiyeh nafs). This example is demonstrative of the hybridity or 

overlapping of epistemological boundaries that existed in the so-called “secular modern 

schools” in Iran following the Constitutional Revolution. As well, this example 

strengthens the argument for exposure of these future Iranian academic philosophers to 

the traditional Irano-Islamic education stream.     

Other noteworthy observations from Siassi’s time at Madrasah ‘Ulum-e Siyasi are 

his famous classmates including Javad Ameri, Mirza Mohammad Shayesteh, 

Mohammad Ali Varasteh, Issa Behnam and the well-known Ali Akbar Dehkhoda. He 

speaks well of the institution only complaining about lack of available textbooks and the 

non-permanent location for the school.196 In his third year, Siassi wins a competition and 

is among thirty winners who, in 1912, attended university in Europe on government 

bursary the details of which are covered in the next section.  

After returning to Iran in 1915, Siassi was hired by Foroughi to teach at Dar al-

Funun and Madrasah ‘Ulum-e Siyasi. He explains that even though his education barely 

reached the level of Bachelor degree, he was considered among Iran’s knowledgeable 

elite.197 He taught a total of twenty-four hours a week for a monthly stipend of forty 

tomans. Siassi recounts that he taught Greek history, Asian history (tarikh-e melal-e 

                                                
194 Siassi, Yek Zendegi Siyasi, 38. 
195 Siassi, Yek Zendegi Siyasi, 38. 
196 It appears that the school of Ulum-e Siyasi moved to several locations, three times during 
Siassi’s tenure. This was part of the Qajar practice of renting out buildings for use for official state 
purposes.  
197 Siassi, Yek Zendegi Siyasi, 72 



59 

mashreq), natural science, botany, geography, philosophy and French.198 When he 

complained to the Minister of Education, Dr. Hakim A’zam, about teaching outside of his 

expertise of sociology, education and philosophy, he was told “to teach whatever you are 

told and don’t say that you lack expertise…Here, everyone thinks that anyone who has 

returned from abroad must know everything (farang rafteh bayad hameh chiz 

bedanad).”199 One can argue that it was exactly this sort of thinking that gave prevalence 

to the idea of Westoxication.200  

Siassi also provides us with details about the philosophical debates that took 

place among colleagues at Madrasah ‘Ulum-e Siyasi providing insight into Iranian 

scholars’ familiarity with European philosophers and their thought. Upon his return from 

Europe, the teaching of ‘new’ philosophy at Dar al-Funun and Madrasah ‘Ulum-e Siyasi 

were delegated to Siassi and it is there that he first met Fazil Tuni, another instructor 

hired by Foroughi. The dynamic between these two philosophers led to interesting 

conversations at this institution. Siassi was, in the main, familiar with Western philosophy 

while Tuni was, in the main, an Islamic philosopher. At the same time, as scholars and 

philosophers they were both familiar with the ‘other’ types of philosophy. Siassi 

recounted that he would sit in on Tuni’s logic and ‘old’ philosophy classes (manteq va 

falsafa-ye qadim):201  

Tuni would have several dark, very sweetened teas and smoked from the 
Huka before commencing his lectures... I tried to act like a student as 
much as possible with Tuni, but Tuni always treated me as a valuable 
colleague, and inquired about new philosophy from the time of Descartes 
onward, whenever occasion allowed.202  

According to Siassi: 

                                                
198 Siassi, Yek Zendegi Siyasi, 72 
199 Siassi, Yek Zendegi Siyasi, 73. Here Siassi also recounts that the most difficult part of his job 
was the translation and preparation of French scientific textbooks into Farsi, often at a loss in 
finding Arabic or Farsi words in describing Western scientific terminology. 
200 Westoxication (Gharbzadegi) was a term coined by Iranian academic philosopher, Ahmad 
Fardid (1908-1994), describing a condition of loss of native culture and thought through a toxic 
absorption of Western culture and thought. It was popularized in the polemic discourses of the 
Iranian Revolution and used extensively by Khomeini to ‘other’ his political opponents.    
201 He would “sit in” as they were both instructors, essentially auditing the course. As well, by “old 
philosophy classes” Siassi was referring to Islamic, non-Western, philosophy.  
202 Siassi, “Yadi az Ostad-e Geran-mayeh: Marhum Fazil Tuni,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va ‘Ulum 
Ensani Daneshgah Tehran, Vol. 9 no.3 (1962): 15. 



60 

Tuni felt obligated to defend Aristotelian ideas, and the Hekmat of Middle 
Ages that spawned modern philosophy…and he refuted the new theories 
that tried to dislodge the first teacher [Aristotle] from his throne in the 
world of philosophy… but he [Tuni] eventually softened his ways and 
realized (motevajjeh shod) that modern research methods that started 
with Descartes, the French [man] and the English [man] Francis Bacon 
were not without use and immensely contributed to the progression of 
knowledge and philosophy.”203  

Perhaps the most interesting conversation between the two takes place in the break 

room of Madrasah ‘Ulum-e Siyasi. Siassi recalls that he was engaged with Tuni in 

conversation about the ability of the finite to know the nature of the infinite. Tuni made 

several Islamic arguments about the unity of existence and Siassi resorted to comparing 

humans to single-cell protozoa and God to the man, saying: “how could the protozoa 

know about the real nature of man?”204 Tuni, calmly answered:  

You know that some truths cannot be proven like mathematical problems, 
or as you put it, do not match with senses or experience, which are both 
useless in this case…. So we turn to Ishraq and like our ‘Arefs or like your 
Bergson [referring to Henri Bergson], and believe me, it is with the 
passage through the cellular barrier (Seyr va Soluk), and through ignoring 
the instability of the body (gheflat az tadbir-e badan), and through 
endurance and cleansing of the soul (tahamol-e riyazat va tazkiyeh nafs), 
that immersion with the Truth will become the path (vosul the be haqq 
masir khahad bud).205  

There are two points of significance here. First, Siassi’s article, while written in 1962 is 

referring to events that took place in 1915-16. Thus, Bergson’s philosophy had already 

made its way to Iran and was known to one of the philosophers of the School of Tehran 

(Fazil Tuni). This was a full two decades before Foroughi writes about Bergson in the 

Third Volume of his Seyr-e Falsafa dar Europa in 1939 and Fardid publishes his article 

on Bergson in 1937. Secondly, what is fascinating is that Tuni cites "Bergson's" 

philosophy as an example of Western philosophy (phenomenology) on par with Ishraqi 

philosophy (School of Illumination).  

                                                
203 Siassi, “Yadi az Ostad-e Geran-mayeh: Marhum Fazil Tuni,” 16. 
204 Siassi, “Yadi az Ostad-e Geran-mayeh: Marhum Fazil Tuni,” 17. Henri Bergson was a French 
Philosopher of repute in the early 20th century. He argued that intuition and immediate experience 
tell us more about reality than abstract rationalism and science. 
205 Siassi, “Yadi az Ostad-e Geran-mayeh: Marhum Fazil Tuni,” 17. 



61 

In sum, the three aforementioned schools represented the new, state-operated 

institutes of higher education in late Qajar Iran. Employing a combination of foreign and 

Iranian educators and running a primarily French curriculum, these institutions also 

served as sites for the introduction of European Enlightenment thought. More 

significantly, our cohort of academic philosophers trained and taught at these 

institutions. In the process, older educators such as Foroughi and Tuni imparted their 

Islamic philosophical worldview on younger educators such as Sadiq and Siassi.  

Academic Philosophy and Missionary Schools 

American Protestant missionaries established their first schools in Iran in the 

1830s at the request of the American Board of the Presbyterian Church and by 

Reverend Justin Perkins.206 Their goal was the education of Northwest Iran’s mainly 

rural Christian population (Armenians and Azerbaijanis). However, beginning in the late 

nineteenth century, the mission changed and the Presbyterian mission began focusing 

on education (and hygiene) in the capital and other larger cities, and catering to the 

middle and upper classes of Iranian society at the time.207 In particular, it was the 

establishment of the Tehran Mission in 1872, and the creation of the American Boys 

School in 1873  (which became the American (Alborz) College of Tehran in 1924) that 

greatly increased the prestige and influence of missionary schools in Iran. This prestige 

partly lay with the fact that missionary schools offered “a European-style [Modern-

Western] curriculum with a focus on sciences, mathematics, and European languages, 

in addition to subjects such as history and geography.”208 It must be noted that “Christian 

morality” if not outright proselyting was directly and indirectly included in the curriculum 

well into the twentieth century. In addition, Bible study, even for Muslim students, was 

offered and the Bible treated as text.209 

The grounds for Boys School was donated by Hassan Mostafi ol-Molk, and the 

large track of land on the Alborz foothills would also be used to build Anushiravan 
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207 Jasamin Rostam-Kolayi, “From Evangelizing to Modernizing Iranians,” 214. 
208 Ringer, 142. 
209 Jasamin Rostam-Kolayi, “From Evangelizing to Modernizing Iranians,” 221. 
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Dadgar school and Tehran’s Poly Technique University.210 In 1898 Dr. Samuel Jordan 

arrived in Tehran to assume the directorship of Tehran Boys School. Starting as an 

elementary school in 1873, the Boys School was already a high school in 1900 and Dr. 

Jordan worked hard to make it a college by 1924.211 Before the creation of the University 

of Tehran, and arguably for a short time after, The American College of Tehran (also 

known as Alborz College) was the premier higher education institute in Iran. 

At the elementary level curriculum included: English (reading, writing, 

composition, spelling and singing), geography, arithmetic, foreign languages and 

theology.212 At the secondary level curriculum included: physiology, chemistry, natural 

philosophy, and astronomy.213 Not much is known about the instruction of philosophy at 

the institute in the Qajar era. Ralph Cooper Hutchison, Dean and professor of religion 

and philosophy and Walter Groves214 who became dean and professor of philosophy 

and ethics were both teaching philosophy there once it became a college in 1924.215  

Thus, we will return to the missionary education and academic philosophy in Iran in the 

next chapter.  

What is known about Qajar era missionary schools was that they served the 

same function as the newly established modern state run schools – as feeder institutions 

for those wishing to study at home at Dar al-Funun or Madrasah ‘Ulum-e Siyasi or 

abroad at a European university. The difference was a foreign source of funding and a 
                                                
210 Reza Mokhtari Esfahani, Hekayat-e Hekmat, 223. 
211 John H. Lorentz, “Educational Development in Iran,” 652. According to Lorentz, the school 
would become a junior college in 1913, offered college status in 1924 and remained under the 
leadership of Dr. Jordan until its closure in 1940. 
212 John H. Lorentz, “Educational Development in Iran,” 650. 
213 John H. Lorentz, “Educational Development in Iran,” 650. 
214 Walter Alexander Groves was born in Germantown, Pennsylvania, on March 10, 1898. He 
enrolled in Lafayette College, Easton, Pennsylvania. Groves graduated magna cum laude in 
1919. In 1922 he received a master's degree from Princeton Theological Seminary and in 1925 
was awarded a doctorate from the University of Pennsylvania. Groves soon left for Tehran, Iran, 
where he served as a missionary and professor of philosophy and religion at the Alborz American 
College. In 1931 he took on the additional duties of registrar and dean. By 1940 Groves had 
decided to return to the United States. Before leaving Iran, though, Groves had been offered, and 
accepted, a teaching position by Centre College president Robert McLeod. In 1956, Groves 
resigned this office to return to the Middle East, and become the president of the new engineering 
college at Abadan, Iran. He remained there until 1961, when he became dean of the engineering 
school at Shiraz. Groves died in 1984. 
215 Gheissari, “The American College of Tehran,” 674. Both Hutchison and Groves, as well as 
Samuel Jordan were Lafayette graduates.  
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foreign source of ethical orientations. The College and other Presbyterian missionary 

schools in Iran presented the American liberal education system as opposed to the 

state-operated and other private learning institutions that conformed more to the French 

Lycée system. In fact the Presbyterian mission modeled the Tehran Boys School and 

later college after Lafayette College in Pennsylvania with the majority of the schools 

faculty being Lafayette alumni.216    

The Lafayette connection is important to note here as it implies a certain ethical 

orientation filtering into the teaching philosophy of the institution and impacting the 

curriculum (be it physics or philosophy). The core of this topic will be discussed in 

chapter three. However, briefly, there was the Sorbonne clique, mainly responsible for 

the teaching of academic philosophy in the late Qajar and Reza Shah period and who 

were associated with the creation of the University of Tehran. Then there was the 

Lafayette clique, mainly responsible for missionary education before WWI and American 

style education for APOC (Anglo-Persian Oil Co.) after WWI. Dr. Samuel Jordan and Dr. 

Walter Groves were two of its most important figures. Finally, there was the MIT-Harvard 

(AKA Massachusetts) clique, which grew in influence following WWII and in particular 

after the addition of Hossein Nasr to Department of Philosophy at University of Tehran in 

1958.217  

  

                                                
216 Thomas M. Ricks, “Alborz College of Tehran,” 628. According to Ricks, the long-term 
Presbyterian educational goal was to create an American University of Tehran, along the lines of 
American University of Cairo and American University of Beirut.  
217 Historians of Iran have also identified the Berlin Circle and Leftist intellectuals as other 
prominent intellectual clusters or cliques among twentieth-century Iranian academics.   
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The Institutionalization of Philosophy in Qajar Iran  

Societies, Ministries and Legislative Measures 

Institutionalization of Academic philosophy began with the private efforts of 

Constitutional era reformers and scholars in the creation of private societies for the 

advancement of modern education in Iran. These reformers and scholars, Foroughi and 

Vali Nasr among them, impressed their ideologies and philosophies upon the charter of 

these societies. Following the Constitutional Revolution, some of these private societies 

were transformed into government ministries, prompting the legislative phase of 

educational reform. Combined, the efforts of these late Qajar era academic-statesmen 

led the educational efforts of the early Reza Shah period and complemented the 

institutionalization of academic philosophy.   

1898 marked an important year for the advancement of Iranian modern 

education, including the instruction of academic philosophy: Anjoman-e Ma’aref (The 

Society for Education) was established in Tehran. It was technically a private society but 

comprised of many leading Qajar officials and intellectuals of the time, including 

Dowlatabadi, E’temad al-Saltaneh, Nayer al-Molk (director of Dar al-Funun) and Amin al-

Dowleh. Anjoman-e Ma’aref had two primary goals: to provide a uniform system of 

primary education in Iran, “independent of the traditional education system,” and to 

provide “directs oversight of all European-style schools.”218 The society would raise 

private funds and open more than a dozen elementary and middle schools in Tehran 

(and Tabriz) including Madrasahs: Danesh, Adab, Ebteda’ieh, and ‘Ilmieh; and 

eventually: Mozaffarieh, Sharaf, Kamalieh, and Sadat.219  

The curriculum offered and at times the instructors at these schools was the 

same, itself a function of the Society. The curriculum at Madrasah Kamalieh included 

Quranic recitation, Sharia law, Persian literature, history (tarikh mo’ajam), calligraphy 

(nasta’liq), Arabic language and grammar, introductory geography, basic math, Algebra 
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and geometry, French language consisting of lecture courante and lecture d’elocution.220 

Sadiq reflects on the lack of quality in the curriculum of these schools:  

At Kamalieh I only learned Persian literature through Golestan-e Sa’di 
and Tarikh-e Mo’ajam (world history), and at Dar al-Funun Farsi literature 
was essentially not part of the curriculum; therefore, when I read 
professor Browne’s two-volume History of Iranian Literature, I became 
aware of the depth of my ignorance.221 

The short-lived private association dissolved in 1901 and its members and 

responsibilities (two goals stated above) became part of the High State Consultative 

Council of Education (Majles-e Showra-ye ‘Aliyeh Ma’aref) in the same year. This 

Council was among the first efforts to bring educational uniformity to Iran under the 

authority of the central government. Unfortunately it was dissolved in 1903, but the 

momentum the original Anjoman Ma’aref had created would not dissipate. The 

Anjoman’s efforts in the creation of Madrasah ‘Ulum-e Siyasi in 1898-99 was rewarded 

in 1907, when the new institution’s alumni revived Anjoman-e Ma’aref, under the name 

Sherekat-e Ma’aref.222 

1907 also witnessed the ratification of the Supplementary Constitutional Law, 

part of which “established the legal basis for education to be free, and for school to be 

removed from clerical control,”223 as well as the freedom to teach all sciences. More 

importantly, it called for the implementation of compulsory education and the unification 

of all schools and colleges under the Ministry of Science (Vezarat-e ‘Ulum).224 In an 

almost contradictory act an additional legislative measure called the 1910 Administrative 

Law of the Ministry of Education (Vezarat-e Ma’aref) was enacted whereby the Minister 

                                                
220 Isa Sadiq, Yadegar-e Omr, 17. According to Sadiq, some of the instructors at Kamalieh were: 
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of Education was responsible for providing compulsory education and administration of 

schools and colleges. 

In fact, between 1907 and 1919, the name and administrative scope of the 

Ministry of Education seems to have changed depending on the prime minister and his 

appointed education minister. This suggests that the role and utility of educational 

governance had not yet become a norm in statecraft, in particular in a chaotic ministry 

system without specific functions. Overall, however, a pattern emerged where through 

legislative measures, a functional Ministry of Education was created that limited the 

power of the clerical establishment in both education and endowments, while allowing 

the teaching of European natural and social sciences. In this regard Hekmat observes:  

Vezarat-e Ulum (Ministry of Sciences) was the original name when Mirza 
Mahmud Khan ‘Ala’ ol-Molk was appointed its original minister by Prime 
Minister Mirza Ali Asghar Amin ol-Sultan’s. The Ministry name is changed 
to Vezarat-e Ma’aref (Ministry of Education), under the ministership of 
Mehdi Goli Mokhber ol-Saltaneh. The name oscillates between Vezarat-e 
‘ulum and Vezarat-e Ma’aref until the ministership of Ahmad Moshir ol-
Saltaneh who changes the name to Vezarat-e ‘Ulum va Oqaf (Ministry of 
Science and Religious Endowments). The Ministry of Education was in a 
way the engine of the needed bureaucratic and institutional reforms. 
Thus, socio-political turmoil in Iran had slowed down this ministry’s 
efforts.225  

The most important legislative measure passed during this period was the 1911 

Fundamental Law of Education with the purpose to create uniformity in the structure and 

curriculum of primary education. An addendum to the 1911 Law funded the studies of 

thirty university students in Europe. Two of our academic philosophers won the 

competition created for this purpose and were among the students who partake in the 

first government funded studies abroad trip in over half a century.    

The 1912 First Student Expedition Abroad   

The first European student abroad expedition of the Constitutional era took place 

in 1912, a period of considerable economic hardship and loose government control in 

Iran. Thus, setting aside funds and sending the students abroad showed the significance 

of education to this government. Many of our scholars were involved in this endeavour; 
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the journey and experience they gained would come to influence their ideas and actions 

in their respective careers. Thus, a closer look at the mission is needed. 

According to Isa Sadiq, the qualifying exam consisted of dictation and essay in 

Farsi, dictation and translation in French (or English), and math (algebra and geometry). 

About two hundred people participated in the exam and Sadiq seems to have known 

most of them. He mentioned Zaman Khan Behnam, Ali Khan Riyazi and Mahmud Mirza 

Vala as upper level class men at Dar al-Funun who naturally scored top five; as well as, 

a trio that had studied in Beirut and were exempt from taking the test: Mirza Ali Akbar 

Khan Behnam, Habibollah Khan Shahab and Seifollah Khan Shahab.226 Sadiq scored 

sixth, overall, in the competition and was among those that left for study abroad. 

Ali Akbar Siassi also participated in the competition. He has a vivid memory of 

the event, which provides us with a detailed look at one of the final acts of the Qajar 

government in their educational reforms. Since the competition was held at Dar al-Funun 

and Siassi attended Madrasah ‘Ulum-e Siyasi, he found out about it late and through 

chance. On the day of the exam, Siassi recalled, “it became apparent that about two 

hundred people had registered.”227 Siassi made two significant observations about this 

competition. First, the two hundred participants nearly represented the total number of 

qualified persons in Iran at the time, meaning they had completed the equivalent of 

modern secondary education.228  Second, some competitors were many years older than 

Siassi with some being instructors themselves at various schools in Tehran. This meant 

that almost every person that had completed middle training (tahsilat-e motawasseteh) 

training up to that point was allowed to partake in the exam. It is interesting to note that 

Siassi uses the seminary educational ranking terminology here instead of saying second 

cycle or secondary education.  

Among the examiners, Siassi named Dr. Vali Nasr (natural science), Mohandes 

al-Molk (Mathematics), and Dr. Malekzadeh (physical exam). Interestingly, Siassi 

recounted that he breezed through the exam but had a panic attack when he discovered 
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he is near-sighted halfway through the physical exam.229 Interestingly, Siassi also 

mentioned the top five participants including the Shahab brothers and Behnam, adding 

that they were one and half times his age and “it seemed natural that their knowledge 

would be accordingly greater.”230 Sadly, in 1912, in country of ten million people, only 

two hundred men of varying ages and backgrounds had the equivalent of a European 

high school education. Thus, it was a great surprise that Siassi scored among the top-

five in the competition and became the youngest, at seventeen, among the twenty-three 

students that traveled abroad to continue their education. 

The trip to Europe of the twenty-three students and seven chaperons took place 

via wagon to the Caspian port city of Anzali, from there they took a steamboat to Baku. 

Sadiq recalled that upon leaving the capital on wagon, they came upon a chained 

checkpoint on the road. The Russian Cossacks had built and maintained the Tehran-

Anzali road charging Iranians a toll for its use. Sadiq mentioned that finding out that 

Iranians did not even control their own country a few miles out of the capital was 

shocking and demoralizing to the students.231 As well, he mentioned that his family 

losses due to the chaos surrounding events of the Constitutional Revolution and the toll-

road scene just outside of Tehran had burned a hole in his heart that motivated him to 

work ever harder acquiring the knowledge of the West.232 Siassi observed that Baku was 

so much cleaner and more modern than Tehran at that time that some students thought 

that had already reached Europe (Farangestan). From Baku they travelled via train to 

Bulgaria and then across to France.233  

In France, the group was divided and placed in preparatory schools and/or junior 

colleges based on their specialties. Siassi attended Rouen,234 and completed the three-

year program in two years, while mastering the French language. Siassi admitted that he 

developed a strong affinity towards French literature and the subject of psychology, 

                                                
229 Siassi, 44-46. Siassi cleverly volunteers to help in the administration of exam by holding the 
pointer to the letter board, and then memorizes the lines by the time it is his turn to read. 
230 Siassi, Yek Zendegi Siyasi, 45. 
231 Sadiq, Yadegar-e Omr, 42-43. 
232 Sadiq, Yadegar-e Omr, 59. 
233 Siassi, Yek Zendegi Siyasi, 57-59. 
234 Ecole Supérieure de Commerce de Rouen was a French business school founded in 1871. 
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which he studied with professor Litton. Litton was also the Dean of Studies at the School 

and wrote Siassi a letter of recommendation to Sorbonne and Paris universities.235 

Meanwhile, Sadiq was chosen to attend Versailles Preparatory School (L’ecole 

Normal d’Instituteurs de Versailles).236 He studied teachers training and educational 

sciences. Sadiq recalled that at the School, activities were planned for the entire day and 

teachers and monitors checked on students to make sure no time was spent idling away. 

This efficiency and management along with the park like atmosphere of the School 

made great impressions on Sadiq, something that will come into play as he designed the 

University of Tehran grounds. It was at Versailles academy that Sadiq comes across 

The Reign of Terror in Tabriz, by Edward Browne. The book, the author and the 

language will change Sadiq’s educational trajectory.237 He actually learned English in 

order to understand the book, becoming so proficient in English that he chose it as his 

second language after French for his Teaching Certificate Exam.238 

In comparing his studies in Iran and at Paris, Sadiq mentioned that at both 

Kamalieh and Dar al-Funun, the teaching methodology was overwhelmingly reliant on 

memorization. While at Versailles Academy, critical thinking was the main method of 

learning and was the most important thing that Sadiq learned (dar Daneshsara-ye Versai 

mohemtarin chizi ro ke yad geraftam fekr kardan bud).239 Sadiq mentioned his French 

literature instructor Albert Thierry as having taught him to use logic (manteq) in his 

declaration. He recalled that he had taken a logic course at Dar al-Funun but admits to 

memorizing the material and not knowing what they meant. In contrast, Versailles 

offered no courses on logic but it did teach courses on the theory of education.240  

A year into the First World War, the Iranian government made emergency 

arrangements to return the students, who were essentially stranded in France, to Iran. 

Vali Nasr and ‘Ala’ al-Sultan Fasa’ were tasked with bringing twenty young scholars to 

Iran in the middle of the war. Siassi recalled that they travelled via train through 
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Switzerland, Austria-Hungry, the Balkans (before occupation), and Russia (before the 

1917 Revolution) to the port of Baku where they took a steamboat back to Anzali and 

Iran.241 Siassi credited Nasr and Fasa’ for their safe return to Iran.242  

The 1912 first student expedition abroad was of consequence to the 

development of Iranian higher education and academic philosophy. This was the 

genesis of the Sorbonne clique, signifying the importance of French theory in Iranian 

education and academic philosophy well into mid twentieth century. 

    

  

                                                
241 Siassi, Yek Zendegi Siyasi, 68. 
242 It must be noted that few students, including Sadiq, choose to remain in Paris after the group 
returned to Iran. He enrolled at Paris University as a math major and returned to Iran following the 
War in 1918. His journey will be discussed further into the chapter. 
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The Politicization of Philosophy in Qajar Iran  

Reforms, Revolution and Reza Khan 

A concern of this study is that the ‘failed’ 1919 Agreement and subsequent 1921 

Coup provided the political context for the emergence of a cadre of philosopher-

statesmen who utilized positivist philosophy in their statist endeavours. Vali Nasr, 

Mohammad Ali Foroughi, Ali Asghar Hekmat, Ali Akbar Siassi and Isa Sadiq were the 

most influential members of this cohort. Informed by their training and personal 

experience during the Constitutional Period, each would play a role in the creation of the 

University of Tehran, and in particular, the propagation of academic philosophy in Iran. 

Concurrently, they develop a new modern philosophy of education for the training of the 

“modern Iranian citizen,” utilizing Farsi language, Persian heritage and a strong sense of 

loyalty to Iran and the Pahlavi monarchical machine. These efforts and a discussion of 

the philosophies of this cohort in the Pahlavi era are covered in Chapter three. The 

remainder of this chapter covers the period between the founding of Dar al-Funun in 

1851 to the Coup of 1921; it attempts to contextualize the argument for the politicization 

of academic philosophy in twentieth-century Iran. 

Educational Reforms and the Politicization of Philosophy  

Institutionalized educational reforms got underway with the establishment of Dar 

al-Funun in 1851. The institution was a “polytechnic designed to teach upper-class 

youngsters Western technology and sciences, thereby preparing them for senior 

appointments in the army and administration.”243 This single sentence speaks to the 

monumental changes to the philosophy of education and state administration. Up to this 

point, education was, in the main, produced for and consumed by the elite, and the 

educational gatekeepers were, in the main, the Shia ulema.244 The Qajars would appoint 

those born into elite families to political positions after these select few had been tutored 

at home to various degrees in classical Islamic studies, with many having only attended 

a maktab and while others had attended traditional madrasah’s and even seminary 
                                                
243 Menashri, 53. 
244 Shi’a ulema educational concerns were practical in the administration of their religious and 
societal duties (qadis, waqf administration, etc.). Furthermore, their scholarship, including 
philosophy was apolitical, tracing back to the quietest tradition of the sixth imam, Ja’far Sadeq. 
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collages (howzeh). In point, since these appointments were not based on merit, class 

and connections (intisab) outweighed knowledge.  

We can also think of education as an economic commodity. In Qajar Iran’s 

imperial system, education as a product was a relatively high-priced, low-yield 

investment. Aside from a select group of elite chancellery scholars, the ulema were the 

producers and, in the main, the consumers of this product, while government business 

(contracts, witnesses, endowments) relied on the employment of madrasa graduates. 

The introduction of European education to Iran upset this system, by introducing a new 

producer of knowledge (Western intellectuals) and a new consumer of knowledge 

(Western bureaucrats).245 Furthermore, Cyrus Schayegh contends that education, in a 

non-industrialized nation such as Iran, acted as cultural capital in class formation while 

its “scope and utility of that cultural capital were severely limited by circumstances [of the 

late Qajar period].”246 

Mirza Malkam Khan (1834-1908) was among the founding faculty of Dar al-

Funun and began teaching there in 1852.247 Numerous scholars have written on his 

ideological contributions to the Constitutional Movement in Iran, and about his famous 

Qanun journal. Lesser attention has been paid to his philosophical outlook. According to 

Tabari, the main stock of Malkam’s ideas comes from Augusta Comte’s humanism and 

John Stuart Mill’s economic liberalism.248 Perhaps this was a natural influence of Malkam 

having grown up in Paris in mid nineteenth century were he attended the Armenian 

School, Samuel Moradian, before moving to Iran.  

 In either case, the affinity between Comte’s Religion de l’Humanité and Malkam’s 

Osul-e Adamiyat (Principles of Humanism) is unmistakable. According to Menashri, 

Malkam spoke of “three stages of development in nature: inanimate, animal and human. 

Man’s ability to rise from the animal stage to that of humanism (adamiyat) depended on 

acquiring knowledge (‘ilm): as long as people did not ‘enjoy the lightness of knowledge,’ 

                                                
245 This argument can be expanded to include public education and print capitalism as the 
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246 Cyrus Schayegh, He Who is Knowledgeable is Strong, 5.  
247 Please see Hamid Algar, Mirza Malkam Khan: A Study in the History of Iranian Modernism 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1973). 
248 Tabari, 128-129. 
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they could not ‘elevate themselves to the stage of humanism.”249 In a speech tilted 

“Mardom Shenasi Chist? (What is Anthropology),” delivered in 1937, Foroughi basically 

reiterates the same point:  

Anthropology, in a narrow sense, is at its root concerned with changes 
and progression of humanity…. In that it is these changes (tahavolat) that 
describes living thing, but not just any change but change with a purpose, 
and it is through these transformations that humanity progresses… in that 
humans did not always have their present condition in both physical being 
(tul va tafzil) and spiritual  (ma’navi) and ethical (akhlaqi) and customary 
behavior (‘adat).250 

Comte’s and by extension Malkam’s positivist philosophy elevated science’s authority 

over religion and king, for within this epistemological system, knowledge is acquired 

through sensory experience. Thus, all arguments not observed by the senses and 

affirmed through the scientific method are deemed false; this includes theological 

arguments as well as temporal arguments based on tradition or religion.   

‘Abd al-Rahim Talebuf (1834-1910) was likewise an Iranian scholar-writer-educator in 

the second half of the nineteenth Century. Like Malkam, Talebuf argued for universal 

compulsory education as a vehicle for the creation of an informed citizenry – the 

necessary ingredient in a constitutional political system.251 According to Menashri, 

“Talebov argued that the government had the duty to provide schooling and that parents 

had the duty to send their children to school.”252 His famous work, Ketab-e Ahmad was a 

critique of Iran’s socio-political backwardness in light of Europe’s progress. As Monica 

Ringer notes, “Consciously modeled on Jean Jacques Rousseau’s Emile, the book 

consists of short discussions for the ostensible purpose of educating the author’s son, 

Ahmad.”253 Throughout the book the idea of law (qanun) is presented as “the secret of 

European strength.”254 While Malkam’s ideas and philosophy were oriented towards his 

French training, ‘Abd al-Rahim Talebuf’s ideas were informed by his orientations towards 

socialism from the Russian and Azerbaijani political ideologies towards social justice. 
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Thus, Talebuf stressed “the political participation of an educated citizenry.”255 Therefore, 

education was a necessary vehicle for the transmission of European ideas such as law 

(qanun) and constitutionalism (mashruteh khahi) leading to political reform. Since these 

political ideas (rule of law and constitutional government) were themselves a product of 

European Enlightenment philosophy, their introduction through educational reform 

contributed to the politicization of philosophy in Iran. 

The influence of these early pioneers of educational reform on the politicization of 

philosophy in Iran can be observed in the lives of our academic philosophers. For 

example, Hekmat read French novels and travelogues in his teenage years and had an 

affinity for the book “Philosophic Thoughts and Critique of Society (Andisheh-haye 

Falsafi va Enteqad-e Ejtema’i)” by Abd al-Rahim Talebuf.256 This work is constructed as 

a dialogue between a group of ‘new’ intellectuals: an engineer, a doctor and a chemistry 

teacher.  The main theme of the book is that according to reason (from the point of view 

of the rational faculty), the truth and goals of all religions is the same.257 Thus, reason 

(here representing philosophy) is a universal and true science like mathematics that 

supersedes (or contains within its scope) the truth and goals of all religions.   

Hekmat’s affinity for Talebuf can also be attributed to his teacher and mentor, 

Mirza Ali Khan. Hekmat recalls that Mirza Ali Khan was not fond of the intellectualism 

movement (Roshanfekri or Roshangari),258 and considered Roshanfekri to be the culprit 

of Russian and British influence in Iran.259 Conversely, Mirza Ali Khan was fond of Abd 

al-Rahim Talebuf and had himself authored a lesser known work with similar views to 

Talebuf called the Political History of Iran from Nasser al-Din Shah[‘s reign] (Tarikh-e 

Siyasi Iran az Zaman-e Nasser ol-Din Shah).260 Mirza Ali Khan’ was also an 

internationalist and believed that “the Word nation (vatan) is a powder keg. Humanity 

has spent countless treasure on weaponry, even though all are of one planet and 
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kind.”261 A staunch monarchist, Ali Khan declared “Iran will be interfered with by foreign 

powers until the entire Iranian people (tamam-e melat Iran) rise with one voice and 

support Mohammad Ali Shah.”262  

In her monograph, Mysticism and Dissent, Mongol Bayat recognizes the 

influence of Eighteenth century European philosophy on Malkam and Talebuf.263 

However, Bayat adds that they tried “unconvincingly, to accommodate Western ideas 

with Islam,” and “advocated for a reform program that would ensure an absolute 

separation of religious and temporal affairs.”264 Upon closer examination of Bayat’s 

writing and sources, Malkam’s philosophical ideas, in particular his use of Humanism, 

comes to the forefront: “Human happiness and success would occur only when reason 

was ‘freed from its prison,’ since human reason is the sole judge and proof.”265 

According to Malkam, religion had three parts: beliefs, rites, and morality. He wanted to 

introduce Western philosophy as the moral component of the religion of Islam.266 

Furthermore, education would be used as the vehicle to deliver this morality to 

successive generations of Iranians. In fact, “Malkam attempted to diffuse his humanist 

ideal through the House of Oblivion he had set up in Tehran,”267 perhaps to teach the 

same moral ideals to adults.  

Talebuf, according to Bayat, had a more discreet piety and argued that it was 

time to distinguish between the Islamic concept of reform (islah) and innovation (bida’). 

Claiming that God and the Quran were eternal, Talebuf tried to create a space between 

theological and metaphysical aspects of religion and its pragmatic and rationalistic side. 

For example, he stated “the laws of creation and the mysteries of life cannot be rationally 

understood since human reason is deficient and hence human knowledge must perforce 

remain limited.”268 At the same time, in following the Straight Path, “the devout Muslim 
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must run parallel to human development; since everything created undergoes change 

with time, laws much change accordingly.”269  

While not academic philosophers, Malkam and Talebuf used different 

philosophical techniques to argue for educational reforms. As such they contributed to 

the politicization of philosophy in the late Qajar period.270 The main difference between 

Malkam and Talebuf was Talebuf’s extensive classical Islamic training allowed him to 

openly criticize the ulema when using his arguments for educational reforms, while 

Malkam had to be more reserved in his criticism. In sum the ideologies of Malkam and 

Talebuf aided in the prevalence of philosophy, as method, to argue for educational 

reforms and by extension political reforms. The Constitutional Movement would continue 

this tradition, albeit with philosophical justification for political reforms, and by extension 

educational reforms.271  

The Constitutional Movement and the Politicization of Philosophy 

Nasser al-Din Shah’s assassination in 1896 brought about hopes of real political 

reform and an end to despotic rule. Hekmat observed, “the assassination of Nasser al-

Din Shah woke up Iran from its reformist malaise and kicked things into higher 

gear…resulting in the Constitutional Movement.”272 At the same time, the opening years 

of the twentieth century proved disastrous for the next Qajar ruler, Mozaffar al-Din Shah. 

In 1904-5 the Shah was faced with an empty treasury, spiralling inflation and a cholera 

epidemic.273  

Isa Sadiq reflected on the events of the Constitutional Revolution. His 

impressions of the Revolution and the detrimental social impact of the revolutionary 

years would play a role in the development of his philosophical views and his eventual 
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designation as the father of modern sociology in Iran. Sadiq was about eleven years old 

when the Constitutional Revolution occurred. In his memoir, he wrote that between 1904 

and 1909, events happened that nearly ended his educational path:  

First, [we experienced] the Cholera outbreak in (vaba) in 1904… 
Everyday you could see coffins being carried down the street with the 
chants of Allah-o-Akbar… [Then] In 1906 the Constitutional Revolution 
occurred. The bazaars closed down and went on strike as a symbol of 
protest against the ill will of the government (setamgari-ye dowlat)… And 
remained closed, on and off, for weeks and months on end, and from this 
calamity lot of harm was brought to my father. The country roads became 
unsafe; banditry, highway robbery and chaos (harj-o-marj) became 
prevalent everywhere. In four years, my father’s merchandise (mal ol-
tojjar) where robbed on the road between Isfahan and Kashan by 
nomadic horsemen (savaran-e illat va ‘ashayer), and this act caused 
great harm to our family. My father had to gradually sell of our horses, 
donkeys and more importantly a few servants (nukar) and apprentices 
(shagerd).274  

Thus, Sadiq’s memory of the Constitutional Revolution consisted of economic losses to 

his family, and many around him. Interestingly, Sadiq viewed the conflict mainly as 

economic, between the bazaar and the court. He wrote nothing about rights, absolutism, 

constitution or any related topic about his memory of this period. This is odd, given that 

he wrote with vivid memories of the event, yet held no ideological opinion about it in his 

memoir. Perhaps it wasn’t politically safe at the time of writing to speak against 

monarchy and absolutism. 

The economic and hygienic problems Sadiq referred to had put the capital on 

edge; and with an empty treasury the government was unable to solve the problem. 

Protests began in June of 1906 under the leadership of Seyyed Abdollah Behbahani and 

Seyyed Mohammad Tabatabai, “two of Tehran’s three most respected mujtahids [Sheikh 

Fazlollah Nuri was the third].”275 Soon after the protesters converged on the British 

Counsel’s grounds and faculty and staff from Dar al-Funun were called in to help draft a 

constitution.276 The organization committee of the protesters made two demands of the 

Shah: “a written constitution drafted by an elected national assembly (Majles-e Meli),”277 
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and a House of Justice (‘Adl Khaneh).  On 5 August 1906, Mozaffar al-Din Shah signed 

“the royal proclamation to hold nationwide elections for a constituent Assembly.”278 The 

economic dimension of the Constitutional Revolution can be seen in Yahya Mahdavi’s 

familial connection to the Constitution. Gholam-Ali Haddad Adel279 recounted about the 

Mahdavi family:  

After Mozaffar al-Din Shah signs the Iranian Constitution, Tehrani 
merchants (in celebration) bring the document to the Mahdavi family 
home in Tehran and take pictures with it on the staircase and doorway of 
the home. This show’s the importance of this family and of course their 
home is now part of our cultural heritage sites.280  

Tehran is generally understood as the vanguard and epicenter of the Constitutional 

Movement, with major cities like Tabriz and Isfahan following closely. In fact, the 

Constitutional Revolution was, at least in its early phases (1906-1908), a populist 

movement with fervent supporters across Iran, including Tabriz, Mashhad and Shiraz, 

where a teenage Hekmat witnessed the events first hand. He observed that during the 

Constitutional Movement, the Jewish population of Shiraz was subjected to harassment 

from the ulema and that the merchants of Shiraz used the English embassy for 

sanctuary (bast) even before their counterparts in Tehran.281  

Equally significant were Hekmat’s observations about the nature and general 

intelligibility of the Constitutional Movement in cities like Shiraz. In more conservative 

provincial cities such as Mashhad, Yazd and Shiraz, the lines between a European style 

constitution and Islamic constitution blurred. During the Constitutional period, Shiraz’s 

constitutionalists opened a society called Anjoman-e Islami and Hekmat joined it shortly 

after its inception. From the outset, Anjoman-e Islami had a fall out with Qavam ol-Molk 

(Mohammad Ali Shah’s representative in Shiraz) over the direction of the movement and 
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the role of the Shah’s appointed representative within a new elective government.282 The 

Society invited Ayatollah Abdol-Hossein Lari (a constitutionalist and staunch opponent of 

Qavam) to Shiraz to join their organization.283  

After Ayatollah Lari came to Shiraz, he formed an even more conservative 

Constitutionalists organization called Anjoman-e Ansar (Association of the Helpers) 

referring to the Prophet’s original community in Medina.284 As a result, “the Revolutionary 

unrest became a battleground between supporters and opponents of Qavam in 

Shiraz.”285 At the age of nineteen, Hekmat was temporarily banished from Shiraz for his 

pro-Constitutionalist activity in support of Anjoman-e Ansar in 1911.286  

Back in Tehran, following the signing of the Constitution, the National Assembly 

convened in October of 1906 and was soon bifurcated into two faction: the Moderates 

(Mo’atadel-ha) and Liberals (Azadikhah-ha).287 The Moderates had the support of the 

clerical establishment, including Behbahani and Tabatabai, while the Liberals had the 

support of most reformer-scholars with Hassan Taqizadeh as party leader.  Both groups 

worked diligently producing in 1907 the Fundamental Laws and the Supplementary 

Fundamental Laws, which together became known as the Constitution.288  

While most of our academic philosophers were too young to participate in politics 

at this time, Foroughi and Nasr, both in their thirties, were in the early stages of their 

respective careers. Foroughi’s most important contribution was his official translation of 

the Iranian Constitution into French. He was also a member of the second Majles, and 

published and edited several newspapers in the capital during the Constitutional period. 

Vali Nasr also played a role in the drafting of the constitution and was a member of the 

first Majles. Thus, a closer look at their activities during this period reveals the 

conceptions and philosophies about the Constitutional Movement.  
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Foroughi wrote an essay on the concept of constitution called: Resaleh-ye 

Hoqquq-e Asasi in 1907. The essay was a reflection of Foroughi’s thoughts on power or 

his political philosophy. The essay led to the genesis of political science as a discipline in 

Iran and Foroughi’s essay became part of the curriculum at Madrasah ‘Ulum-e Siyasi.289 

We have already been familiarized with Foroughi’s philosophy of law, from the speech 

he gave at the Academy in 1937, however, this essay is somewhat different, and thirty 

years prior, in that it was written in 1907 not as a political piece but as an informative 

scholarly essay about the science of politics with an affinity towards Enlightenment 

philosophy, in particular the philosophy of law.   

 Foroughi started the essay with a brief history of the science of rights (‘ilm-e 

hoqquq) and its definition. He curiously defined the science as civic politics (siyasat-e 

madan).290 The use of the word siyasat-e madan, was to cautiously prepare the 

groundwork for its difference in origin from Fiqh, by applying a conative connection to 

Neo-Platonic elements within the political philosophy of al-Farabi. Foroughi then 

introduced the concept of common rights (hoqquq-e ‘umumi), from which he derived the 

concept of essential rights (hoqquq-e asasi), which he defined as “those rights that 

determine the basis (raison d’être) of government and set its limits (huqquqi ke asas-e 

dowlat ra mo’ayan mikonad va had-e on ra tahdid mikonad).”291 More specifically, 

Foroughi defined a “constitution” by setting the premise for its legitimacy.   

According to Foroughi, “the regulations that determine the structure of 

governmental authority and the rights of the people are legitimized through it [the 

constitution].” (qavanini ke tartib-e ekhtiyarat-e dowlat va ta’in-e hoqquq-e melat be 

mo’jeb-e on qavanin mishavad).”292 It is noteworthy that Foroughi is neutral here to the 

Islamic or secular basis of the law. Instead, sovereignty or the source of authority in 

determining the validity and scope of these regulations is given to the people; the 

concept of Souverainete Nationale (Saltanat-e Meli) or a constitutional monarchy.   
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In response to the Constitutional Movement and subsequent changes to the 

Iranian political system, Russia, still reeling from the Russo-Japanese War of 1905, and 

Britain, aware of the growing power of Germany and murmurs of an Indian 

independence movement, turned from rivals to partners with the signing of the 1907 

Anglo-Russian Convention on Iran. This treaty effectively turned Iran into three spheres, 

two of which were directly controlled by Russia (North) and Britain (South-East) with the 

rest being neutral zone. This shift in geopolitics caused domestic actors such as Sheikh 

Fazlollah Nuri and Mohammad Ali Shah to denounce the Constitution and the proposed 

changes to the government. In June of 1908, the Shah paid off the fifteen-hundred-

member Cossack garrison of Tehran to support his coup and declare martial law. Small 

fighting ensued but in the end, the royalists were firmly in control of the capital with the 

constitutionalists fleeing the city, bringing to end the first Constitutionalist period.293 

Foroughi observed that the Constitutional Revolution threatened first the Russian and 

next the British, who feared the “awakened Iranian people, which lead to the 1907 

Iranian Convention, leading to Russian interference and eventual overthrow of the 

constitutionalists.”294  

  According to Abrahamian, “the coup triggered a civil war,” with the 

constitutionalists gaining support from the governor of Mazandaran province (Mahmud 

Vali Sepahdar), foreign fighters from the caucuses, and the Bakhtiari tribal confederation 

under the leadership of Samsam al-Saltaneh.295 In July of 1910 their combined forces 

converged and entered Tehran. Mohammad Ali Shah fled while the Grand Majles of the 

constitutionalists appointed his son Ahmad Shah as monarch. The Bakhtiari’s would 

come to dominate the second Majles period with Samsam as Prime Minister and many 

key posts given to his relatives and tribal affiliates.296  

The second Majles convened in November of 1910 and its first priority was to 

address the financial bankruptcy facing the treasury. An American financial advisor by 

the name of Morgan Shuster was hired as Iran’s treasurer-general and thirty-six Swedish 

officers were hired to train an effective enforcement mechanism for taxes and other 
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government legislation, the gendarmerie police force.297  These acts proved worthy but 

futile from a geopolitical perspective. The Majles in Tehran remained ineffective in 

extending its authority over the provincial cities and tribal areas. The Russians occupied 

Azerbaijan in 1909 in accordance to the 1907 Convention and marched on Tehran in 

December of 1911 under dubious circumstances. The Russians demanded the dismissal 

of Morgan Shuster on the grounds that he tried to collect taxes in their sphere of 

influence. Hekmat made personal observations about the Russian ultimatum and 

Shuster’s dismissal in his memoir. He wrote that around 1911 Tehran was involved in 

the British and Russian ultimatum for the expulsion of Morgan Shuster:  

Shuster was an American chosen to head the treasury and had given 
some orders on revenue collection and state budget. He was from the 
outset opposed to by Russia and Britain, for the use of a third power’s 
agent ran contrary to the 1907 convention. Even though Shuster had the 
backing of Majles, Mohammad Ali Shah’s efforts to regain his power, 
made a casualty out of Shuster.298    

The Russian army was known for its heavy-handed tactics and the ultimatum caused 

panic in the capital, in particular among the clergy. During the period of Russian 

occupation, Foroughi accused the Russians of directly receiving waqf income, and 

actively subverting Iran’s religious community including opening canon fire on Imam 

Reza Shrine in Mashhad and hanging religious figures in Tabriz.299 These acts put fear 

into the residents of Tehran of a similar treatment at the hands of the Russian Army. 

The British supported Russia’s ultimatum and accordingly landed Indian troops at 

Bushehr and proceeded to block the roads between the port city and Kerman.300 The 

British also occupied Shiraz with a land contingent from British India.301 In 1911, Hekmat 

wrote in his memoir that seeing the British Army inside Iranian soil saddened him 

greatly.302 This act prompted his fears that “Iranian independence is at stake (esteqlal-e 

Iran dar khatar ast).”303 In response and despite clear warning from Qavam ol-Molk, 
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Hekmat published the bulletin: Death or Freedom (Ya marg, Ya Esteqlal) for which he 

was exiled from the city for a period close to six months. 

Print Culture and the Politicization of Philosophy: 

Hekmat’s publication and its consequences were illustrative of the growing 

relevance of print culture in politics, a process that involved and influenced some of our 

academic-philosophers. The second Constitutional period marked the government’s first 

systematic efforts to reform education, including the introduction of legislative measures, 

creation of institution and bureaucratic structures, and philosophies.304 The second 

Constitutional period also witnessed the proliferation of print culture in Tehran and other 

cities in Iran contributing to the politicization of philosophy. Over fifty newspapers and 

journals came into  (and many went out of) operation between 1910 and 1921.305 These 

publications utilized this medium to convey new ideas to a greater audience, however 

modest in scope due to limited literacy. Print culture also became an arena for discourse 

and contestation among differing Constitutionalist factions. Socialist, Liberalist, and 

religious conservative oriented newspapers and journals competed for readership and 

were often associated with a political party.  

Both Foroughi and Hekmat participated in print culture, and given the politically 

orientated nature of print media and the expression of their philosophical views, I argue 

that print culture - used in this manner and in this period - contributed to the politicization 

of philosophy well before the ascension of Reza Shah and the Pahlavi modernization 

program. Foroughi, in particular, provided us with a history of print culture in Iran during 

his 1936 speech at the College of Law in Tehran.   

During the reign of Nasser [al-Din Shah], we had one or two newspapers 
in Iran, published by the government (dowlat), by Mirza Taqi khan Amir 
Nezam [Amir Kabir], and the subjects of those papers were limited to the 
Shah’s summer residence (iilaq) and hunt and some other things but was 
overall void of any usefulness for the people, and some newspapers were 
printed in Turkey or India but they too were either void of any substance 
or were deemed illegal and thus unavailable for the Iranian people. Then, 
in the first year of Mozaffar al-Din Shah’s reign (1896), my father who 
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could not control his nature, started the first private newspaper in Tehran 
and published articles in the direction that would aid in the opening of the 
people’s eyes and ears to their own interests and issues (manafe’ va 
masale’), and that newspaper was called Tarbiyat.306 

In this passage Foroughi acknowledges the efforts of Amir Kabir in establishing the first 

printed newspaper in Iran. He is also postulating that what Amir Kabir wanted was to 

propagate his reform ideas using this new medium but was unable to do so. More 

significantly, the elder Foroughi is credited with establishing the first independent 

newspaper in pre-Constitutional Iran of the Mozaffari era. The name of the newspaper 

carries significance as well. The word tarbiyat has several meanings in Farsi including: 

culture, education, nurture, training and upbringing. Thus, in addition to conveying an 

element of knowledge, tarbiyat carries the conveyance of proper conduct.307 For 

Foroughi and other print media publishers, proper conduct was used as a gateway for 

the introduction new European knowledge: 

I [Foroughi] slowly became involved in the newspaper mainly in 
translating foreign languages and editing, and one day my father asked 
me “have you read today’s article in the newspaper?” I replied yes, he 
said, “Do you know what it is introducing?” I relinquished my answer and 
he stated, “ I am seeding the foundation (Moqaddameh michinam) to find 
a way that I can communicate the message that the country needs [rule 
of] law!!”  My [Foroughi’s] point is that he could not say this word (harf) in 
a direct manner (Serahata’) way and had do so in a gentle-digestible  
(lata’ef al-hail) way, and whatever he could say was because of his self-
reliance (posht garmi khod) and that of departed Amin al-Dowleh who 
was the Sadr Azam and a modernist and constitutionalist (mojetadded va 
qanun khah bud).308  

Thus, Foroughi’s father used his publication to introduce ideas of the Constitutional 

Movement and the practice caught on, according to Foroughi: 

And afterwards a few other local and international Farsi language 
newspapers were founded and their voice became one with our 
newspaper and turmoil ensued (ghogha’i boland shod) resulting first in 
the creation of new schools… you know that until the time of Mozaffar 
[Shah] the only schools in in this country were limited to seminaries 
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(amuzeshgah-e qadimi-ye tolab) and one Dar al-Funun Academy 
(amuzeshgah) that was among Mirza Taqi Khan Amir’s [Kabir] creations, 
and an academy called the Academy of State (Amuzeshgah-e Nezam) 
that Nayeb al-Saltaneh, Kamran Mirza, had created in the mold of Dar al-
Funun…. From the third year of Mozaffar’s reign (1899) new academies 
were built with people’s support (az nahieh-ye mardom) and not with 
government support (na az nahieh-ye dowlat)…. The first government-
created academy, then, was this college of political science in 1898.309 

Please note how Foroughi does not distinguish institutions by type but rather by purpose 

as he calls both the religious seminary and the Dar al-Funun poly-technique institute an 

academy (amuzeshgah), which in Farsi translates to place of learning. Also, Foroughi is 

confirming the previously discussed institutionalization trend in modern Iranian education 

from private societies to state-funded ministries and schools that started in the reign of 

Mozaffar al-Din Shah.  

Beyond the efforts of the Foroughis, the second Constitutional period witnessed 

the proliferation of print capitalism in Tehran and other major Iranian cities. Hekmat, 

having arrived in Tehran in 1915, started writing for Mohammad Taqi Bahar’s (1886-

1951) publication Nou-bahar, under a column called kalamat-e tabi’at (the words of 

nature) dealing mainly with ethical issues.310 In the process he became acquainted with 

Bahar’s personal views about reforms, as well as honing his writing and editing skills. 

Another newspaper publisher that Hekmat worked with was Seyyed Zia al-Din Tabatabai 

(co-architect of 1921 Coup and first Prime Minister following the Coup). Tabatabai 

published newspapers under the name of Sharq, Barq and Ra’d. In the tumultuous era 

of the Constitutional Revolution when newspapers were being closed down, quickly 

publishing under a new name was one way to stay ahead of the censors.311 Hekmat was 

familiar with Seyyed Zia’s writings, as Zia had started his first newspaper in Shiraz at the 

outset of the Constitutional Revolution called Neda-ye Islam (The call of Islam).312  

Even more fascinating was Hekmat’s involvement in the local publication of the 

American Boys Academy, now college, where he attended school. Hekmat observed 

that at the American College in 1918, two competing newspapers were created. One 
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setup by Mirza Mohammad Khan (the dean of the school) called Majale’ al-Adab, which 

promoted Marxist ideology and was setup at the college by the missionaries themselves, 

as a vehicle for the free expression of the students following the 1917 Revolution and 

the new ideologies coming from the north.313 This is significant, why would an American 

Presbyterian missionary school support the atheist ideology of communism? Did they 

value the independence of education and freedom of press intrinsically? Unfortunately, 

Hekmat does not provide further details in his memoir. However, Hekmat would utilize 

his experience with print media in publishing the official magazine of the Ministry of 

Education in the Reza Shah period, a topic discussed in the next chapter.  

Sadiq, while in Europe for most of the War, also participated in print capitalism as 

he published for local papers while studying at both Paris University and at Cambridge 

University. Sadiq brings Britain and France, considered bastions of democracy with a 

free press, to task, as he faces backlash and censorship from both governments for 

criticizing Russian activities in Iran during the war.  Sadiq observed that,  

even in Paris, during the War, citizens and newspapers were not allowed 
to criticize the government…. “One day when I was in London I walked to 
Hyde Park, where on Sundays anyone can climb a stool and speak 
whatever is on their mind, if what they say has support then people would 
gather around and listen, otherwise, he would get tired of talking and step 
down. The police were there but only to ensure peace among all. One 
day, I saw a British man climb a stool and voice his support for Germany, 
claiming why do we fight our own kind…. As people gathered, one man 
started shouting him down and I witnessed the police warning a man in 
the audience to not shout him down and instead climb his own stool if he 
had something to say…. That day, I discovered the true meaning of 
freedom and began to understand the greatness of Britain.314  

However, like the character James in J. Hector Creveceour's Letter’s from an American 

Farmer, Sadiq discovered the darker side of imperial Britain when, while at Cambridge, 

he wrote some negative articles about Russia that were published in the Manchester 

Guardian and the Times. In response, he received a personal letter from Sir Edward 

Grey (Britain’s Foreign Minister) requesting “he stop writing material that may cause 

dissention among allies while the war is in progress, and that failure to do so will result in 
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his removal from Britain.”315 The same letter is sent to his supervisor, Edward Browne316 

who while agreeing with the point made by Sadiq, advised him not to write further on the 

topic given the sensitive nature of the times.317 Cambridge apparently is no Hyde Park. 

In short, the emergence of print capitalism in Iran aided in the dissemination of 

Constitutionalist discourses some of which held ideas built upon the philosophies of the 

Enlightenment. Thus, academic philosophy was a beneficiary and not an active force in 

the propagation of print capitalism. None-the-less our cohort’s experience with the 

business and politics of print capitalism, as captured through these short examples, 

influenced their methods and practices as academic-statesmen in Reza Shah’s Iran.   

WWI, Geopolitics and the Politicization of Philosophy 

The First World War brought devastation and destitution to Iran, even though it 

maintained neutrality. Many scholars attribute the collapse of Qajar power in the early 

1920s to events surrounding WWI and persistent Russian and British occupation.  Afshin 

Matin-Asgari commented on this particular historiographical view,  

According to this familiar narrative, when foreign occupation finally ended 
in 1921, a “ disillusioned” nationalist elite abandoned its “ idealistic” 
notions of constitutionalism to pragmatically embrace authoritarian 
modernization. This narrative builds on what Abbas Amanat has called 
the Pahlavi era’s historiographical “ myth of failure,” portraying “ the 
Constitutional period as a disruptive and largely failed movement,” when 
altruistic popular participation “nevertheless triggered domestic chaos, 
foreign occupation and political betrayal.”  Such narratives suggest the 
inevitability of authoritarian nationalism by obscuring its origins as one 
contender among rival ideologies of nation formation during the decade 
prior to 1921.318 

While Matin-Asgari explores rival ideologies of nation formation that were stifled in the 

rush to authoritarian nationalism, I argue that British policy at the Paris Peace 
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Conference and in the 1919 Agreement directly contributed to the collapse of Qajar 

power and the ensuing Coup of 1921. In a sense, the British in serving their geopolitical 

interests created political and economic impasses or ‘manufactured a failure’ in 

response to Amanat’s observation. Of particular concern is Foroughi’s direct involvement 

at the Peace Conference and his observations about Iran’s government and governance 

at this time. Additionally, a greater concern is that the 1921 Coup and the rise of the 

British-supported Pahlavi dynasty coincides with the meteoric rise of Siassi, Sadiq, 

Hekmat, Foroughi and Vali Nasr as scholar-state builders.   

Once the War had started, the Ottomans occupied parts of Azerbaijan and 

supported the Kurdish insurrection of Ismael Khan Simku; the Ottomans also briefly 

occupied Tabriz in 1915. The Russians poured more troops into northern Iran to shore 

up their flanks against the Ottomans, installing brigades in Tabriz, Qazvin, and 

Tehran.319 Meanwhile the British formed the South Persia Rifles in their sphere of 

influence. Foroughi’s observations affirm these accounts:  

During World War One, while Iran chose to remain neutral upon security 
guarantees of Russia and in particular Britain, Iran’s Western provinces 
became part of the battleground between the Czarist and Ottoman armies 
with great devastation to Iranian agriculture, housing and nomadic 
populations.320  

The younger Hekmat also recalls the violation of Iran’s sovereignty and neutrality by the 

warring parties. In particular, economic appropriation within Russia’s sphere of influence:   

Given Iran’s declaration of neutrality and the terms of the 1907 
convention the presence of Russian troops in the north was up surd. Prior 
to the War, Russian nationals had bought large tracts of land in Iran’s 
northern provinces, and despite its illegality had acquired government 
issued deeds from corrupt officials.321 

In addition, the Russian embassies in several Iranian cities had resorted to 

collecting taxes on behalf of the Iranian government. At first, the British objected to 

Russian land sales and tax collection being contrary to the terms of the 1907 

Convention. However, the secret 1915 Constantinople Agreement between the two 
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empires made this a mute point. 322 As part of the 1915 agreement, Russia would 

acquire Istanbul and make it a Freeport, as well as gaining a freehand in its sphere of 

influence in Northern Iran. In return, Britain would get access to the neutral parts of the 

1907 Russo-Iran Convention. Geopolitically speaking, Russia controlled the North and 

Britain had a sphere of influence in the South East of Iran. The newly discovered oil 

fields at Abadan were in the neutral zone according to this convention and the British 

Navy’s 1912 decision to switch from coal to oil made this acquisition of the highest 

priority.   

The final years of the war brought a second wave of destruction and starvation to 

Iran, now completely under foreign control or occupation. As Western Iran became a 

battleground for the three empires (Ottoman, Russian, British) famine and epidemics 

spread: “In Hamadan and Kermanshah people were forced to live in caves. Over one 

hundred thousand people died of starvation and more than ten thousand villages were 

deserted. Carpet making centres in Western Iran disappeared.”323 Foroughi noted the 

level of devastation, “hundreds of thousands of people died of starvation and hundreds 

of million tomans worth of agricultural land and buildings were destroyed.”324  

The destitution and desperation that our cohort experienced during this period, 

keeping in mind that they were among the privileged classes of Iranian society, is vividly 

captured in their writings and memoirs. For example, during his speech at the Paris 

Peace Conference, Foroughi stated that “the years 1917-1918 were the most 

devastating in Iran’s history,”325 a distinction given to this period even though he had, 

minutes prior, spoken of the Mongol invasion and devastation of Iran. Our young 

scholars, Hekmat, Sadiq and Siassi made similar personal observations about the 

situation. 
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Hekmat arrived in Tehran in 1915, with the Russian armies occupying parts of 

northern Iran. He enrolled in the American Boys School, and rented an apartment close 

by. He recalled that shortly after moving into his new apartment, the Russians moved 

their Cossack brigade outside of Tehran’s city walls. Most of the government and some 

diplomatic missions (like Germany’s) had already left the city for Isfahan, and Ahmad 

Shah was supposed to join them. However, the Shah remained in Tehran where the 

British and Russian ambassadors advised him not to leave.    

Hekmat, like a lot of his contemporaries, preferred a statist, top-down dictatorial 

government, and was a fierce anti-constitutionalist. His observations about the final days 

of the Constitutional Movement reflect this view:  

[The constitutionalists] like a snow ball inside the blacksmiths fire, kept 
losing mass, escaping house to house and city to city, and in the end 
surrendered two-thirds, even three-thirds (balk-e se sols) of Iran free and 
whole to the enemy [Russia and Britain]. In the end, they [the 
Constitutionalists] even left Kermanshah for Baghdad, so that Germany 
and the Ottoman Empire, understand that a stupid friend is worse than a 
knowledgeable enemy.326 

 Hekmat’s authoritarian politics found affinity with a cross-section of young educated 

Iranians leading to the creation of political parties such as Hezb Radical, Tajaddod, and 

Iran-e Javan. Concurrently, Ali Akbar Davar’s ideology that a dictatorial government was 

the bridge from despotism to democracy grew in popularity within some of these 

factions. 

These ideas fostered in a climate of economic and political uncertainty adding to 

weight of the occupation. Hekmat wrote “scarcity in the capital led to unrest. Tehrani 

women descended upon the bazaar, looting and ransacking food ware businesses. 

Starvation was threatening the population’s existence (qahti ahali-ye payehtakht ra be 

nisti suq midad).327 By 1917, conditions, not a far from anarchy, existed in the capital and 

many other Iranian cities. 

On 8 March 1917 the Russian Revolution begins, causing the Russian Empire to 

briefly implode. In July of 1917 “The Kerensky government ordered the Russian 
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commander, General Bratoff, to evacuate his troops from Persia.”328 Britain used this 

opportunity to essentially take over the entire country, including the Russian sphere in 

the north. This extension was partly to fill in the military vacuum of the retreating Russian 

armies and partly to protect British interest in Mesopotamia and India against the 

Bolshevik invasion of Iran. Thus, Iran was to be a buffer state, to protect British 

enterprise in former Ottoman and Moghul territory; such was the fate of the three 

gunpowder empires in a war remembered for the lost generation in Europe. Asia was 

effectively split, North-South with Russia controlling the northern hemisphere and Britain 

controlling the southern.  

This period coincided with Sadiq’s return to Iran in the fall of 1918, who made 

some keen observations about the immediate situation in his memoir. Sadiq recalled that 

since departing England, he passed through sixteen checkpoints where he had to show 

his travel documents but when he crossed into Iran at Julfa, across the Aras River, there 

was not even a single government official at the border.329 He arrived through the 

northern Caucasus and was held up in Tabriz as the main road to Tehran was closed for 

travel. The British Army had occupied the city of Zanjan cutting off Tabriz from Tehran. 

On 3 November 1918, eight days before the official end of hostilities in WWI, the British 

and Ottoman governments reached an armistice agreement and Ottoman forces started 

withdrawing from Iranian territory. With the signing of the armistice, the British army 

retreats from its position in Zanjan, opening the Tehran-Tabriz road. Sadiq, was amongst 

the first Iranians able to return to Tehran and to witness rural conditions under foreign 

occupation.330 He mentioned that it took fifteen days to travel to Tehran on wagon and 

he witnessed the destruction of village after village on the way, with shallow graves dug 

close to the road every now and then. The city of Qazvin, which Sadiq and the entire 

student abroad expedition had passed on their way to Europe, now lay in waste and 

Sadiq wrote that he could hardly believe that it was the same place he had seen seven 

years ago.  
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When the War came to an end in 1918, victorious Britain, although financially 

burdened and economically weakened, could dictate its political will on Iran. Britain’s 

goal was to “keep Iran isolated and force the Iranians to agree to and acknowledge 

Britain’s de facto control… the first step was to isolate Iran diplomatically and 

economically.”331 The British Foreign Minister in Tehran “forced the Shah to dismiss” the 

Bakhtiari Prime Minister Samsam al-Saltaneh and replace him with Vosuq ol-Dowleh in 

August of 1918.332  As such, Britain, under Foreign Secretary Curzon made efforts to 

block Iran’s delegation from official acceptance at the Paris Peace Conference on the 

grounds of Iran’s declared neutrality.  At the same time, it pressured the Iranian 

government into the 1919 Agreement, giving Britain de facto mandate powers over Iran. 

For this task, Sir Percy Cox was appointed as BFM in Tehran (15 September 1918) to 

negotiate on behalf of England.  

Meanwhile, the political vacuum left in the wake of the Russian military and 

political withdrawal provided a space for indigenous political activity in Iran. Remnants of 

the Constitutional era Democratic Party resurfaced calling for the establishment of 

autonomous government (hokumat-e moqtadar). This group became known as formative 

democrats (deomokrat-haye tashkili) and were challenged by an older cadre of the 

democratic party, opposed to forming a government; unoriginally called anti-formative 

democrats (deomokrat-haye zed-e tashkili.)333 The tashkili group took charge of Iran and 

Nou-Bahar newspaper and pushed for the Prime Ministership of Vosuq ol-Dowleh. The 

party gained currency with the support of educator reformers such as Seyyed Hassan 

Modarres and Mohammad Taqi Bahar. Bahar explicitly supported the 1919 

Agreement.334   

But why did some of the best and brightest minds in Iran at the time such as 

Modarres and Bahar support the 1919 Agreement? According to Reza Esfahani, the 

1919 Agreement was indicative of the confusion of Iranian thinkers (nokhbegan) about 
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reforms and modernization (eslahat va nougarai). 335 Reforms needed a strong military, a 

strong institutional framework, a strong and viable financial regime (nezam-e mali-ye kar 

amad) and strong and developed educational institutions. These four are the 

cornerstones of a modern state: military, institutional framework, financial regime, and 

education. These four pillars did not come into fruition in a democratic system and 

needed a strong central government that would enact these measure, by force if 

necessary. In fact a “strong central government” (hokumat markazi-ye qodratmand) was 

the platform of the tashkilati demokratik party, now with Vosuq as its leader these 

thinkers (nokhbegan) wanted to take advantage of the Russian retreat from the political 

scene.336  

Sadiq’s personal observations and interactions with Vosuq may reveal the 

reasons why some intellectuals supported this approach. Sadiq arrived in Tehran in 

November of 1918. He wrote a letter to then Prime Minister Vosuq ol-Dowleh requesting 

an audience as was customary of students returning from government sponsored 

educational trips abroad.337 Vosuq’s first assignment for Sadiq was an example of this 

approach: application of military hard power followed by statist application of institutional 

soft power. Vosuq first utilized the military to defeat the northern rebellion using hard 

power. Next, he sent in a young, promising educator to administer and reform schools in 

the province, a statist application of soft power.  

Vosuq ol-Dowleh summoned Sadiq for a meeting in 1919 in which he is given the 

duty to oversee the construction and reopening of schools in Gilan province. According 

to Sadiq, Vosuq tells him:  

Now that the issue of the Jangalis is resolved and the Jangalis have been 
driven from towns in Gilan, the government is determined to demonstrate 
to the people that it cares for them and will provide for them. One of the 
issues that the Jangalis exploited in winning over the population was lack 
of educational development in the region. When in truth it was the World 
War, and occupation of Iran and the lack of security and logistics that 
forestalled the building of schools there. Now that the situation has 
improved and the government is in charge, we are looking to send 
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someone that can carry out the governments wishes in a timely manner 
(in terms of educational goals).”338  

This is a clear example of soft power application as Vosuq’s government is using 

education as a carrot to placate the restless population of Gilan in 1919 following the 

Jangali Movement. 339  

Vosuq assigned Sadiq and several other administers to Gilan believing the 

military operations had come to a successful conclusion. However, Kuchack Khan 

proved to be a formidable adversary and with the help of irregular Russian Bolshevik 

forces managed to recapture parts of Gilan. As such, few weeks into his assignment in 

Gilan province, Sadiq and other educators were captured by the Bolshevik Iranian forces 

and faced summarily execution at the hands of Russian forces. However, Mirza Kuchack 

Khan intervened arguing that these are “my people and we have to give them a fair trial 

to see if they even did anything wrong…”340 According to Sadiq, Kuchack Khan 

essentially saved them from execution, placing Sadiq and other educators under his 

protection and finally released them to travel back to Tehran. Before doing so, Kuchack 

Khan sent word to Sadiq that he was pleased with his cultural work in Gilan and would 

like him to remain as the new commissar of education to which Sadiq politely declines.341 

In fact, Kuchack Khan extended the offer a second time through an intermediary, but 

Sadiq replied that he had given his commitment to the government and was not free to 

choose at this time, and that he cannot betray his employer for another. When Kuchack 

Khan extended the offer a third time, Sadiq read him a quote from professor Browne’s 

book, One Year Among Iranians:  

                                                
338 Sadiq, Yadegar-e Omr, 196. 
339 The Jangali Movement (1915-1921) was a south Caspian nationalist movement created to 
restore Constitutional authority following Mohammad Ali Shah’s 1911 coup in Tehran. It was led 
by Mirza Younes Kuchak Khan (1880-1921) who became a folk hero of the Constitutional 
Movement. Before the Russian Revolution, he formed an organization called “Islamic Unity” to 
drive out Russian and British forces from Iran. After the Russian Revolution, “he formed a 
coalition with Azerbaijani Marxists led by Haidar Khan and received military support from the 
Bolsheviks. By the end of 1917, the Jangalis were a major force in the north and controlled most 
of Gilan.” However, at the request of Vosuq, a combined force of British and Cossack troops rout 
Kuchak Khan and put an end to the movement in 1921.  See, Cyrus Ghani, Iran and the Rise of 
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The story goes that in 1887 Dr. Browne was visiting a beautiful park (bagh) in 

Shiraz and was surprised to hear the people curse the park owner’s name. When he 

inquired why, he discovered that the owner was a descendent of Karim Khan Zand’s 

vizier, named Haj Ibrahim. Haj Ibrahim was entrusted with the city and betrayed the 

Zands by opening the gates of Shiraz for Mahmud Khan Qajar. In return, Mahmud Khan 

Qajar promised him that no harm would be done to him or his family while Mahmud 

Khan was alive. In his will, Mahmud khan instructed his nephew Fath-Ali Shah to 

eradicate the Haj Ibrahim family, his exact words were: “A person who is not afraid of 

betraying his benefactor, will at first chance repeat the act, (kasi ke az khiyanat be 

valayeh ne’mat-e khod vahemeh nadashteh bashad, har moqe’ forsat be dast ovarad 

baz khiyanat khahad kard).”342 From Haj Ibrahim’s family only one male grandchild 

survived who is the owner of this park, and a hundred years later, the residents of the 

city still cursed his name. Now, the irony here is that we have one Iranian using an 

English source, by an English scholar, of a quote from an Iranian Shah, to convince 

another Iranian, who is influenced by Marxist-Leninist thought, in the middle of an armed 

insurrection in the province of Gilan in 1919, as to why he can’t betray his employer and 

work for him. Years later, Fardid would refer to this condition as Westoxication. 

In short, the geopolitics of the WWI and immediate aftermath demonstrated the 

Iranian state’s incapacity to protect its population in its weak, decentralized, 

constitutional system. Foroughi, Hekmat and Sadiq’s experiences of this period attest to 

this reality. Furthermore, all three men became staunch statists with varying affinity 

towards authoritarian power in the progression of reforms.  

Paris Peace Conference (Jan 18 1919 – June 1919)  

While the Iranian delegation is attempting to gain admittance into the 

Conference, the English, through Sir Percy Cox, have entered into secret negotiations 

with Vosuq ol-Dowleh to turn Iran into a protectorate. Foroughi was aware of these 

negotiations and back channel deals between the government in Tehran and the 

English, when he and his cohort were trying to reach deals with the English in Paris. 

According to Foroughi, “England would like a mandate like situation in Iran but they need 

it to be Iran’s idea, and not an English initiative because of the current situation in Paris 
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(idea of self determination).”343 Mehdi Ghani confirms that Foroughi was effectively 

stranded in Paris for six months with no instructions from Tehran. Meanwhile a secret 

negotiation between the English under Lord Curzon’s India Office, headed by Percy Cox, 

and, Vosuq al-Dowleh representing the Qajar government was taking place in Tehran: 

“this agreement would have effectively put Iran into the hands of the British.”344  

Foroughi reported that Iran was not admitted as a party to the Peace Conference 

because the organizers recognized Iran’s declaration of neutrality and argued that Iran 

had no say in the settlement of the Central Powers’ affairs. Foroughi explained that his 

remaining strategy was to get a speaking opportunity at the Conference when the 

Ottoman Empires’ border settlement is being discussed; under the rubric that Iran 

shares a border with the Ottomans. Ironically, his greatest fear is being summoned to 

the Conference and asked of Iran’s position and demands about the border, because he 

had been given no orders on the topic.345 His overall observation of the Conference was 

that, “The Peace Conference has dispensed with the ideas of rights, justice, equality and 

empathy, the smaller nations are set aside, and the governments of Britain, France and 

the United States have taken over affairs.”346  

In the end, Foroughi and Moshaver-al-Mamalek Ansari, who were Iran’s 

representatives at the Peace Conference, were not allowed to participate in the general 

assembly (majma’-e umumi) of negotiations and discussions and they were only allowed 

to read a short statement delivered by Foroughi. In the statement, Foroughi inquired, 

“Now that the war is over, are the victorious allies who claimed to be fighting for truth 

and freedom going to guarantee the freedom and independence of Iran? ...Now, in this 

era of justice and humanity that is said to be initiated in history…. What is to be done 

with Iran?”347 

In a private letter to a colleague, Foroughi answered his own question: “If we 

don’t strengthen ourselves we will be under the direction of others, if not the English then 
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the Americans or someone else.”348 Foroughi wanted to direct Iran’s foreign policy 

towards the internationalist camp, reasoning that with the emergence of an international 

order under the League of Nations, Iran could regain its political and economic 

independence. He wrote: 

The League of Nations is an important institution that is not considered as 
relevant by Iranians but here in the West (Farangestan), it receives lots of 
attention, in particular from new European politicians, those who are men 
of philosophy and knowledge, and have ideologies centering on 
humanism, justice and seek peace and security…. All those people favor 
the League of Nations…The direction of history favors internationalism, 
one day the League of Nations will become a world parliament 
overseeing all relations between peoples and their governments, this is 
inevitable, if it doesn’t happen today it will happen tomorrow 
(figuratively)… In short, I want to say that this is an unstable world order, 
either it will move towards another big war or it will move towards greater 
internationalization…. We (Iranians) must take into account our own 
interests and plan accordingly.349  

Foroughi reported back to Tehran that himself and his four colleagues were responsible 

for entering Iran into the League of Nations. At the same time, he noted that most 

foreigners (farangi-ha) had no knowledge of Iran and, “we tried our best to get their 

attention and introduce them to Iran through our own conduct (Tavajoh-ye ishan ra jalb 

kardim va goman mikonam mozher va mo’aref badi az Iran nabudim).”350  

Foroughi is often labeled an anglophile with freemasonic associations who sold 

Iran to the English. Such views are not supported in his writings, public or private, or his 

thoughts and political philosophy. Mehdi Ghani concurs with this position stating that 

Foroughi’s letters back to Tehran, complaining of the secret negotiation and warning that 

it would effectively put Iran’s political and economic interests in the hands of the British, 

are contrary to the anglophile, freemason image that is drawn of him.351 Furthermore, his 

internationalist affinity suggests that he understood that Iran did not have the necessary 

military power and bureaucratic structure to maintain her independence against 

European nations. Thus, Iran’s political independence could be more effectively 

navigated through an international framework such as the League of Nations.   
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Foroughi’s view on English policy, Iran’s choices and the actions of Vosuq ol-

Dowleh were clear in his private letter to Mahmud Vesal in December of 1919. In this 

letter, Foroughi summarized the discourse at the Peace Conference as being between 

the old politics and the emerging international order. His advice for Iran was to expand 

its civic space and become relevant and useful to the international order:  

We should not do anything but fix ourselves, essentially ‘we’ do not exist 
[‘we’ in a nationalistic sense]…If there was an Iranian nation (Melat-e 
Iran: roughly a viable civic space) would the Iranian government dare sign 
such a treaty with the English?352 

Foroughi was essentially defining the problem with the Iranian socio-political system. In 

particular he held the view that Iranian people lacked cohesion resulting in a lack of 

direction (foresight or an spirit de corps to rally around). This, in turn led to self-serving 

factionalism in domestic politics and was conducive to Iran’s helplessness in the face of 

international agreements: “What plans do we have, who is going to carry them out, what 

instruments have we made available for them to carry out a plan?”353  

Next, Foroughi presents his solution, “Until the day that a group of important 

figures, with thought-out plans and complete seriousness in execution of reforms is not 

made a reality, nothing with go forth and things will get worse by the day”354 This 

statement is more inline with the philosophy of Henri de Saint-Simon (d.1825) and of 

early nineteenth century Simmonionism than that of Augusta Comte’s positivism.355  

Foroughi continues: 
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An informed public would not allow a parliament, no matter how corrupt, 
to work against the interests of the nation, rather it (an informed public) 
will absorb and deflect those (corrupt) thoughts.”356  

This is eerily similar to Jürgen Habermas’ idea of civic society pushing back against the 

state; a viable civic society is the prerequisite for a viable law-based political system. In 

fact, the Majles was unable to ratify the 1919 Agreement due to public discontent; 

perhaps Iranians had some sense of themselves, as well as some subjectivity in civic 

space. Foroughi was not easily convinced: 

Iran does not have a people... [it] does not have a public discourse (afkar-
e a’meh)… if it had a public discourse, it would not be in this situation and 
had realized its goals [by now]… current reforms in Iran are incumbent 
upon (vojud on motlaq be) the existence of a public discourse.357  

Iran has neither a people nor a government (Iran na melat darad, na 
dowlat). Those peoples, whom have power and can get things done, seek 
their self-interest within current affairs [live in the moment or interpret the 
moment and make decisions based on ‘current’ available facts], and the 
rest are asleep.358  

Iran has to first exist so that we can affect what happens to it. How can 
we guide and reform that which does not exist? Iran exists when public 
discourse exists (vojud dashtan-e Iran, vojud-e afkar ‘a’meh ast). The 
existence of public discourse is incumbent upon there being a small 
group of well doers, working for the country (az royeh be gharazi dar 
kheyr-e mamlekat kar bokonand va motfeq bashand).359  

Foroughi reasoned that a viable civic sphere would check England’s influence in a 

cordial manner. Iranians had to be friendly with the British, interacting with them within 

the framework of friendship (i.e. international law). And, in order to have that kind of 

relationship, “Iranian people (melat-e Iran) must have a voice and thoughts (bayad seda 

dashteh bashad, afkar dashteh bashad).”360 Foroughi explained the benefit of this civic 

sphere in relation to Britain:  

If Iran had a people then England would be powerless against her… look 
at it now, with all of her power England can not do a thing but declare 
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Iran’s territorial integrity and political independence [referring to the first 
article of the 1919 Agreement]…the only thing England does is set us 
Iranians against each other leaving us weakened and indecisive, rushing 
and begging her [England] to think of a solution for us.361  

As Foroughi predicted in his letter, the signing of the 1919 Agreement by Vosuq ol-

Dowleh led to mass protests and did not generate enough votes to pass in the Majles.362 

The British concluded that it would be impossible to implement the deal immediately due 

to its unpopularity. At the same time, the four main tenants of the agreement: to build a 

strong modern Army, to build a strong, stable financial regime, to build a viable 

institutional network, and to build a modern educational program were deemed 

necessary to proper governance of Iran and remained unfulfilled. This necessity merits a 

closer look at the terms of the Agreement.  

What is commonly referred to as the 1919 Agreement was actually two separate 

agreements that were signed between Britain and Iran (Persia) and made public 

(published) on 11 September 1919.363 The first agreement contained the terms of the 

treaty and was comprised of six articles. The second agreement was regarding a loan 

for two million pounds to Vosuq ol-Dowleh’s government to jumpstart the projects 

proposed in the first agreement. In addition, “there are added to the texts of these 

agreements two letters, dated August 9, 1919, from Sir P. Cox, the British Minister at 

Tehran, to the Persian Prime Minister.”364  

In the first agreement, Britain first reiterates categorically to  

“Respect absolutely the independence and integrity of Persia”…. [Second 
article] To supply advisors “necessary for the several departments of the 
Persian administration,” to help build modern institutions and personnel 
for administration… [Third,] To supply officers for the build up of 
“munitions and equipment of modern type,” in creating a “uniform 
force…for the establishment and preservation of order in the country and 
on its frontiers.” … [Fourth,] To “arrange for a substantial loan for the 
Persian Government [referring to second agreement],”… [Fifth,] To 
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“cooperate with the Persian Government for the encouragement of Anglo-
Persian enterprise in this direction both by means of railway construction 
and other forms of transport.”… [Sixth,] To appoint “a joint committee of 
experts for the examination and revision of the existing customs tariff.”365  

The second agreement contained details for the two million pounds loans with terms of 

seven percent interest (considered high at the time) and containing provisions to carry 

over previous loans, outstanding debts and collection sources.366 It is Cox’s first letter 

that is of interest here. In it Cox mentioned “compensation for material damages suffered 

at the hands of other belligerents.”367 It was precisely this grievance that Foroughi and 

his cohort were using to argue for admittance into Paris Peace Conference, which was 

denied by England.  

A second important point about the Agreement is the uproar it caused at the 

Peace Conference. This was the era of Wilsonian Self-Determination, Fourteen Points, 

and the genesis of the League of Nations. Further, the ideological threat of Marxism in 

the form of Bolshevisms required a softening, at least in rhetoric and appearance, of 

imperialistic impulses by Western powers following the First World War. Specifically, The 

Council of the Paris Peace Conference was concerned that the treaty would make 

“Persia a British protectorate,”368 since it was not subjected to the mandate of the 

League of Nations.  In response, parties to the agreement pointed out that negotiations 

on the agreement had started nine months ago, “before the peace Conference had 

commenced its labours at Paris and therefore before the Covenant for a League of 

Nations existed even on official paper.”369 Lord Curzon also weighs in:  

Both the British Government and the Persian Government accepted 
unreservedly Articles 10 and 20 of the Covenant. When the Treaty of 
Peace was ratified, and as soon as the Council of the League of Nations 
came into effective existence, it was the intention of both governments to 
communicate the agreement to the Council of the League, with full 
explanation and defense of its conditions.370 
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Although the agreement was not passed, it was not annulled either. In fact, when 

Vosuq’s government fell in June of 1920, the agreement was suspended from the floor 

and was only annulled after the 1921 Coup by Prime Minister Zia al-Din Tabatabai.371 In 

explaining his reasoning for supporting the agreement, Vosuq cited the hardships placed 

on the people due to a lack of governance: 

[Because:]…security has disappeared from all corners of the realm; the 
central government is without power and authority (valayeh va ekhtiyarat) 
to such a level that persons and organizations of terror (tashkilat-e terror) 
[referring to the committee of punishment] has robbed all of the capital’s 
inhabitants of their peace of mind, most of the provinces and important 
places in the realm are without government or custodian, and in the 
hands of local thugs (dastkosh-e qaratgaran-e mahali baqi mandeh), the 
power to sustain has been decimated (qovayeh motalashi shodeh-ye 
ta’mineh)…. Hunger to the point of starvation (goresnegi be halat-e 
ehtezar), empty treasury (khazaneh tahi), defaulting on financial 
obligations (‘ayedat-e maliyati-ye la-vosul), everyone concerned and at a 
loss about providing life’s essentials (hameh kas barayeh zaruriyat-haye 
zendegani negaran va sargardan).372 

From the point of view of Prime Minister Vosuq, any government was better than no 

government for the welfare of the people. As an administrator, his strategy was to find a 

resource that can help him achieve the four pillars of the modern state. From Vosuq’s 

point of view, Britain’s military and financial support was the only viable option at this 

time with Iranian people being subjected to depredation and starvation and the central 

government unable to render aid.  

Hekmat agreed with Vosuq’s observations and provided a personal account of 

the destitution facing some of Tehran’s residents: “The biggest problem facing the 

people was starvation and lack of food. The American College, as part of the 

Presbyterian mission, began to distribute foodstuff.”373 As a student, Hekmat volunteered 

his time between visiting the home of the poor handing out food coupons, and handing 

out money and rice at predetermined neighbourhood locations. In a journal entry dated 

12 February 1918, Hekmat recalled, “in darkness [at night] I would go house to house 

looking for the poor, handing them money and coupons with instructions to be ready by 
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our car tomorrow [where food is distributed]… These poor souls (bichareh-ha) looked 

dejected and hungry, slumping away in their homes or should I say rubbles.”374 

 Meanwhile, Siassi affirmed Vosuq’s strategy, flawed at it may have been. 

According to Siassi, prior to the 1921 Coup, Iran was controlled by the Russian and 

English embassies in Tehran and along the lines of the Russo-Anglo Convention on 

Persia of 1907. With the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917, the threat of communist 

expansion beyond the Russian border caused Britain to change its policy in Iran. The 

1919 Agreement whereby Iran would relinquish control over her finances (Vezarat-e 

Dara’i) and military (Artesh) was the result of this policy shift. In his memoir, Siassi does 

not blame Prime Minister Vosuq ol-Dowleh for betrayal, rather sees him as an impatient 

politician who signed the agreement as “a way out of bankruptcy and destitution.”375  

While the measure was legislatively suspended in Iran’s Majles, Britain had 

hopes that the 1919 Agreement would soon be ratified and “by early spring of 1920, a 

financial team headed by Sidney Armitage Smith had also arrived in Tehran.”376 With the 

agreement seemingly in place, Herman Norman replaced Percy Cox as Minister of the 

British Legation in Tehran in June of 1920. Over the next few months, Vosuq’s inability 

to deal with secessionist movements in the provinces coupled with his inability to control 

the Shah (who made constant demands for money for himself and his family) would 

erode Norman’s confidence in Vosuq, which is conveyed to the Foreign Office.377 On 25 

June 1920, Vosuq resigned, to be replaced by Hassan Pirnia (1872-1935), Norman’s 

choice for Prime Minister.  

 The economic problem was compounded when Pirnia refused to comply with the 

spirit of the 1919 Agreement, as the British had hoped. He postponed the merging of the 

armed forces, including the Cossacks, under a unified (British) command and refused to 

withdraw from the two million pound line of credit made available to Vosuq’s government 

after signing the Agreement. Pirnia reasoned that either action would imply Iran’s 
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acceptance of the terms of the Agreement, not yet ratified by Majles.378 In essence, 

Pirnia refused to give military control of the Cossacks over to the British (by retaining its 

core Russian officers, including Colonel Staroselsky). In response, the British applied 

financial pressure by withholding customs payments to Iran. Sadiq mentioned that 

following the fallout of the 1919 Agreement and the resignation of Vosuq ol-Dowleh, 

Britain stopped paying the Iranian treasury the monthly three hundred thousand Tomans 

from the custom collection.379  

The British attempted to control the Iranian military as well. The Cossack Brigade 

under Staroselsky would suffer defeat by a combined Jangali-Bolshevik force near 

Anzali prompting a concerned Foreign Office to dispatch General Ironside to Tehran in 

October of 1920.380 Ironside discovered the damage to the reputation of the feared 

Cossacks and decided to remove the Russian officers at this time.381 By the end of 

October, Staroselsky was dismissed and Pirnia had resigned.  

At this point, although British military, economic and even political objectives 

were virtually achieved, the level of popular opposition to perceived British imperialism 

was such that direct control proved impossible. Foroughi’s observation at the Peace 

Conference that a strong and aware Iranian people (viable civic space projecting soft 

power) would prove too costly to govern for British imperial enterprise seemed true. With 

the prospects for the ratification of the Agreement looking dim, the British cabinet 

requests the withdrawal of British troops from Iran. At the same time, the prospect of a 

military attack by the resistance army in Gilan (aided by Bolsheviks) on 19 January of 

1921 prompted the British and other foreign consuls in Tehran to prepare for 

evacuation.382 Combined, these two actions presented the perception of British 

withdrawal from Iranian affairs.  

In fact, geopolitical considerations demanded the withdrawal of British from 

Northern Iran, as the cost to benefit ratio, at thirty million pounds a year by 1920, proved 
                                                
378 Cyrus Ghani, Iran and the Rise of Reza Shah, 86-89. Instead, Pirnia wanted to hold elections 
in Iran, and wanted the 1919 Agreement to include a ‘fixed duration,’ Ghani, 97. 
379 Sadiq, Yadegar-e Omr, 235-236. 
380 Stephanie Cronin, "Deserters, Converts, Cossacks and Revolutionaries: Russians in Iranian 
Military Service 1800-1920," Middle Eastern Studies 48, no. 2 (2012): 175-176. 
381 Cyrus Ghani, Iran and the Rise of Reza Shah, 111-114. 
382 Cyrus Ghani, Iran and the Rise of Reza Shah, 131. 
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untenable to Britain. The diplomatic Cox suggested a partition plan that included a tribal 

confederation of Lurs (independent Lurestan), Arabs (independent Arabestan) and 

Bakhtiari (in central and south central Iran) as a counterweight to the perceived 

Bolshevik takeover of the north. In addition, General Ironside, wanted to place an Iranian 

at the head of the Cossack brigades as a counterweight to Russian influence in Iranian 

military. On 8 December 1920, Ironside wrote: “a capable Persian officer must command 

the Cossacks and that would solve many difficulties and enable us to depart in peace 

and honour.”383 Ironside personally picked Reza Khan as commander of the Cossacks 

shortly after.384 From a military and security perspective, Britain was assured the 

Cossacks could protect the capital and deal with the insurgency in the north. Norman 

favoured Seyyed Zia al-Din Tabatabai as his political choice to administer Iran (i.e. 

Prime Minister) after British withdrawal. On 16 February 1921, Ironside met with Reza 

Khan one last time in Qazvin before departing from Iran, his last words were, “I have 

seen one man in the country who was capable of leading the nation, and that is Reza 

Khan.”385 A week later, in the early hours of 21 February 1921, Reza Khan and the 

Cossacks entered Tehran, taking over political power in a stated coup d’état. Norman’s 

administrative choice, Tabatabai, would assume the Prime Ministership and Cox’s 

partition plan is put on hold pending developments in northern Iran. 

Siassi’s account of British involvement in Iranian affairs sums it up the best:  

When the English politicians realized that poverty and destitute have not 
eroded the proud, nationalistic feelings of the Iranian people, they went 
back to the drawing boards and concocted a new plan, that in the end 
benefited Iran. The plan was that Iranians with their own hands (be dast-e 
khod-e Iranian) rescue Iran from that situation, rebuilt (abad shavad) and 
strengthened to withstand the threat of communism. And that is how the 
plan for the 1921 Coup was created and carried out by Colonel Reza 
Khan…[Reza Shah] with the implementation of the plans of Anjoman-e 
Iran-e Javan (Young Iran Society) completely changed Iran’s condition. 
Without a doubt, he came to power with the blessing of England but since 
he did not give into their demands that he saw as detrimental to Iran’s 
future…. In the end, in the beginning stages of WWII, when the Allied 
armies had occupied Iran in order to aid Russia (Rusieh), they dethroned 

                                                
383 Cyrus Ghani, Iran and the Rise of Reza Shah, 146. 
384 According to Shahbazi, a Zoroastrian Parsi from India with connection to the Indian Office 
named Ardeshir Jay Reporter was Reza Khan’s groomer while he was stationed in Qazvin. 
385 Cyrus Ghani, Iran and the Rise of Reza Shah, 158. 
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him and took him away as prisoner (Ou ra az saltanat andakhteh, be 
esarat bordand).386   

In conclusion, two inter-related dynamics led to the politicization of philosophy in 

this period. The first issue was the use of Enlightenment Philosophy in the construction 

of reform arguments, starting with educational reforms and culminating in the 

Constitutional Movement and eventual Revolution. The second issue was the personal 

experience of our group of academic philosophers during the hardships of the 

Constitutional and WWI periods that culminated in the 1921 coup that brought Reza 

Shah to power. 

Institutionalized educational reforms got underway with the establishment of Dar 

al-Funun in 1851. Alongside the establishment of Dar al-Funun, we see the 

practicalization of education as a vehicle for reform.387  The philosophy of education itself 

was changing, in addition to the curriculum, personnel and space were it was instructed. 

In the second half of the nineteenth century, intellectuals such as Mirza Malkam Khan 

and Abd al-Rahim Talebuf used Enlightenment philosophy in arguing for the expansion 

of the new education system against proponents of classical Islamic education. This 

discourse aided the politicization of philosophy and fuelled the emerging Constitutional 

Movement.  

The Constitutional discourse was informed by Enlightenment philosophy as well. 

Malkam’s journal Qanun (Law) highlights the central theme of the Constitutional era, the 

establishment of rule of secular law as the ultimate source of authority in Iranian 

politics.388  The idea of a limited ruler with law being the supreme source of authority in a 

political system is generally attributed to John Locke (1634-1702), who through the 

introduction of the concept of “contract” placed “conditions” upon the office of the 

sovereign.389 The Arabic word for “condition” is shart, and thus the movement to subject 

                                                
386 Siassi, Yek Zendegi Siyasi, 95. 
387 Please note that the use of education for socio-political reform was a by-product of an 
institution focused on administering the state as an elite function of an oligarchy.  
388 The centrality of law in a political system is generally attributed to John Locke (1634-1702) 
who through the introduction of the concept of “social contract” placed conditions on governance.  
389 Among Enlightenment philosophers, Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) is also credited 
with defining the concept of social contract. The difference is that Locke sees the contract 
between the subject and ruler (limited constitutional monarchy), while Rousseau argues that the 
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the ruler to a contract of conditions became known as the Harekat-e Mashruteh. The 

placement of conditions on the monarch was not something unheard of in Iranian politics 

and the Iranian tradition of the despotic monarch with absolute powers, was already 

theoretically subject to conditions of the Islamic legal tradition.390 The question then 

becomes, what is the source of law or conditions being placed in this contract. For the 

Ulema and their clerical institutions in Iran the answer was clear: Islamic law (Sharia), 

which was a combination of Quranic, al-Hadith, Imami doctrine, and other local sources, 

that constituted God’s authority in all human systems including the political. So long as 

these conditions were drawn from Sharia, or Sha’r they were seen as legitimate; thus, 

the movement to put in place a contract of conditions based on Sharia became known 

as the Harekat-e Mashru’eh.   

 In addition to its political dimension, the Constitutional period started the 

systematic expansion of education through the enactment of legislature, building of 

institutions, and the training of educators. The 1911 Fundamental Law of Education 

provides a blueprint for compulsory primary and secondary education, and higher 

education based on the French Lycée system.391 Although the enactment of the majority 

of these guidelines would take place in the 1920s, our younger academic philosophers 

Siassi and Sadiq benefited by partaking in the first post-constitutional student expedition 

abroad in 1912 as detailed in the previous section.   

As the Iranian government slowly transitioned from a monarchical to a nation-

state system, philosophy was again utilized to support arguments for reform. The use of 

print capitalism provided an intellectual arena for discourse and dissemination of the 

                                                                                                                                            
contract is between citizens (a constitutional republic). The Constitutional movement had the 
establishment of the rule of law, not the end of the monarchy as its objective. 
390 According to Ithna Ashari (Twelver Shia Muslims) doctrine, in the period of Greater 
Occultation, all temporal power on earth is illegitimate and will surrender to the Mahdi (twelfth 
imam) upon his appearance.  
391 According to Encyclopedia Britanica: “Lycée, in France, is an upper-level secondary school 
preparing pupils for the baccalaureate (the degree required for university admission). The first 
Lycée was established in 1801, under the educational reforms of Napoleon Bonaparte. Lycées 
formerly enrolled the nation’s most talented students in a course of instruction lasting seven 
years. These Lycées were divided into three types having different areas of specialization: 
classical studies, modern studies, and scientific-technological studies.” See, 
https://www.britannica.com/topic/lycee.  
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reformist agenda.392 Foroughi and Hekmat were both involved in this field. The political 

defeat of the constitutionalists did not thwart the direction of educational reforms as all 

political factions (religious conservatives, Marxist, royalist, and republican) realized the 

utility of education.  

At the same time, Iran was embroiled in the geopolitics of the First World War. 

The occupation and ensuing hardships hampered the government’s already tenuous 

ability to collect revenue and project power. British policy figuratively and literally starved 

the Iranian people into submission to the emerging geopolitical order, while denying the 

Iranian delegation at the Paris Peace Conference, which included Foroughi, the 

opportunity to present its case.393 Instead, British policy favoured more direct 

involvement in the modernization of Iranian military and finances, preferring a mandate-

like arrangement called the 1919 Agreement. The rejection of the Agreement by the 

Majles frustrated British policy makers and exasperated Iran’s socio-political situation. In 

the end, geopolitics trumped self-determination, even at the height of the Wilsonian era. 

Curzon’s policy of implementing the first iron curtain, stretching from Cairo to Calcutta, in 

order to halt communism’s advance into South and South West Asia, could not be 

implemented without Iran’s participation, culminating in the 1921 Coup, which brought 

Reza Khan to power. Geopolitically speaking, WWI may have settled the fate of the Sick 

Man of Europe (the Ottoman Empire) but the Great Game was still in play.  

 

  

                                                
392 For more information on the genesis of print capitalism in Tehran see, Afshin Marashi, “Print 
Culture and its Publics: A Social History of Bookstores in Tehran, 1900-1950,” Middle East 
Studies Vol. 47 (2015): 89-108. 
393 Similar to its policy in Egypt, Britain refused to allow representation from Iran. The British 
argued their case on the grounds that Iran had declared its neutrality in the War and was not 
subject to the peace settlement. For a discussion of tensions between the Foreign office and the 
Indian Office over British policy in Iran, in particular in 1919, see Christopher Ross," Lord Curzon 
and E.G. Browne Confront the ‘Persian Question,’” The Historical Journal 52, no. 2 (2009): 385-
411, 407-411.  
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Chapter 3. Implementation and Expansion: 
Academic Philosophy in Pahlavi Iran, 1921-1941 

Chapter two described the unfolding of three historic processes involving 

academic philosophy in late Qajar Iran. The first process, instruction of philosophy, 

described the introduction and intellectual transfer of mainly European philosophy into 

Iran’s emerging higher education institutes and the persons engaged in this endeavour. 

The second process, the institutionalization of philosophy, described the utilization of 

philosophy in the transformation of state institutes, dealing with the governmentality of 

the emerging modern state. The third process, the politicization of philosophy, described 

how philosophy became ideological in the service of the state, both in foreign and in 

domestic policy.  

This chapter traces the expansion and evolution of these three processes in the 

Reza Shah era. These were formative years for modern Iranian higher education and 

academic philosophy. Starting in the late 1920s, educational reforms accelerated with 

increased funding, planning and at times the personal attention of the monarch. The 

establishment of the University of Tehran in 1934 elevated the quality of academic 

philosophy, both in research and in instruction. In addition, nationalistic policies of the 

state led to the incorporation of many religious and all foreign-operated post-secondary 

schools into the Ministry of Education.  

By the 1940s, the missionary and madrasah streams of academic philosophical 

instruction had been coopted into the state educational stream with consequences. First, 

the incorporation of madrasah-taught Islamic philosophy and theology into the University 

of Tehran’s academic philosophy program alongside Western philosophy led to the 

creation of a unique intellectual space for the study and instruction of academic 

philosophy. This space provided for the production of hybrid Islamic philosophical 

theories by subsequent generations of Iranian academic philosophers and contributed to 

the politicization of Islam in Iranian society in the 1960s and 1970s.  

Second, the American Protestant missionaries’ influence on Iranian 

educationalists such as Hekmat, Sadiq and Siassi led to the creation of a modern Iranian 

university system based on the American Liberal Arts university model, eclipsing rival 
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French and German higher educational models in Iran.394 Of relevance to this thesis is 

the brand of moral philosophy ‘taught and brought’ to Iran by these missionary-

educationalists. This, mainly, American Protestant moral philosophy influenced 

pedagogical orientation, as well as the instruction of academic philosophy at the 

University. Additionally, the missionary-educationalist would influence early American 

and Iranian governmental cooperation and perceptions in the 1950s and 1960s.395   

Third, Pahlavi bias towards Anglo-American higher education model led to 

intellectual clustering and contestations among French, German and American educated 

Iranian academics. The intermingling of these clusters at the University provided a rich 

environment for the proliferation of Iranian academic philosophy, as presented in their 

publications. In fact, the most famous twentieth century Iranian academic philosophers 

were born in the 1930s and trained in this environment over the next quarter century. 

Among this generation of Iranian philosophers were Daryoush Shayegan, Daryoush 

Ashouri, Seyyed Hossein Nasr and Reza Davari.     

At the same time, this chapter attempts to connect the history of academic 

philosophy in Iran to regional and global currents in higher education and academic 

philosophy. This approach produces an interesting narrative blurring the lines between 

traditional and modern, religious and secular.  It is generally assumed that a secular, and 

politically neutral higher education system existed in 19th century Europe, providing 

professionals and innovation for the industrial and scientific engines of European 

societies. This educational system was grafted and imitated in the Khedivate of Egypt, 

as well as the Ottoman and Qajar Empires with unequal yield.  

The explanation for the ‘unsuccessful’ transplantation of European modern 

education system into Middle Eastern and, in particular, in the Iranian context, involved 

essentialist assumptions about the incongruity of Islam with modern science, as well as 

the interference of self-serving political agents of the state, including the monarchs with 

                                                
394 This is an institutional or structural approach and should not be confused with the application 
of French theory, in particular nineteenth century positivism, and its influence in Iranian academic 
philosophy. 
395 See Michael P. Zirinsky, “A Panacea for the Ills of the Country: American Presbyterian 
Education in Inter-War Iran,” Iranian Studies, Vol. 26.1.5 (1993): 119-137. 
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educational reform policies.396  A closer look at the formation of the modern education 

system in Europe itself, on the other hand, reveals that the enterprise was neither 

entirely secular nor void of politics and was intimately involved with the state.397 In 

particular, the Napoleonic Wars affected the development of the European University in 

both France and Prussia. Thus, there may be an alternative explanation for the 

increased religiosity and the politicization of education in 1960s and 70s Iran.  

Between the 1920s and 1940s, while Islamic symbols and arguments was 

retreating from the public and to a lesser degree cultural sphere of Iranian society, it 

never left the intellectual sphere. In fact, Islam was reinvented and rebranded, at 

emerging Pahlavi institutes of knowledge production, in promoting Western values 

embedded in the Pahlavi modernization project.  Western Philosophy served as the 

complier language, to borrow from computer programming, making Western methods 

and practices intelligible by employing Irano-Islamic philosophic tropes. In short, Islamic 

philosophy provided the logical justification for the needed changes to Iran’s socio-

political structure (culture, for short). More significantly, it does this while distancing 

Islamic rationales and methods from their usual bearers—the ‘ulema in madrasahs. 

Building the case for this logical justification rested on the philosophical meta-

narrative developed by Foroughi and his cohort. This meta-narrative reconnected Islamic 

and European philosophic tradition in Iran, circa 1940, as described in a three-volume 

work of philosophy called Seyr-e Hekmat dar Urupa. In Seyr-e Hekmat, Foroughi asserts 

that philosophy was of Greek origin, morphed into Greco-Roman philosophy in late 

antiquity. Then, in the Middle Ages, Greek philosophy mixed with Christianity in Europe 

producing the Scholastic tradition, While within Islamdom, Islamic philosophy was born 

out of Greek philosophy and continued on an independent path. According to Irano-

Islamic scholars, the real home of philosophy transferred to a branch within the Islamic 

philosophic tradition in the Irano-Islamic cultural zone following the introduction and 

translation of Greek philosophy into Arabic in the eight century. This distinction between 

                                                
396 For a more detailed discussion on essentialist qualities found in modern Iranian historiography 
see: Cyrus Schayegh, “’Seeing Like a State’: An Essay on the Historiography of Modern Iran,” 
Journal of Middle East Studies Vol. 42 (2017): 37-61.  
397 In particular I am referring to the “close ties between universities and government in German 
universities,” as well as the establishment of grandes ecoles in lieu of Universities in 19th century 
France.  Sheldon Rothblatt and Bjorn Wittrock, eds. The European and American University since 
1800 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 312-313. 
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Islamic philosophy and Irano-Islamic philosophy is important. In the Sunni tradition, 

Islamic philosophy as derived from Greek philosophy (falsafa) and utilized as a discipline 

for epistemological inquiry ended with al-Ghazali’s eleventh century critique: Tahafut al-

Falasifa (The Incoherence of the Philosophers).398 In Foroughi’s meta-narrative, The 

Irano-Islamic philosophical tradition, on the other hand, fused Greek, Islamic and 

Zoroastrian ontology in the Ishraqi tradition. In the late Safavid period, the development 

of Sadrian philosophy provided a madrasah social context for the interpretation of Irano-

Islamic philosophy. Thus, Ishraqi and Sadrian philosophy presented the pinnacle of 

Irano-Islamic tradition being instructed in madrasahs into the twentieth century. In 

Foroughi’s narrative, European philosophy meanwhile broke from the Scholastic 

tradition, proliferated in the Renaissance and in particular in the Enlightenment, 

extending into the 20th century with Bergsonian phenomenology, which as described by 

Foroughi is quite similar to Irano-Islamic philosophy.  

In Seyr-e Hekmat, Foroughi mapped a timeline for the progression of the original 

“Western” Greek philosophy from antiquity to the present. Foroughi’s meta-narrative of 

the history of European philosophy was understood differently in the Irano-Islamic 

context. Within Iranian academic circles, the existence of a ‘native’ philosophical tradition 

with its own meta-narrative stretching from the eight century to the present, provided the 

parallel structure for a comparative (tatbighi) understanding of European philosophy. In 

other words, for Iranian scholars trained in the Irano-Islamic tradition, modern European 

philosophy was understood through an Irano-Islamic lens.399 In turn, this understanding 

influenced their publications and instruction at University of Tehran and had an impact 

on their students in the 1950s and beyond.  

The Philosophy of Education, 1921-1941  

Many scholars of modern Iran have written about education in the service of the 

Pahlavi state. Among these scholars, there is consensus that education was an 

                                                
398 Mohammad al-Ghazali (1058-1111) was Professor of Law at the Baghdad Nezamiyeh when 
he wrote this work. The Nezamiyeh was under the directorship of Nezam al-Molk (1018-1092) 
and in the era of the Seljuk-Sunni theological revival.  
399 A textual analysis of Foroughi’s Seyr Hekmat in this chapter confirms this view as Foroughi 
introduces the works of Descartes, Kant, Espinoza and Leibniz by drawing comparisons between 
their ontological views concerning existence, God, motion and time with that of Sadrian 
philosophy (to explain motion and time) and ishraqi philosophy (to explain being). 
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instrument of the state in the nationalism of Reza Shah and training grounds for a 

modern workforce.  To better understand the role of academic philosophy within these 

two historical generalizations – nationalism of Reza Shah and a modern workforce – we 

must first examine their validity in the philosophy of education. 

The overall trajectory of educational policy during the Reza Shah years was in 

some ways a continuation of the Constitutional Era reforms: modernization and 

consolidation of power. Going further back in time, Monica Ringer observes that Reza 

Shah’s philosophy of education was, in the main, the continuation and implementation of 

prior 1800-1906 efforts.400 This continuity “imprinted certain qualities between education, 

reform and modernization that influenced later twentieth-century century educators, in 

particular: it certainly shaped the emerging, secular, socially engaged intelligentsia, as it 

did Iranian nationalism.”401  

In Education and Social Awakening in Iran, Reza Arasteh argues that the 

philosophy of education for the new Pahlavi government was “educational reform for 

administrative needs.”402 Arasteh based his findings on the connection between higher 

education institutes such as the School of Law and individual government institutes, in 

this case, the Ministry of Justice. This approach gives the appearance of fractures higher 

education institutes operating under the loose directorship of the Darbar’s Minister 

Teymourtash and does not take into account the planning and execution of national 

educational policy from a rapidly centralizing Ministry of Education.  

David Menashri similarly argues that philosophy of education in the Reza Shah 

era was primarily designed to garner loyalty to the state and replacing loyalty to tribe, kin 

or religion.403 In particular, “Reza Shah believed that progress depended on the adoption 

by Iran of Western technological achievements and on the selective borrowing of some 

Western cultural values and social and economic and political institutions. For all three 

goals a modern educational system was, in the shah’s view, a primary, indeed a vital, 

requirement.”404 In his monograph, Menashri begins the discussion regarding orientation; 

                                                
400 Monica Ringer, Education, Religion and the Discourse of Cultural Reform in Qajar Iran, 272. 
401 Ringer, Education, 272. 
402 Reza Arasteh, Education and Social Awakening in Iran, 35.  
403 David Menashri, Education and the Making of Modern Iran, 90. 
404 Menashri, Education and the Making of Modern Iran, 90. 
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in other words, beyond the practical and technical, what was the purpose of a modern 

Iranian education program.  

Menashri argues that in this period, “education was to integrate the individual into 

society, not to develop his particular personality.”405 Loyalty to the Shah was integrated 

into the curriculum in promoting good citizenship.406 Ali Ansari, refers to this process as 

the “militarization of education” under Reza Shah’s regime.407 Ansari adds that the 

Pahlavis favored “prestige over modernization” which became the fatal flaw in their 

educational philosophy: “[what] hindered its [education’s] coherent development was the 

preoccupation with the correct form and nature of education which would support rather 

than undermine the state… It [Pahlavi era philosophy of education] subjected the 

process of education to a narrow political agenda and thereby handicapped it from the 

start.”408  

But is that really all there was to it? Education was controlled by a political 

agenda to instil bureaucratic principles and nationalistic fervor into the masses?  These 

historiographies all point to the practical view of education as a top-down instrument of 

state in the Reza Shah period. The question then becomes, if practicality was the 

primary motivator, why did these educators select the American Liberal Arts model of 

higher education, a higher education model designed to instil critical thinking, when 

creating the University of Tehran at the height of Reza Shah’s authoritarian era? To 

answer this question, we must go beyond theory and generalization, and inspect the 

training, scholarship and publications of the educator-statesmen who created and 

enacted the educational policy of this period.  

It is important to be mindful that while these processes were unfolding and a new 

academic regime being created, the elder Qajar era educators and academic 

philosophers such as Vali Nasr and Mohammad Ali Foroughi still carried the last word in 

educational policy and firmly had the backing of Reza Shah. Thus, it is through their 

words and thoughts that we begin the discussion of educational philosophy of this 

period. At the second tier of educational policymaking were academic-statesmen such 
                                                
405 Menashri, Education and the Making of Modern Iran, 92. 
406 Menashri, Education and the Making of Modern Iran, 92. 
407 Ansari, Modern Iran Since 1921, 63. 
408 Ansari, Modern Iran Since 1921, 61-62. 
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as Hekmat, Siassi and Sadiq, and others. These three men played a key role in the 

implementation of higher education and academic philosophy in Iran following the 

establishment of University of Tehran in 1934.   

For the most part, Vali Nasr did not engage in politics. Foroughi, however, served 

many political appointments and led several state institutions before his fallout with Reza 

Shah in 1936. Foroughi was the person who placed the Qajar crown upon Reza Khan’s 

head in 1926 and the person who negotiated his abdication terms with the British in 

1941.  In fact, he insisted upon the continuation of the Monarchy even though he was 

offered the presidency of an Iranian Republic by the British following Reza Shah’s 

abdication.409  While his political influence during this period is evident, his vision for Iran 

is obscure. Over the years, Foroughi has been called a freemason, a traitor, and a pro-

British collaborator and is generally looked upon with a degree of suspicion. 

In the years 1921 to 1941, Mohammad Ali Foroughi was the central figure for the 

propagation of academic philosophy in Iran. The term propagation entails conception of 

tangible and intangible qualities that carry with them certain implications. Foroughi’s 

tangible contributions included his involvement in the creation of University of Tehran 

and more significantly, his authorship of the three-volume monograph on modern 

European philosophy (Seyr-e Hekmat dar ‘Urupa).  Foroughi’s involvement with the 

Pahlavi state afforded him the opportunity to weave his brand of philosophy, poetry and 

linguistics into the emerging Pahlavi national ethos of Bastangarai.410 This ethos became 

part of the character training provided alongside natural and social sciences in Iranian 

secondary and higher educational institutes weaved often into disciplines such as 

literature and philosophy. In particular, character training was used in homogenizing the 

cultural affinities of students and educators (school teachers).                 

Foroughi’s contributions extend beyond the realm of public education as he 

oversaw or was otherwise involved in the creation of modern institutions for the 

propagation of state preferred cultural norms such as Society of National Heritage 

(Anjoman-e athar-e Meli) and Academy of Sciences (Farhangestan) in the 1930s. At the 
                                                
409 Please note that Foroughi was not just a political appointee but Prime Minister and had his 
own basis of status as Zoka-ol-Molk, a title he inherited. 
410 Ali Asghar Hekmat was an architect of Bastangarai nationalism based on the Pre-Islamic 
Zoroastrian symbolism as well as tropes from Ferdowsi’s Epic of the Kings (Shahnameh). There 
will be a detailed discussion of Hekmat’s involvement with this project further into the chapter. 
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same time, he was often Iran’s first point of contact involving foreign incidents, a national 

cultural ambassador. As such he was present at the Paris Peace Conference, was an 

original signatory to the League of Nations and settled Iran’s border dispute with Turkey 

in the 1920s. As well, his personal relationship with Ataturk fostered closer ties between 

the two nations and their respective leaders in the 1930s. 

But what was Foroughi’s philosophy of education? Habib Yaqma’i, an Iranian 

scholar who worked closely with Foroughi weighs in on this: 

Some may find flaws with his political choices, but I can honestly say that 
he made every decision with care and thought to the future wellbeing of 
Iran… and I (too) personally believe that cultural modification (ta’mim-e 
farhang) is the only path for progress.411   

Cultural modification (ta’mim-e farhang) of course, is a reference to social engineering, a 

statist political ideology rooted in nineteenth century positivist philosophy. In particular, 

the development of German orientalism identified cultural continuities as a marker of 

German nationality.412  

Mehdi Ghani, an Iranian political scientist has commented on Foroughi’s use of 

political power for cultural modification in his article: “Tarbiyat-e Melat be Yari-e Qodrat: 

Negahi be Andisheha-ye Mohammad Ali Foroughi (the Training of People with the aid of 

Power: A Glance at the Thoughts of Mohammad Ali Foroughi).”413 According to Ghani, 

Foroughi saw the person of the king as the apex of a pyramid of knowledge and 

conduct. Thus, “he had two visions, first, build institutions and curriculum to awaken the 

people to the modern world and sciences, second, to create a pyramid of emulation with 

the king at its apex, through which the training of the people would take place.”414 This is 

the very definition of the enlightened monarchs of the Prussian, Russian and Austro-

Hungarian Empires of the pre-World War One global order, and while authoritarian and 

nationalist politics were on the rise in the interwar period, political currency for an 

enlightened monarchy was quickly falling out of favour. 
                                                
411 Habib Yaqma’i “Hasht Sal ba Foroughi,” Ta’lim va Tarbiyat, No. 189 (1943): 50-62, 62. 
412 Afshin Matin-Asgari, Both Eastern and Western, 47-47. 
413 Mehdi Ghani, “Tarbiyat-e Melat be Yari-ye Qodrat? Negahi be Andisheha-ye Mohammad Ali 
Foroughi Zeka’ Al-Molk,” Bokhara, no. 74 (2010): 172-186. 
414 Ghani, 185. Ghani sees the second point as a failure based on the experience of the two 
Pahlavi monarchs, and says that it is better that the people be the guardians and guides of power 
(instead of the king).  
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To Ghani’s position, I would add that Foroughi wanted to develop a new Iranian 

moral order that was receptive to Western methods and practices. Reza Fashahi, a 

French-Iranian academic philosopher goes even further, asserting that Foroughi’s 

ultimate plan was to replace Iran’s official Shia religion with a form of Sufism called 

Erfan-e monfa’el.415 This is a mixture of Islamic and Iranian Sufism and the teachings of 

masonry lodges.  In Foroughi’s philosophic outlook, the monarch was the Ensan-e 

Kamel (the complete virtuous human). The monarch embodied what it meant to be 

Iranian and his morality, knowledge and conduct set the bar for his subjects to follow. In 

following his philosophy, Foroughi spent years tutoring both Ahmad Shah Qajar and 

Reza Shah Pahlavi. The manner in which he approached this training, or his philosophy 

of education can be found in his writings and speeches. 

Foroughi reveals his educational philosophy in a speech delivered to primary 

school instructors, later printed in a 1936 article titled: “Guidance for Educators.”416 

Surprisingly, his emphasis was on morality and aesthetics; strange choices for training 

mindless automatons to run the modern Pahlavi army and bureaucracy. For example, he 

stated that: 

School aesthetics are of the first order of importance; from architecture to 
atmosphere it must be more pleasing to the student than even their 
house… The students must not fear the educators, not that discipline is 
not important but it must not be accompanied by corporal punishment or 
the instilment of fear…. Instructions must be conveyed through fun and 
games, being careful not to cause lethargy and tiredness in 
children…Educators must display the same qualities (cleanliness, 
etiquette, righteousness, doer of good deeds, having a just conscious) as 
they teach in class and students read in their texts, for their example is 
many hundred times more effective in conveying these qualities than 
what the student reads or hears in class.417  

In another part of the speech, Foroughi mentions the development of moral principles 

and critical thinking skills:    

                                                
415 Mohammad-Reza Fashahi, Az Shahriyari Arya-i be Hokumat-e Elahi Sami 1800-2000 
(Spanga: Baran, 2000), 167. According to Fashahi, Reza Shah intended to undermine the 
religious authority of the Ulema, replacing their projected Irano-Islamic identity with a new form of 
national mysticism. Doing so would create a national religion that was more conforming to 
modernizing reforms and undermined the ability of the Ulema to project an independent form of 
national identity. 
416 Foroughi, “Andarz be Amuzegaran,” Ta’lim va Tarbiyat, No. 75 (1936): 177-180, 177. 
417 Foroughi, “Andarz be Amuzegaran,” 177-178. 
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Even in primary school, more attention should be paid in the development 
of rational faculties and thought than filling their memories 
(memorization)… Do not begin instruction with teaching kids the alphabet 
and reading and writings…. This may seem strange and I will explain 
further: … The purpose of primary education is twofold, one is the moral 
education of the pupil and the other is conveying information that is 
necessary for each person to know such as math and geography and 
history and chemistry and others…. Now in the first two-three grades the 
teaching of morality and the conveying of necessary information can be 
done without the ability to read and write, and of course the pupils will 
have to learn reading and writing in subsequent years of primary 
education but by then their mental faculties have developed further 
making reading and writing easier.418 

In the above passage Foroughi is clearly placing character training above technical 

training.419 This is not to say that Foroughi had an independent agenda from the Pahlavi 

regime, instead, I suggest that Foroughi’s philosophic nature allowed him to present the 

significance of technical training as virtuous to the state, as something to want and 

desire rather than practical and necessary. His plan was to train a morally virtuous 

individual in the early stages of education and then use that moral affinity in the 

acquisition of technical training and later in a teamwork-reliant labor force.  His approach 

is clearly stated in an excerpt from the introduction to his monograph Hekmat-e Soqrat 

(Socratic Philosophy), which was posthumously published in an article titled: “Amuzesh 

va Parvaresh dar Iran-e Qadim,” (Education and Training in Ancient Iran). This short 

introduction recounts the upbringing and education of young prince(s) in Iran. Foroughi 

employs the Aryan thesis to show continuity in both political and educational 

methodologies, going back to the days of antiquity and calling Iran “the masters of Asia 

then as it is now.”420  

From seven to fourteen they learn to ride and hunt and at the age of 
fourteen they are handed over to the prince-cultivators (Shahzadeh-
Parvaran). They are the four respected Nikauns (those who manifest 
good deeds) among Iranians each of whom is the best in his craft among 
peers. One is the most knowledgeable (danawtar) [Ministry of 
Education/Culture]…  Another is the most just (dadgartar) [Ministry of 
Justice], the third is the most tempered (parhizkartar) [Ministry of 

                                                
418 Foroughi, “Andarz be Amuzegaran,” 178-179. 
419 Please note that this is not much different from the usual notion of adab producing a certain 
class of person (i.e., the necessity of cultural capital). 
420 Foroughi, “Amuzesh va Parvaresh dar Iran-e Qadim,” Amuzesh va Parvaresh, No. 1 (1944): 1-
2, 1.   
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Economics and Interior], and the fourth is the most fearless (delavartar) 
[Ministry of War].421 

The practical implication of this almost obscure reference to history in a work of 

philosophy is made apparent if we ‘modernize’ the functions of these prince cultivators. 

The modern equivalent of the expertise of each cultivator roughly corresponds with the 

four institutional pillars of a modern Iranian state as stated in the 1919 Agreement. He 

adds: “Iran is powerful now (in Asia) as it was then, because Iran educates its children 

well now as it did (albeit only for princes) back then.”422 Thus, by educating their children 

to be the “best in his craft,” Iranians are fulfilling their moral obligation to the welfare of 

the Pahlavi state. Here we see moral philosophy employed to connect education to the 

political aims.  

Foroughi was not alone in using philosophy to advance the Pahlavi educational 

and modernization agenda, in addition to legitimizing its politics. Vali Nasr served as 

Minister of Education for a number of years during the Reza Shah period. During his 

tenure, he wrote several articles in the Ministry’s official publication, Ta’lim va Tarbiyat, 

about the philosophy of education in Iran. A closer look at some of his work illustrate that 

he shared Foroughi’s emphasis for moral training as a vehicle for the instilment of 

nationalism within the overall Pahlavi modernization program.  

Vali Nasr was appointed Minister of Education shortly after Reza Shah’s 

coronation. In an article titled: “Tarbiyat-e Akhlaqi Fardi va Ejtema’i,” (Moral Training of 

Individuals and Society), he illustrated his philosophy of education and his emphasis on 

moral training as remedy for Iran’s backwardness.  He began by giving the example of 

an ailing mother in her deathbed whose son returns with knowledge (of medicine) and 

tends and heals her wounds, giving her nutrition and bringing her back to full health. The 

mother asks the son, “Why did you not come any sooner?” To which the son replies, 

“agar dir amadam, shir amadam” (though I came late, I came with a roar). Nasr explains 

the old woman is metaphoric for Iran and the young physician for his Majesty (Reza 

Shah).423 Nasr continues:  

                                                
421 Foroughi, “Amuzesh va Parvaresh dar Iran-e Qadim,” 1-2. 
422 Foroughi, “Amuzesh va Parvaresh dar Iran-e Qadim,” 2. 
423 Vali Nasr, “Tarbiyat-e Akhlaqi-ye Fardi va Ejtema’i,” Amuzesh va Parvaresh, Vol. 9.1 (1939): 
1-2. 
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After bringing the body back to health, he thought of the soul and said 
that it too must be given special medicine to bring it back to health. That 
is why he selected a group of voluntary experts (motale’bin-e davtalab)…. 
Thus with his blessing, the Institute for the Propagation of Thought 
(Sazman-e Parvaresh-e Afkar) was formed and met for a while, writing a 
prescription for every kind of psychological ailment (barayeh har maraz 
ruhi noskheh neveshtand)…. One of those prescriptions, whose benefit is 
the ethical upbringing of persons and society, was given to me [by the 
institute] and is being presented here.424   

In the above passage, Nasr clearly points to a state agenda for character training, 

allegorically stated as healing of the soul. He then draws on Islamic philosophy 

attempting to establish familiarity between the Arabic term akhlaq and the French term 

‘Moral.’425 At the same time, Nasr is creating hermeneutical separation between 

character training in an Islamic paradigm and the new character training needed to 

modernize Iran: 

Those before us spoke much of Akhlaq, such as Ghazali, Tusi, Kashefi, 
Fazil-e Naraqi and others, however all of these books contain old 
discourses (tamam-e on kotob shamel-e bayan-e qadim ast) and are 
incompatible with this age (monaseb ba in asr nist), and it is no longer 
possible to carry forth [using old rhetoric] with information available to 
people in this age (digar nemitavan ba ettela’ati ke mardom az in asr 
dararand dar on zamineh sokhan rand), and a new discourse (bayan-e 
jadid) is necessary to be effective… Cultivation of the soul is more 
important than grooming of the body (hygiene).426  

Nasr is positing that the morality found in Islamic philosophy is incompatible (not 

incorrect) with the practical needs of Iranian state and society at this time. Next, Nasr 

gives his prescription for characteristics that lead to good morals, divided into two 

categories: primary moral characteristics and auxiliary moral characteristics. He adds 

that morality is akin to a ladder and a person must cultivate their ethical dimension and 

incorporate previous steps to reach the next, and also master the essentials before 

moving on to auxiliaries. Below I have listed both sets of required moral characteristics: 

Primary moral character developmental stage: 
  Rasti, (truthfulness) described as the essence of good morals 
                                                
424 Vali Nasr, “Tarbiyat-e Akhlaqi-ye Fardi va Ejtema’i,” 2. 
425 Nasr uses the French word Moral and translates it as Akhlaq, but Nasr clarifies that the Farsi 
translation is inappropriate because the French word encompasses both personal and societal 
conduct and responsibility while the Farsi word’s scope is limited to the self. Nasr, “Tarbiyat-e 
Akhlaqi-ye Fardi va Ejtema’i,” 2.  
426 Vali Nasr, “Tarbiyat-e Akhlaqi-ye Fardi va Ejtema’i,” 4. 
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  Safi, (straightness) being as you are and not presenting yourself as bigger 
  Sadeqi (plainness)  
  Kholus (pureness) 
  Dorosti (righteousness)  
  

Auxiliary moral character developmental stages: 
  Miyan ravi dar sohbat (moderation in companionship)  

Sarpushi va khod-dari (veiling and abstinence)  
Furutani (Humility)  

 Adab va ensaniyat (ettiquette and humanism) 
  Nazm parasti (routinization) 
  Eta’at (obedience)427 
 

Upon closer inspection, the moral characteristics mentioned above loosely conform to 

Protestant ethics, while the auxiliary moral characteristics provide for desirable character 

traits in a modern Iranian workforce. But what methods and training are required to bring 

about this moral development. Here Nasr refers to the use of psychology (‘ilm al-nafs), 

itself a discipline within the umbrella of Islamic philosophy. However, he is referring to 

psychology as a state-applied remedy for the moral training of individuals through social 

engineering. He does this in two steps, first establishing that there is condition, and then, 

offering the remedy:  

A human must through exertions make oneself addicted to good habits, 
and once a habit has formed and amiability established, the king will be 
found [you will be as a sovereign] (Ensan bayad be zur-e mojahedat khod 
ra be-sefat-e hasaneh mo’tad namayad, va chon e’tiyad dast dad va 
delbastegi hasel shod, malakeh peyda mishavad.)428  

Nasr is suggesting that humans are addictive in nature, thus a person must repeat good 

behavior until it becomes a habit and eventually positively conditioned behavior.  

The second step is provided in a 1926 essay titled: “Eradeh va Kheslat” (Human 

Will and Nature.) The essay is essentially a defense of positivist philosophy proposing 

that advancements in life and achieving success are incumbent upon one’s mastery of 

the self (az har heiths bar nafs-e khod qaleb bashad).)429 In this essay, Nasr argues that 

a strong will and personality stem from mastery over one’s self (nafs), to do this, one 

needs to employ rational thinking (‘aql). Nasr puts his argument in a comparative 

context:  

                                                
427 Vali Nasr, “Tarbiyat-e Akhlaqi-ye Fardi va Ejtema’i,” 7-8. 
428 Vali Nasr, “Tarbiyat-e Akhlaqi-ye Fardi va Ejtema’i,” 4. 
429 Vali Nasr, “Erade’ va Kheslat,” Ta’lim va Tarbiyat, Vol. 2.8 (1926): 413-422, 413.  
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Those who are weak in constitution [eradeh] are weak in reason [‘aql] for 
they are under the influence of habits (havi va mankub); whereas, those 
of a strong constitution (sahib-e eradeh) in overcoming the nafs, willingly 
subjugate themselves to reason (‘aql) and are guided by it.430  

To illustrate his point, Nasr gives an example of the Battle of Waterloo, claiming “it was 

Wellington’s willpower (eradeh) that prevented France from winning, so in a way we can 

say that in this instance, willpower had bested intelligence.”431 Irrespective of his lack of 

understanding of basic military tactics, such as concentrated volley fire followed by a 

bayonet charge, Nasr is implying that intellect alone is not enough to ensure success 

and it is willpower based in reason and developed over time that produces kheslat, what 

the French call “character.”432  

But perhaps Vali Nasr’s clearest writing about his preference of character training 

over practical training is seen in his 1926 article, “Tahsil-e ‘Elm ya Tara’qi-ye ‘Aql?” (The 

Acquisition of Knowledge or the Development of Reason?” In this work, Nasr argues that 

imagination (tasavvor) is the engine of arts and culture in society, whose wellbeing is 

predicated upon rational thought (‘aql mostaqim) and strong willpower (eradeh-ye 

mohkam).433 Nasr continues: 

There are some of the opinion that knowledge is without profit in the 
realm of ethics, and is in fact often a source of loss in that if you increase 
ones knowledge you increase their potential to do harm, to steal as an 
example… but that is not the case… it is not knowledge but bad habits or 
desires (meyl ya ‘adat) that lead him to steal, and the main culprit is bad 
character, and increasing the knowledge of one with bad character is akin 
to handing a sharpened sword to a drunkard. (va tamam taqsirat az badi-
ye akhlaq ast va be akhlaq ra ‘ilm amukhtan, shamshir-e tiz bezanqi mast 
dadan ast).434  

Thus, Nasr is positing that both improving knowledge and the developing of the rational 

faculty (‘aql) are important but must be implemented successively so that the student’s 

moral character or compass is developed before the acquisition of knowledge. The jab 

here about ‘some of the opinion’ is in all probability a reassurance to the old guard that 

educational reforms will not lead to rampant propagation of socialist ideology – a 
                                                
430 Vali Nasr, “Erade’ va Kheslat,” 414. 
431 Vali Nasr, “Erade’ va Kheslat,” 417. 
432 Vali Nasr, “Erade’ va Kheslat,” 418. 
433 Vali Nasr, “Tahsil-e ‘Ilm ya Taraqi-ye ‘Aql?” Ta’lim va Tarbiyat, Vol. 1.6 (1926): 6-13, 6.  
434 Vali Nasr, “Tahsil-e ‘Ilm ya Taraqi-ye ‘Aql?” 7. 
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concern of both Reza Shah and the British government - so long as this formula was 

followed. Nasr explicitly mentions this in the next paragraph: 

If [you want] order and peace to return to the nation, ‘aql will have to be 
victorious in ousting factionalism (etfaq) from the political scene, and it 
[‘aql] become the sole guide and compass [for progress]. Righteous 
deeds (‘amelin-e sahih) comprised of good ethics (akhlaq-e hasaneh) and 
culture and arts (fazl va honar) are brought to task [by the use of ‘aql in 
politics] and all else is deemed worthless.435 

In short, Nasr contends that moral training, derived from rational thought, should take 

precedence and primacy over practical training, a life-long endeavor that benefits both 

the individual and the nation: “Your moral training continues after your schooling 

finishes, and it is good and correct schooling [i.e. new schools and curriculum] that starts 

you off on the right path of good moral development.”436 

The significance of moral training and its relation to Pahlavi educational policy 

appears in the publications of several other academic-educators of the period. For 

example, in an article titled “Education and Iran’s Future Generation,”437 sociologist and 

educational specialist, Rasul Nakhshabi wrote, “There are three necessary components 

to education, ethical (akhlaqi), physical (jesmi), and spiritual (ruhi)… Children cannot 

become complete persons unless they completely acquire all three dimensions of 

education.“438  

Nakhshabi, politicizes education by describing the world as a field of battle 

(meydan-e mobarezeh) in which victory and dominance (tavaqquf va bartari) comes to 

those who utilized these three kinds of education to a greater degree. Worse still, Iran 

has yet to enter this arena and “its children are not versed in any of the fields of science, 

industry (sanaye’) and modern philosophy (falsafa-ye asr). He refers to an intellectual 

revolution (enqelab-e fekri) that is brewing in the Iran involving the Europeanization of 

methods and practices. He argues that the successful outcome of this movement will 

                                                
435 Vali Nasr, “Tahsil-e ‘Ilm ya Taraqi-ye ‘Aql?” 8. 
436 Vali Nasr, “Tahsil-e ‘Ilm ya Taraqi-ye ‘Aql?” 12. 
437 Rasul Nakhshabi, “Ta’lim va Tarbiyat: Nasl-e Ayandeh-ye Iran,” Taqadom no.1 (1927): 7-11. 
438 Nakhshabi, 7. 
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depend on a fundamental change in the people’s character (yek taghiir-e asasi dar 

akhlaq (character) mardom bedahid).439  

Rashid Yasami (1895-1951)440 also attributed the success of the nation to 

educational policy, further politicizing the philosophy of education, using terms such as 

meydan (field) to describe the struggle to reform education. In particular he contended 

that education was on par with martial training in ancient Iran, and their [ancient 

Iranians’] wit and pen projected the same power as their muscle and sword  (haman 

qodrat va qovvat ke az shamshir va bazuyeh anan be zohur miresid az tab’ va qalam-e 

inan niz travash minamud).441  

Yasami makes an interesting claim, that although the Iranians are considered a 

conquered and obedient tribe of the Arabs (yek qom-e maqlub va moti’-e Arab), in truth it 

was Iranian knowledge in Arabic language that enlightened the [Western] world (‘ilm-e 

Irani bezaban-e Arabi ‘alam ra roshan sakht). According to him, a reference to the 

names of great Islamic intellectuals will confirm that scholars of Iranian race (Irani nejad) 

were superior to their Arab counterparts (be darejat bar Arab bartari dashteh). Yasami 

concludes by saying “that in truth, the period following [the revelation of] Islam should be 

considered, in addition to its political history, the period of Iranian dominance over the 

Arabs, (dar haqqiqat dureh-ye ba’d az Islam ra mitavan ‘ala’ raqm-e tarikh-e siyasi, 

dureh-ye qalabeh-ye Iran bar Arab danest,)”442  

Thus, according to these scholar-educators, education must foster both a sense 

of morality and a sense of duty, and can be politicized to promote reform congruent with 

the emerging Aryan-themed, Bastangarai nationalism of the Reza Shah era. One of the 

main advocates of this form of nationalism was Ali Asghar Hekmat. As Minister of 

Education, Hekmat was tasked with promotion of the state’s educational philosophy. As 

such he regularly gave speeches and lectures to a variety of Iranians, included among 

them were the rapidly increasing officers corp. An early example if this activity was his 

                                                
439 Nakhshabi, 8, 11. 
440 According to Ali Mirsepassi, Yasami was “a literary scholar, and a translator of Western texts 
on the history and culture of Iran.” See Ali Mirsepassi, Transnationalism in Iranian Political 
Thought, 83. 
441 Rashid Yasami, “Tarbiyat va Ta’lim dar Iran,” Ta’lim va Tarbiyat Vol. 1.1 (1925): 6. 
442 Yasami, “Tarbiyat,” 8. 
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1926 speech in Tehran Officer’s Club (Kanun-e Afsaran) transcribed as an article titled, 

“Ta’limat-e Aliyeh.”443  

Hekmat stressed the importance of higher education, reasoning, “It is through 

higher education (ta’limat-e Aliyeh) that a specialist (motakhasses) is trained and our 

country is in urgent need of highly trained specialists.”444 Hekmat tells the audience that 

officers are scholars (afsaran-e artesh az daneshmandan hastand) in that an officer-

scholar has to have a complete understanding of different types of sciences (yek afsar-e 

daneshmand bayad az tamam-e in ‘ulum bahreh-ye kamel dashteh bashad) in leading 

the affairs of his soldiers (ta betavanad zamam-e omur-e yek ‘edeh afrad-e sepahi ra dar 

dast begirad).445  

Hekmat delivers a historic account of higher education in Iran beginning with the 

pre-Islamic era with references to the Shahnameh and Avesta. He then posits that the 

Arab invasion of Iran caused the mixing of the Semitic and Aryan civilizations (tamadon). 

The new civilization that resulted from this mixing is known in history as Islamic 

Civilization (tamadon-e tazeh-i be vojud amad ke dar Tarikh be tamadon-e Islami ma’ruf 

ast).446 Thus, Islamic civilization was not an Arab but a hybrid Irano-Arabic project. 

Hekmat’s historic account builds on Yasami’s intellectual history in which from the point 

of view of knowledge it was the Persians that conquered the Arab. Furthermore, the 

Arabs are put on par with the Turks and Mongols as invaders of Iran in a historical 

narrative of Iranian intellectual endurance and renewal through educational reforms.  

Hekmat’s historic account associated moments of change in Iranian higher 

education with changes to the overall political order. For example, the next evolution of 

higher education following the Arab conquests came with Seljuk political domination and 

the accompanying nezamiyeh higher education schools created across their domain by 

Nezam ol-Molk and his successors.447 Similarly, following the Mongol conquests, the 

                                                
443 Ali Asghar Hekmat, “Ta’limat-e Aliyeh” Ta’lim va Tarbiyat Vol. 1.76 (1926): 249-260. 
444 Hekmat, “Ta’limat,” 249. Ironically, the exact opposite of this idea is used as justification in the 
Cultural Revolution as discussed in chapter five. 
445 Hekmat, “Ta’limat,” 249-250. 
446 Hekmat, “Ta’limat,” 254. 
447 Hekmat, “Ta’limat,” 259. Hekmat even claims that the Islamic higher education institutes set 
up by Salah al-Din Ayoubi in Egypt and Syria were based on the nezamiyeh schools, given that 
Salah al-din was Iranian.  
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Timurid political order was accompanied by an expansion in the curriculum of the 

nezamiyeh and madrasahs in Iran. In particular, “as a result of translation of Greek 

works of philosophy, logic, philosophy, mathematics and biology were added to the 

curriculum (dar athar-e tarjomeh-ye kotob-e falsafa-ye Yonani, manteq va falsafa va 

riyazi va tabi’i ham be vojud amad va tamam-e in reshteh-haye mokhtalef vared-e 

madaras shod).448 Hekmat concluded his speech by reminding the officers that in this 

worldly skirmish (dar in ‘alam-e ta’nazo’) there is no power or force higher than 

knowledge, and that those are not armed with this weapon (madam ke be in aslaheh 

mosalah nashodim) will not endure in this climate.449   

In addition to the moral and ethical consideration in philosophy of education 

discussed thus far, these scholar-educators made observations about aesthetics, in 

particular, the spatial significance of educational institutions both in terms of its influence 

in Iranian modernity and its psychological impact on students. As well, attention to these 

considerations supports the view that the overall philosophy of education was much 

more than the creation of factory-line nationalistic civil servants.    

In 1926, Hekmat published an article about the physical structure and spatial 

placement of educational intuitions in modern societies in which he argued that in an era 

that is defined by the progression of knowledge and education, the wellness of the city is 

defined by the number and quality of its educational institutions.450 In particular, 

Now the building of colleges and universities in great countries replaces 
the building of palaces and churches… [so much so that] the greater the 
number of educational structures in a city, and in terms of its architecture, 
the greater the level of detail and intricacy of the design, the greater the 
wellness of the city and the happiness and enlightenment of its 
inhabitants.451   

Therefore, Hekmat is not just arguing for the creation of new schools, he is arguing that 

the modern polis is built around the spatial supremacy of educational institutes 
                                                
448 Hekmat, “Ta’limat,” 257. 
449 Hekmat, “Ta’limat,” 259-260. 
450 Ali Asghar Hekmat, “Banay-e ‘Emarat-e Madaras,” Ta’lim va Tarbiyat Vol. 1.23 (1926): 561-
567. 
451 Hekmat, “Banay-e ‘Emarat-e Madaras,” 563. Please note that Hekmat uses the terms kalej 
(college) and oniversiti (university). As well, Hekmat explains that his observations here are 
based on Robert A. Lister’s, Text of Hygiene for Teachers (London: W.B. Clive, 1912), though he 
read the 1924 edition.  
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supported by a culture and politics that cherishes knowledge. Furthermore, the 

architectural design of these new institutions, themselves projects a form of modernity. 

Next, Hekmat discusses the actual material and structure of educational 

institution, even down to the details about the flooring. For example he noted that the 

structure should be made of eighteen-inch wide stone (sang-e farsh bayad dar 

damaneh-ye divar-ha va sath-e otaq-ha 18 inch zekhamat va qotr dashteh bashad) as to 

prevent the transfer of humidity and temperature from under the structure.452 It is 

interesting that all the measurements are given in the British feet and not the French 

metric system. In fact, Hekmat quotes minimal square footage per student based on 

recommendations issued by London’s Board of Education (Showra-ye Ma’aref 

Landan).453  The remainder of the article is equally detailed about the construction of 

staircases, entryways and clothing closets, again drawing attention to the significance of 

aesthetics. He also addresses the organizational qualities of the structure such as the 

conformity and grouping of classrooms in projecting a sense of order. This emphasis to 

detail in the structure of the modern schools, speaks to Hekmat’s philosophy of 

education regarding the importance of aesthetics and environment in facilitating learning. 

Philosophy of Education and the Ministry of Education  

These conceptualizations of education were directed from and implemented 

through the Ministry of Education. In the Reza Shah era, Foroughi, Nasr, Hekmat and 

Siassi directed the Ministry. These men, along with several of their colleagues, 

contributed to the creation of a viable educational program in Iran - including the 

University of Tehran - while simultaneously injecting their brand of moral philosophy into 

Pahlavi nationalism. Their training and networks with both the madrasah and missionary 

education systems allowed them to incorporate elements of both into Reza Shah’s 

educational policy.  

The new political order provided security, funding and interest for a re-launch of 

the constitutional era educational reforms. The overall direction was one of Weberian 

routinization and consolidation through legislative efforts, institutionalization, and the 

expansion of public education including schools, teachers and texts.  Ali Asghar Hekmat 
                                                
452 Hekmat, “Banay-e ‘Emarat-e Madaras,” 563. 
453 Hekmat, “Banay-e ‘Emarat-e Madaras,” 566. 
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was working at the Ministry since 1919 and provides an insider’s view into the new 

direction the Ministry took in the 1920s. In 1919, Hekmat became the supervisor of 

personnel at the Department of Education (modiriyat-e ‘dayereh-ye personnel’ Vezarat-e 

Ma’aref).454 In the Constitutional era, the newly established Ministry’s efforts were 

hampered by political turmoil and turnover of appointed positions. Hekmat observes, 

“The Ministry of Education was in a way the engine of the needed bureaucratic and 

institutional reforms. Thus, socio-political turmoil in Iran had slowed down this Ministry’s 

efforts.”455   

The 1921 Coup brought changes to Ministry of Education and Endowments. 

Changes to the Ministry were the result of the appointment of various figures to run 

them. These men, although from traditional power elite classes of Iran, were 

nonetheless either educated in Europe or in Iran’s new education centers. Hekmat was 

one of these men.  Among his first tasks, Hekmat systematized the personnel files at the 

ministry, bureaucratizing the institution’s human resources department.456 As his 

reputation grew, Hekmat became a close friend of Ali Akbar Davar, the architect of Iran’s 

modern judicial system. Ali Akbar Davar arrived in Tehran shortly after the coup, having 

finished his studies in law and political science in Switzerland. He envisioned a three-

prong approach to reforms: parliamentary participation, print capitalism and a political 

party comprised of young educated men.457 In 1921, Davar was appointed the head of 

the public education division at the Ministry of Education and began working with 

Hekmat. Isa Sadiq, another contemporary educator sharing both men’s philosophy of 

education joined the Ministry the following year. 

Isa Sadiq, the main architect of the University of Tehran, has written extensively 

about life at the Ministry in the 1920s. According to Sadiq, Momtaz ol-Dowleh became 

Minister of Education under Qavam al-Saltaneh’s government.458 While political 

instability led to turnover of Ministerial positions, Sadiq’s personal contacts with the small 
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clique of educationalists allowed some continuity in the Department’s overall activities. 

For example, in 1922 Moshir ol-Dowleh (Hassan Pirnia) became Prime Minister 

appointing Nayer al-Molk as his Minister of Education. Nayer al-Molk was Sadiq’s 

teacher at Dar al-Funun and greatly assisted Sadiq in his mission in Gilan province.459 

That same year, Ali Akbar Davar was appointed Minister of Education, again bearing 

little impact on Sadiq’s activities and the overall direction of the Ministry.460   

Sadiq was at first tasked with teaching English and French to members of the 

Ministry such as the Undersecretary of Education. He became French tutor to Mirza 

Reza Khan Na’ini and also taught English to Seyyed Mohammad Tadin, another 

colleague and Sadiq’s former Arabic instructor at Kamalieh School.461 These activities 

indicate that the older generation was modernizing their language and knowledge 

systems, to better execute the upcoming reforms. It was apparent to all at the Ministry 

that the overall direction and orientation of educational policy was in need of reforms. 

Political uncertainty had impaired long-term educational planning for so long that the 

effects had trickled down to operational deficiencies. For example, while working at the 

Ministry in 1923 Sadiq quickly became aware that there was no middle school Farsi 

math text books in Iran. In addition to his other tasks that year, He wrote and published, 

The Principles of Teaching Math and Word Problems (Osul-e Tadris-e Hesab va Hal-e 

Masa’el-e Fekri).462  

In the 1920s and 30s, the Ministry of Education was responsible for educational 

planning by forwarding reform legislation to the Majles for ratification. The structure of 

power at the Ministry and its connections to several specialty institutions it created 

during this period ensured direct intervention of Foroughi and Vali Nasr, as well as the 

monarch himself. An umbrella organization was created for this very purpose, to align 
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educational and state development policy, less than a year after the Coup and still in the 

Qajar period. In 1922, the Ministry created the Supreme Council of Education  (Showra-

ye ‘Aliyeh Ma’aref) with founding members: Mohammad Ali Foroughi, Dr. Amir ‘Alam; 

Seyyed Mohammad Tadin; Mirza Gholam Hossein Rahnama; Sheikh Mohammad Amin 

Khoi-i; Seyyed Mehdi Lahiji; Mirza Ali Akbar Dehkhoda; Majir ol-Dowleh Sheybani; and 

Dr. Masih ol-Dowleh.463 This organization, under various names, will have an increasing 

influence in state-directed educational and cultural policies in Iran. Its most current 

iteration, established in 1984, is called the High Council of the Cultural Revolution 

(HCCR). 

Once the process was in place for the creation of a body to oversee overall 

educational policy, the next order of business for the Ministry was increasing the 

availability of textbooks and print culture in general. Chapter two highlighted the 

emerging print culture in Iran’s post-Constitutional period, as well as some of the 

translation work of European text at the Dar al-Tarjomeh. In the Reza Shah period, the 

Ministry of Education undertook two measures in incorporating this new form of 

communication into its methods and practices. First, it created the Ministry’s official 

periodical, the monthly journal Ta’lim va Tarbiyat. Second, it created the Commission for 

Education, a private group that hired young educated Iranians to translate or otherwise 

produce textbooks.464 Many of our educator-scholars were involved in this project.  

While Sadiq and Siassi were assisting the Education Commission through 

translation of technical and educational textbooks, the first task of the Ministry – the 

creation of the Ministry’s publication – was assigned to Hekmat. In an official notice, the 

Minister of Education (Mashir ol-Dowleh) announced: “Vezarat-e Ma’aref gives the task 

(ma’muriyat) to Mirza Ali Asghar Khan Hekmat to produce and publish this magazine 

and oversee its operations.465 In Farvardin of 1304 (1925) Hekmat began the official 

publication of Ta’lim va Tarbiyat. Hekmat observed that this was not the Ministry’s first 
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publication. In 1918, the Ministry ran a publication called Osul-e Ta’limat, geared for 

primary and middle school educators with Siassi and Sadiq being regular contributors.466  

The first issue of Ta’lim va Tarbiyat was published in 1925. The opening article, 

penned by Hekmat, explained the mission of the magazine. Ta’lim va Tarbiyat was to 

“publish the thoughts and experiences of current (modern) educators in order to facilitate 

and accelerate the advancement (tara’qi) of Iran.”467 The other goal of the paper was to 

give “an historic account about Iranian civilization (madaniyat) and education (tarbiyat), 

and in some cases it may be necessary to bring forth the history and civilization of other 

nations.468 The magazine ran for three years under the editorship of Hekmat, within the 

Translation Bureau of Ministry of Education (Daftar-e Tiftish-e Vezarat-e Ma’aref) but 

was shut down in 1929 on the orders of the new Minister of Education; publication did 

not resume until 1933.  

Meanwhile, in 1926, Soleiman Mirza created the Commission for Education to 

print more textbooks and asked Reza Shah and other notables for donations. Mirza 

raised ten thousand tomans for the exclusive purpose of publishing books for the 

Ministry of Education. This seed funding allowed many years of productive operation for 

the Commission. Mohammad Mosaddegh and Yahya Dowlatabadi were important 

members of the Commission who approved the final products for publication. 

In 1927 Sadiq published The Principles of Education for the Commission; this 

was the first Farsi language textbook on the philosophy of modern education.469 That 

same year Sadiq was offered but refused to become Assistant Minister of Education 

(under Vali Nasr) and the position was given to Seyyed Mohammad Tadin.470 It appears 

that Sadiq favoured publication as a more permanent and effective way than legislation 

when it came to educational reforms; for turnover in political appointments hindered 

continuity in educational policy while written manuals overcame this problem. 

Additionally, manuals and texts allowed Sadiq to orient both educators and students to 

his brand of educational philosophy. Vejdani observes that Isa Sadiq wrote manuals 
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meant to develop the ability of students to make critical historical judgements while 

inculcating in them an abiding love for the nation.471 In addition to his publications in the 

fields of math and education, Isa Sadiq wrote two manuals on how to teach history in the 

late 1920s.472   

The Education Commission was also part of the Translation Bureau. Hekmat 

along with Siassi and Sadiq commenced work for text selection.473  In 1926, Hekmat, 

Yasami and Mon’aqed were chosen to translate Edward Browne’s, Ontology of Persian 

Literature; interestingly, Sadiq who knew Browne personally and had worked with him at 

Cambridge was not selected for the translation.474   

It appears that Sadiq and Nasr did not share the same philosophy of higher 

education (and political views as will be expanded on in the next section) and 

consequently refused to work within the same department. In either case, Nasr’s tenure 

did not last long at the Ministry, and he was pushed aside due to another shuffling of 

government in 1928 when Hedayat became Prime Minister and appointed Yahya 

Gharaguzlu (‘E’temad ol-Dowleh) Minister of Education.475 That same year, the Ministry 

of Education was split into two separate institutions: Department of Education and the 

Department of General Education. Sadiq was appointed Director of Department of 

General Education whose primary task was the expansion of primary and secondary 

schools in Iran, beginning with the training of new educators. Ali Asghar Hekmat was 

appointed Minister of Education in the old and now limited Ministry and Vali Nasr was 

awarded the directorship of the College of Medicine.476  

Conversely, It appears that Nasr and Hekmat were of the same mind in their 

philosophy of education, in particular, in sending students abroad for higher education. 

Sadiq and later Siassi favoured more in-house trained and oriented university graduates. 

This contestation can be seen when Hekmat pushed for the enactment of the 1927-28 
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Law for Study Abroad (originally drafted by Nasr). The law was presented and approved, 

apparently under the personal wishes of the Shah who wanted one hundred students to 

go abroad each year.477  The Ministry’s budget was to increase for five years to pay for 

this project and returning graduates were required to serve, in their field of study, for the 

government for twice the amount of time they had spent abroad studying.478 Sadiq, being 

in charge of primary and secondary education, was effectively locked out of the decision 

making process.  

Meanwhile, Sadiq pushed ahead with school reforms. In 1928, the Department of 

General Education enacted legislation making Persian the only language of instruction 

and standardizing all primary and secondary school textbooks.479 The following year, 

Sadiq traveled abroad to attend the World Federation of Education Associations 

Conference in Geneva.480 He observed that in Europe, Iranians were afforded better 

reception compared to before the First World War. In 1929, Sadiq traveled to Cambridge 

University to attend the World Conference on Adult Education on behalf of Iran.481 Upon 

his return to Iran, Mo’tasem al-Saltaneh Farokh was appointed Minister of Education. 

Farokh reintegrated the two education departments back into one, appointed Vali Nasr 

as Minister of Education once again, effectively dissolving Sadiq’s position. Sadiq 

complained to Ali Akbar Davar who transferred him from Education to Justice.482 This 

game of musical chairs negatively impacted the progress and effectiveness of these new 

institutions.  

While there were differences in the Ministry of Education about educational 

reform philosophy and policy, there was accord when it came to the issue of 

consolidation, namely standardization or incorporation of private, missionary and 

religious educational schools in Iran. In fact, this consolidation began in the late Qajar 

period and incrementally accelerated in the Reza Shah period. For instance in 1919, the 

five-year primary school curriculum of the Teachers Training College was enacted and 

                                                
477 Reza Mokhtari Esfahani, Hekayat-e Hekmat, 179. 
478 Reza Mokhtari Esfahani, Hekayat-e Hekmat, 180. 
479 Menashri, 95. 
480 Sadiq, Yadegar-e Omr, 339. 
481 Sadiq, Yadegar-e Omr, 342. 
482 Sadiq, Yadegar-e Omr, 343-344. 



134 

became “the earliest standardized nationwide curriculum.”483 The next major step toward 

standardization also took place in late Qajar period when in 1924 the Ministry of 

Education issued the six-year national curriculum for middle schools.484 And it was not 

until 1934, and the establishment of the Faculty of Theology at University of Tehran that 

the Ministry issued its national curriculum for students of the religious sciences at the 

intermediate and higher levels.485 Accordingly, in 1937 all foreign elementary, and in 

1939 all foreign secondary schools nationalized.486 The same year, new modified 

versions of school textbooks were published.487  

Missionary Education and Academic Philosophy 

The Reza Shah era witnessed both the growth and the incorporation of 

missionary schools into the state educational program. In particular, the establishment of 

the American College of Tehran (Alborz College)488 in 1924 increased the overall 

prestige and influence of missionary higher education in Iran. Under the directorship of 

Samuel Jordan (1899-1940) and Mohammad Mojtahedi (1944-1978) the college and 

later, high school, was one of the most prestigious institute for the education of the 

Iranian elite in the Pahlavi era.489  

Missionary education influenced Iranian higher education and academic 

philosophy in several ways. From an institutional point of view, University of Tehran was 

patterned after the American liberal arts college model. This model was first adopted by 

Presbyterian missionaries and incorporated into their overall educational philosophy at 

institutions such as Alborz College. A greater and more lasting impact of missionary 
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education for the purposes of this thesis was the pedagogical shift from evangelism to 

ethics, a shift that entailed the incorporation of philosophy into the curriculum.   

 The Reza Shah era witnessed a linear trend towards centralization of education 

and culture, and as such it restrained Presbyterian educational doctrine in Iran. Rostam 

Kolayi argues that this restraint shifted missionary proselytization from evangelism to 

secularism.490 Thus, secularism is not religiously neutral and is embedded with Christian 

cultural values. Rostam-Kolayi calls this, “character training: a stand-in for Christian 

education that could not be taught openly and directly.” In my view, Western philosophy 

replaced biblical studies as both method and subject (embedded into curriculum as 

ethics) until 1939 when the Pahlavi state nationalized all missionary schools in Iran. 

Nationalization put an end to foreign ownership and operation of a foreign cultural 

institution, but not an end to its cultural influence. In particular Protestant moral 

influence, embedded as Western philosophical ethics was communicated to Iranians as 

a means to modernization. This is how the process unfolded: 

Among the educational efforts of missionaries in Iran, the American College of 

Tehran, renamed Alborz College in 1935, and its character and moral training programs 

are of particular interest to this thesis.  The institution officially became a junior college in 

1924, the last year of Qajar rule in Iran. Between 1928 and 1940, the College was a 

liberal arts, four-year academy with more than a dozen instructors who like Samuel 

Jordan were graduates of Lafayette College, a well-known Presbyterian college of 

Easton, Pennsylvania.491 They started the “Lafayette-in-Persia” project to help start a 

little Lafayette in the capital of Persia around 1907.492 Jordan’s missionary and Lafayette 

connections meant that in the 1920s an Alborz College education was a “gateway” to 

higher education at American University of Beirut, University of Cairo, American 

University of Cairo, or the University of Damascus. In fact, Jordan’s plan was to create 
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an American University of Tehran (like AUC or AUB) but the plan fell through with 

nationalization of missionary schools in 1939.493  

Thus, there existed an intellectual cluster of missionary-educators of the 

American Protestant variety, from Cairo to Tehran at the height of the British Moment (to 

use William Cleveland’s term) in the Middle East. This was partly due to the changing 

nature of missionary work in the Middle East, from conversion to social service following 

the World Missionary Conference of 1910 in Edinburgh.494 However that does not 

explain the influence of American University systems in the Middle East at the height of 

British influence in the region. This warrants a closer look at the American Protestant 

missionary educational activity in the Middle East and its relation to philosophy.  

These missionary colleges were financially and intellectually connected to East 

Coast liberal arts colleges in the United States, and were subject to educational changes 

that took place in America beginning in the nineteenth century.495 Of particular interest to 

this study is the incorporation of religion into a secular curriculum, a phenomenon that 

occurred about fifty years earlier in the Americas and was adopted by Middle Eastern 

missionaries, as politics of nationalism became prevalent in the post WWI period. 

According to Betty Anderson: 

In the first half of the 19th century, while Harvard, Yale, Amherst, and 
other East Coast Protestant colleges did not seek to convert their 
students in the same way Syrian Protestant College (later AUB) hoped to 
do, they did teach a curriculum that enveloped all knowledge within 
Protestant denominational precepts. They believed in a unity of truth that 
taught students knowledge as a holistic concept; religious precepts 
confirmed science, the humanities, morality, and ethics… the term truth 
encompassed all ‘correct’ knowledge; religious doctrines, common-sense 
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beliefs, and scientific theories were all judged by the same cognitive 
standards.496  

Key here is the holistic concept of knowledge, a view analogous in the traditional Iranian 

educational system: Haqqiqat means Truth and embodies knowledge (‘ilm), in a holistic 

sense, in the religious, scientific and philosophical subcategories, leading to the station 

of ‘Aref or Ensan-e Kamel (the complete human). Anderson posits that in the second half 

of the nineteenth century pedagogical shifts due to new scientific discoveries and rise of 

nationalism within American society prompted pedagogical changes in these colleges, 

giving rise to what is now known as the American liberal arts education system:  

To remain relevant in American society, the older colleges had to remold 
their structures and redesign their goals. What emerged was a new 
American liberal education system based not on teaching a fixed body of 
knowledge, but on the inculcation of the skills required to analyze data. 
The history of SPC and AUB reflects this pedagogical transition. When 
the school became the American University of Beirut in 1920, its Christian 
proselytizing mission officially ended; liberal education henceforth defined 
the fundamental aims of its program.497  

This is essentially what we see occurring Iran. The creation of ACT in 1924 coincided 

with the shift from conversion to education as a response to increasing national 

sensitivity. Thomas Ricks argues that as early as 1922, “it was becoming clear that 

missionary teachers were walking a narrow and at times, contradictory path in 

advocating spiritual but secular like values, and espousing American like but national 

aspirations. Their educational purposes were Christian and ethical, but included respect 

of Islam and Iranian cultural values.”498 At the same time, it is in the teaching philosophy 

of the liberal arts education model that one encounters an affinity towards critical 

thinking and philosophy.   

The rise of the American liberal arts education model can be traced to 1862 

when, “the United States Congress passed the Morrill Land Grant Act, which established 

state-run public universities.”499 This source of public funding combined with new 

scientific discoveries and analytical concepts led to the acceptance of, “the idea that 
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higher education was not designed solely to impart knowledge but also to produce it.”500 

The shift from imparting to producing knowledge is a key feature of the liberal arts 

educational model. The ability to produce knowledge however is dependent on training 

in critical thinking and philosophy: “As a 1945 Harvard University report summarized, the 

primary goal of liberal education is to teach students how to think; “by effective thinking 

we mean, in the first place, logical thinking: the ability to draw sound conclusions from 

premises.””501 

Thus, the liberal arts educational model, developed in the second half of the 

nineteenth century in the United States due to internal historic process was chosen and 

transplanted into Middle Eastern colleges established by American Protestants. Part of 

AUB’s mission statement reads: “Chartered in New York State in 1863, the university 

bases its educational philosophy, standards, and practices on the American liberal arts 

model of higher education”502 Both AUB and AUC were renamed or launched in 1920, 
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following the post war peace settlement and imposition of Mandate System in the Middle 

East.503 As Anderson notes, 

The first hundred years of the school’s existence took the educational 
process at SPC and AUB from the old unity of truth, delineated by a 
prescribed curriculum in Arabic and wrapped in evangelical 
Protestantism, to a new pedagogical orientation with the American liberal 
education system, taught in English and based in a Western civilizational 
coda.504  

Back in Iran, missionary schools filled the vacuum between maktabs and the Dar 

al-Funun in the late Qajar period.505 The problem was that Reza Shah, “wanted to create 

a modern state with fundamental loyalties rooted in a sense of Persian nationalism. 

Education was a basic means towards this end… Missionary schools helped promote 

the cultural background of minorities in Iran and that is why Reza Shah decided to end 

their operations in Iran,”506 which was carried out through successive legislative 

measures.  

In 1925, the Minister of Education and his assistant paid visit to Iran Bethel (girl’s 

secondary school) and from this point forth made regular government visits to all 

missionary schools.507 This was interpreted as a sign of growing nationalism and 

educational control in the Reza Shah era. Shortly after, a 1926-27 regulation required all 

missionary schools to conform to government regulation on curriculum and method.508  

In 1927, The Ministry of Education issued three directives to all missionary 

schools: Persian must be the first language taught (before Armenian and English); Islam 
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and Sharia must be included in the curriculum and Christianity taken out; finally, all 

foreign schools must adopt official state curriculum. In response, Samuel Jordan 

contacted and renegotiated a deal with the Ministry to drop the Islam and Sharia 

requirements while keeping the language and curriculum requirements, and be allowed 

to teach Bible (i.e. biblical studies) for ethical lessons only. This is significant, as 

Christian moral ethics can be taught as ‘secular’ moral philosophy. In a way, Reza 

Shah’s efforts to curtail Western values and ethics, a move towards nationalism, created 

alternative avenues for missionary educators’ efforts. In fact, Protestant ethics found 

their way into the curriculum at Alborz and other Protestant higher education institutions 

across the Middle East. In a 1904 speech Daniel Bliss (President, SPC) stated: “We do 

not aim to make Maronites, or Greeks, or Catholics, or Protestants, or Jews, or 

Moslems, but we do aim to make perfect men, ideal men, God-like men, after the model 

of Jesus Christ, against whose moral character no man ever has said or can say 

aught.”509  

Therefore, even in the American context, religiosity in higher education was 

changing, nominally remaining part of the books and conduct, with Bible courses and 

Church service but, “the emphasis on conduct over creed submerged religion into daily 

activity… By the early decades of the century, exclusivist elements of the heritage had 

been abandoned, and Christianity was defined more or less as a moral outlook.”510 This 

moral outlook found its way into the curriculum at Alborz College under the academic 

subject of ethics.  

In terms of curriculum, we know that in 1925, two instructors taught philosophy at 

the College. These men were Ralph Hutchinson, Professor of Religion and Philosophy 

and Walter Groves, Professor of Philosophy and Ethics.511 The lessons taught under the 

topic of ethics are of interest here due to their impact on the moral disposition of 

students who would become cogs in the Pahlavi state. The name ‘ethics’ or ‘akhlaq’ can 

take many forms under various epistemological umbrellas. Yahya Armajani calls the 

                                                
509 Anderson, 56, Anderson observes that ““An Americanism inevitably seeped into Protestant 
preaching in Syria, for it was in America that Protestantism had been reformed and rejuvenated 
as a “city on a hill,” its people mandated to accept “an errand into the wilderness,” 56. 
510 Anderson, 61. 
511 Ricks, 639. 
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variety of ethics Hutchinson and Groves taught at Alborz College Evangelical or 

Protestant Ethics: 

The evangelical or Protestant or Christian ethic was made up of at least 
three ingredients. One was piety, which comprised of bans on smoking, 
swearing, drinking, and breaking of the Sabbath. The second was a set of 
values such as the dignity of labor, the virtue of service, the equality of 
women, the importance of the individual, and love of one's country. The 
third was democracy, which included equality of men and of opportunity, 
initiative, and perhaps free enterprise. All of this was gift-wrapped in an 
American system of education.512 

Character development, mentioned by Lorentz in the above passage was paramount to 

Samuel Jordan as he instilled values such as dignity of labor and charity into students.513  

According to Rostam-Kolayi, dignity of labor was a philosophy of the Presbyterians:  

They made the rich kids do manual labor and taught them that it is not 
something to be ashamed of…. It [dignity of labor] served to redefine 
traditional social class roles and helped shape a new model of Iranian 
citizenship. Presbyterians saw themselves as producing influential 
leaders among their Iranian clientele and prided themselves on serving 
the Iranian power-holding classes.514  

Daniel Bliss, president of AUB, echoes this philosophy of character building:  

“A word, the purpose of the College is not to produce singly or chiefly 
men who are doctors, men who are pharmacists, men who are 
merchants, men who are preachers, teachers, lawyers, editors, 
statesmen; but it is the purpose of the College to produce doctors who 
are men, pharmacists who are men, merchants who are men, preachers, 
teachers, lawyers, editors, statesmen who are men.515 

The ingredients or ideas within the corpus of Christian ethics that was imbedded into 

moral philosophy can be traced to historical changes within American Protestantism in 

early nineteenth Century.516  

                                                
512 Yahya Armajani, “Sam Jordan and the Evangelical Ethic in Iran,” 27. 
513 Lorentz, 653. 
514 Rostam, 233. 
515 Anderson, 1. 
516 For a discussion of this topic see, Karl Barth, Protestant Theology in the Nineteenth Century: 
Its Background & History (London: S.C.M Press, 1972) [translated from German]. Please note 
that Henry Corbin trained with Barth in the interwar years and translated some of his work into 
French. Barth’s influence on Corbin is discussed in chapter four. 
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 In 1814, James Walker, the President of Harvard College, commissioned the 

first Congregational Lecture Series. A book of the first series of lectures delivered by 

Ralph Wardlaw D.D. was later published in 1834 under the title, Christian Ethics; or, 

Moral Philosophy of the Principles of Divine Revelation.517  This publication signals the 

presence of Scottish academic moral philosophy (Wardlaw was Congregationalist from 

Glasgow), in nineteenth century American Academics. In turn, Scottish academic moral 

philosophy was a major influence on American Presbyterian thought in the early 

twentieth century. 

In the preface, Wardlaw begins with two premises that defined the 

epistemological scope of his lectures: “There are two things which the title [of the lecture] 

presupposes, or considers as assumed, — the existence of God, and the authority of the 

Scriptures as a revelation from Him.”518 He quickly qualifies his premise:  

But neither, strictly speaking, have I any argument with the infidel. In 
assuming the authority of revelation, I occupy no common ground with 
him who denies it. It is to the believers of its authority, — it is to fellow 
Christians, that I make my appeal; and especially to those amongst them, 
to whom Divine Providence has assigned situations of influence, in 
disciplining the minds, nurturing and maturing the principles, and forming 
the personal or official characters, of the rising youth.519 

In his first lecture, titled, “On the respective Provinces of Philosophy and Theology,” 

Wardlaw, seeks to bridge each discipline’s respective province through his conception of 

a common purpose. He begins by challenging the common narrative: 

It has been determined, that, if theology will be thus exclusive, so shall 
philosophy. If the latter must in no degree dictate to the former, neither 
shall the former to the latter. Each shall have its own department: and, if 
the divine interdicts the intrusion of the philosopher, the philosopher, with 
a jealousy no less peremptory, will prohibit the officious interference of 
the divine. The latter shall have the same legitimate title to hold as truth 
the results of his researches and processes of ratiocination, within his 
own province, as the former has…520 

                                                
517 Ralph Wardlaw, Christian Ethics, or, Moral Philosophy of the Principles of Divine Revelation 
(1834, London: Jackson and Walford). 
518 Wardlaw, vi. 
519 Wardlaw, vii. 
520 Wardlaw, 5. 
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Next, Wardlaw narrows the scope of philosophy to ethics in order to find the common 

ground in the search for truth and virtue, “But it is not with natural philosophy, it is with 

moral science, that theology chiefly interferes:”521 

The theologian exhibits the proofs of divine revelation; and, having 
established its authority, settles all questions in religion and morals by a 
direct appeal to its sacred lessons: — the philosopher carries on his own 
researches in his own way, in the spirit of independence of all such 
authority, and arrives at his own conclusions. If, as may not infrequently 
happen, the doctrines of the one and the decisions of the other are at 
variance, and that, not by a shade of difference merely, but, by direct 
contrariety, there is no help for it: — each must be regarded as right on 
his own principles and within his appropriate sphere.522 

Having pruned the premise and scope of the argument towards this common end, 

Wardlaw makes an emotional appeal towards the injustice of keeping theology and 

philosophy as independent subjects: “Can anything be imagined more unfortunate than 

this position of parties to the interest of truth”523 Next, he argues that if something is 

found to be true to both philosophy and theology, then why does the method of 

discovery outweigh the utility of the intellectual product. In short,  

As if a thing could be true on one ground, and false on another? — True, 
when tried by this set of principles, and false when tried by that! — 
Theologically right and philosophically wrong, — or theologically wrong 
and philosophically right.524 

Wardlaw continues by providing a narrative of philosophy often used by anti-

Enlightenment philosophers, in which ‘real philosophy’ was corrupted through method 

and institutionalization.  

Philosophy then was something very diverse from philosophy now. Since 
the domination of the Stagyrite was overthrown, and the mystic oracles of 
the schoolmen, the darkening commentators of Aristotle, were silenced; 
since Bacon introduced the true principles of scientific investigation: the 
name of philosophy has been retained,525 

                                                
521 Wardlaw, 9. 
522 Wardlaw, 9-10. 
523 Wardlaw, 10. 
524 Wardlaw, 12. 
525 Wardlaw, 30. 
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To his credit, Wardlaw also speaks of intellectual currents within Christianity that 

advocated for and benefitted from the separation of Philosophy and Theology. Key here 

is Wardlaw’s critique of scientific positivism, keeping in mind that this lecture was given 

more than seventy years before Bergsonian philosophy attempted to merge aspects of 

theology and philosophy through the method of intuition.526 Thus, Christian intellectuals 

such as Wardlaw and their early nineteenth century efforts at carving a sacred niche 

within the secular university influenced both the curriculum and the educational 

philosophy of subsequent generations of scholar-missionaries such as Daniel Bliss and 

Samuel Jordan in the early twentieth century. 

Samuel Jordan attempted to curb state incursion into Alborz College’s curriculum 

by exploiting this disciplinary niche in nineteenth century European university education 

system, namely the ambiguity of moral philosophy and theology as argued by Wardlaw. 

His Lafayette trained academic philosophers Walter Groves and Ralph Hutchinson 

instructed, worked with or otherwise influenced Siassi, Sadiq and Hekmat. In fact, 

University of Tehran was designed as an American liberal arts institution with the 

teacher’s training college (Dar al-Mo’alemin) as its core faculty. Furthermore, philosophy 

as a discipline was instructed in the Faculty of Theology as well as in the College of 

Literature and Philosophy.  

While Jordan mitigated state incursion into the College’s curriculum, 

economically speaking, legislative measures were having a negative impact on 

missionary schools. In 1931-32, a new state measure “assuming control of elementary 

education from foreign schools” was enacted, causing a dramatic drop in missionary 

school enrolment in the 1930s. Additionally, the opening of state operated middle and 

high schools caused a twenty percent drop in enrolment across Iran and a staggering 

sixty percent enrolment drop at Tehran Boys School.527 Finally, in August 1939, the 

Iranian government nationalized all foreign schools, putting an end to the era of 

missionary education in Iran. Alborz College would continue as a secondary school into 

the Mohammad Reza Shah period providing preparatory education for the children of 

Iran’s socio-political elite. More significantly, the College would serve as an introductory 

                                                
526 For a discussion of religion and Bergsonian philosophy see, Harvey Hill, “Henri Bergson and 
Alfred Loisy: On Mysticism and the Religious Life,” in Modernists & Mystics Ed. C.J. Talar 
(Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 2009), 104-135. 
527 Rostam, 237. 
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and intermediary institution between the Iranian and American governments, built upon 

the personal relationships of the educators and students of the institution.528 Finally, both 

the philosophy of education as present in the liberal arts model and the presence of 

protestant moral ethics in academic philosophy carried over as method and subject, 

respectively, into the newly founded University of Tehran.  

The Instruction of Philosophy: 1921-1941 

In better understanding the impact and contribution of these academic-statesmen 

to the instruction of philosophy in this period, we begin with what constituted as 

philosophy among Iranian intellectuals involved in establishment of the University. As we 

have seen, the growth of the university in Europe entailed the proliferation of new 

categories of knowledge and the creation of new academic disciplines: “By about 1860 

the original four faculties of theology, philosophy, law and medicine, comprising just 

about all higher knowledge existing at the beginning of the century had been 

transformed beyond all recognition. A host of new disciplines had found their place.”529 

What are now termed social sciences grew out of eighteenth century philosophy, in 

particular moral philosophy. Thus, academic philosophy’s field of inquiry and research – 

its intellectual domain - was restricted, providing space for the growth of specialist 

subfields. The introduction of the positivist philosophy of science in the nineteenth 

century further expanded this process by making these sub-specialities more ‘scientific’ 

and congruent with the hard sciences being taught at European institutions of higher 

learning. As such, disciplines such as anthropology, archaeology, economics, history, 

jurisprudence, linguistics, political science, psychology, and sociology were researched 

and instructed by specialists, whereas only a generation ago academic philosophers did 

it.  

It is important to maintain this broader conception of academic philosophy as we 

explore the instruction of philosophy at the University of Tehran in the 1930s and 40s. 

Thus, by 1900, the notion of academic philosophy had emerged quite distinct from other 
                                                
528 Ali Gheissari, “The American College of Tehran, 1929-32: A Memorial Album,” Iranian Studies, 
Vol. 44.5 (2011): 675. By 1929 The College instructed nine hundred students. American 
diplomats were pleased that Iranian government officials supported the Presbyterians by showing 
up to the College’s 1929 commencement ceremony.  
529 Joseph Ben-David and Awraham Zloczower, “Universities and Academic Systems in Modern 
Societies,” European Journal of Sociology Vol. 3.1 (1962): 45-84, 49. 
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disciplines in European universities while lagging behind in Iranian higher education. 

This is due to the fact that many of the academics that created and initially instructed at 

the University were themselves trained in this broader conception of academic 

philosophy. As well, this broader conception of academic philosophy was also used in 

the training of tolab at seminary schools.   

There was a pedagogical transition from a single-discipline knowledge based 

system to multi-disciplinary knowledge based systems unfolding at the University of 

Tehran at the same time that it was being legislatively ordered and departmentally 

structured. This pedagogical transition influenced the classification and instruction of 

academic philosophy at University of Tehran during its first two decades. In other words, 

now familiar disciplinary boundaries between subjects such as sociology, anthropology, 

psychology, philosophy, and theology were more fluid at University of Tehran during this 

period.  Our cohort of academic-statesmen were themselves, by training, part of the 

older single-discipline-knowledge based system, what we today call polymaths. 

Combined with their personal politics and philosophies of education, their tenure at the 

University of Tehran created a unique environment for the genesis of modern academic 

philosophy in Iran. At the same time, their epistemological approach to Western 

philosophy from an Irano-Islamic framework created a lasting legacy at University of 

Tehran’s Department of Philosophy that influenced the training and philosophies of 

some of Iran’s most influential twentieth century philosophers such as Seyyed Hossein 

Nasr, Daryoush Shayegan, Daryoush Ashouri, and Reza Davari.  

As was previously discussed, academic philosophy as a discipline had been 

compartmentalized into various social science disciplines at European universities for 

over a century. Even the term social science is related to the positivist philosophy of 

science, prevalent in the nineteenth century. Relevant to our discussion here is the 

intelligibility of the concept of philosophy, as an academic discipline, for the founding 

scholars of the university. In particular, academic disciplines such as psychology (‘ilm al-

nafs and later ravan shenasi), sociology (jame’eh shenasi) and anthropology (mardom 

shenasi), and ethnology (nejad shenasi) were taught as disciplines of philosophic 

inquiry. A clear example of this is Foroughi’s introductory speech about the discipline of 

anthropology published in the article, “Mardom-Shenasi Chist? (What is 
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Anthropology?).530 Foroughi introduces anthropology using clear Irano-Islamic 

philosophic tropes, essentially arguing for the validity of this ‘new’ science and its 

prescriptions since the ideas can be found within Iranian epistemology. He begins by 

describing the entomology of the word, and places it within natural sciences or a branch 

of biology.531   

Anthropology, in a narrow sense, is at its root concerned with changes 
and progression of humanity…. In that it is these changes (tahavolat) that 
describes living things, but not just any change but change with a 
purpose, and it is through these transformations that humanity 
progresses… in that humans did not always have their present condition 
in both physical being (evolution) and moral  (ma’navi) and ethical 
(akhlaqi) and customary (‘adat) behavior and the same is true of 
mankind.532  

In the above passage, Foroughi posits that human progress is purposeful and is 

measured in both a material and moral-intellectual dimension. He uses Irano-Islamic 

moral philosophic words and tropes such as ma’navi and akhlaqi to connote the 

yardstick for the spiritual progress of man. He has also set the premise for the spiritual 

progression of humanity. He continues:  

Now this is the new thought… and if you refer to the scientific or religious 
works of past scholars, you will see the view that the day God created 
existence, he created every living creature in its present form, created 
from an eternal mold that from the first day of existence to the day of 
judgment serves as the blueprint for living things and there is no 
progression and evolution at work here and that each creature contains 
its own traits, aptitudes and characteristics that are unchangeable and the 
same is true of humans.533  

In the above passage, Foroughi separates the “new thought” from the “scientific and 

religious works of past scholars,” arguing that traditional thought did not believe in the 

progression of humanity. Cleverly, Foroughi also separates ‘spiritual’ from ‘religious’ as 

the premise for the spiritual progression of humanity supports the ‘new thought’. 

Among the work of past scholars, both in Europe and in the Middle East, 
there is only one work that eludes to the evolutionary nature of human 

                                                
530 Foroughi, “Mardom Shenasi Chist?” Ta’lim va Tarbiyat, Vol. 8.9 (1938): 9-23. 
531 Foroughi, “Mardom Shenasi Chist?” 9-10. 
532 Foroughi, “Mardom Shenasi Chist?” 12. 
533 Foroughi, “Mardom Shenasi Chist?” 12. 
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beings and that is the Shahnameh by Ferdowsi and if you read the work 
you will see that at the beginning of the work, man does not know how to 
make fire and it is in the era of Houshang that fire is discovered, and 
similarly reading and writing become known during the era of Tahmasb, 
and you will discover that at first mankind did not know to cook food or 
wear clothing, or cure disease and that people were not divided into tribes 
and class (asnaf va tabaghat nabudand)…. The point here is that 
mankind was at the beginning wild and little by little became civilized.534  

In the above passage, Foroughi posits that the material and spiritual dimensions of 

human progress, defined in the discipline of anthropology, can be found within the 

Iranian tradition in the Epic of the Kings (Shahnameh).535 According to Foroughi, this 

book remained unnoticed to European scholars until the nineteenth century when they 

slowly discovered this point (evolution of mankind) and stipulated that God did not create 

eternal molds for living creatures or as Socrates and others thought in the past “things 

and variety were considered eternal and unchanging” (ajnas va anva’ ra payedar va 

laye-taqiir farz kardeh budand).”536 

And now there are those who cause an uproar based on these comments 
and call it Kufr and the negation of the Creator… while those who 
advocate for evolution don’t consider it a negation of the Creator, and 
don’t find it to be mutually exclusive to either believe in God or evolution, 
rather, the discussion is whether creatures were created in eternal molds 
or the foundation of humanity (asas-e kar-e ‘alam) is based on change 
and completion (tahavol va takamol) and those who believe the ‘ilm-e al-
nazar (science of observation), hold the second case to be true and the 
science of Anthropology is constituted upon this fact [theory of evolution], 
and I, myself, believe that the theory of evolution (asl-e takamol) is more 
in line with Towhid (Unitary nature of existence, metaphor for God) and 
Truth (Haqqiqat) again referring to the truth of God’s knowledge) and with 
this theory we can define for man’s existence a reality and wisdom in 
[understanding] why he is here and why he has to go [meaning of life and 
death], and we understand that our existence [each being] is an instance 
in the totality of existence’s evolution (har yek az ma ‘ameli ast dar ‘alam-
e takamol-e khelqat) and each person, to the best of their abilities, strives 
in the progression of humanity (va harkeh as beqadr qoveh-ye khod dar 
tara’qi ‘alam kar mikonad).537  

                                                
534 Foroughi, “Mardom Shenasi Chist?” 13. 
535 For a discussion of religious elements in the Shahnameh, see Dick Davis, "Religion in the 
Shahnameh," Iranian Studies, Vol. 48.3 (2015): 337-48. As well, Iranian scholar Mohit Tabatabai 
delivered a speech on the religious thought of Ferdowsi (‘Aqideh-ye Dini-ye Ferdowsi) at the 
millennial anniversary of Ferdowsi international conference held in Iran.  
536 Foroughi, “Mardom Shenasi Chist?” 13. 
537 Foroughi, “Mardom Shenasi Chist?” 13. 
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In the above passage, Foroughi rebukes charges of apostasy (kufr) by those who say 

the argument is a negation of the creator, by compartmentalizing the charge. Foroughi 

posits that his argument for human progression does not deny the existence of a creator, 

only the existence of an unchangeable and static human condition.538 To prove this, 

Foroughi uses erfani theory of completion, which holds that a man’s spiritual purpose is 

progression and development with the goal of becoming an ensan-e Kamal (the 

complete human).  Thus, Foroughi argues that Islam is compatible with the theory of 

evolution (asl-e takamol) as it is in line with the concept of Towhid (Unity of Existence).  

In short, anthropology is the science of humanities’ changes and progressions (‘ilm-e 

tahavolat va takamol-e ensan ast).539  

After establishing that the notion of evolutionary progress in the science of 

anthropology is congruent with the Irano-Islamic concepts surrounding spiritual progress 

in the making of the complete man, Foroughi turns his attention to the material 

dimension of the science of anthropology:  

So let us say then that the science of anthropology concerns two things, 
first, is the material (madi) realm meaning that which has to do with the 
body and its parts, and the other, is the spiritual realm (ma’navi) meaning 
that which is the resultant of thought and the human mind (Ya’ni omuri ke 
natijeh-ye fekr va aql-e ensani ast). The first part [of anthropology] of the 
discussions (mabahes) is the human connection to its environment and 
how the environment and the land and water and air are mixed in 
(madkhaliyat - influence) to the quality of humanity…someone who lives 
in the Arabian desert cannot have the same condition (hal-e) as someone 
who lives on the foothills of Alvand mountain.540  

In the above passage, Foroughi posits that the material dimension of human progress is 

linked to the environment. Therefore, environmental conditions influence both the 

physical composition of the human body and the spiritual, God-given abilities, and 
                                                
538 For a discussion of Islamic intellectuals and Evolution theory, see, Nidhal Guessoum, “Islam 
and Science: The Next Phase of Debates,” Zygon, Vol. 50.4 (2015): 854-875, in particular pages 
858-861. 
539 Foroughi, “Mardom Shenasi Chist?” 14, Foroughi also introduces Enlightenment concepts 
such as mastery over nature: Humans are different from other creatures in that… a human is not 
completely ruled by nature, and is an occupier (motasarref) And can alter nature to his will to a 
certain degree, and occasion this for extending and accelerating his evolution…. Of course man’s 
power to alter nature is limited (qoveh-ye tasarrof ensan ham mahdud ast) and he has to 
eventually observe [the laws of nature], however, day by day, his power of occupation (of nature) 
increase and he is able to bend the power of nature to his will (eradeh’) and taste (mayl) and 
benefit (salah). 
540 Foroughi, “Mardom Shenasi Chist?” 14. 
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thought and understanding, as well as the quality of his life from his eating to drinking 

and clothing and housing: “Of course this discussion entails a geographic discussion of 

humanity in that which people lived where at what time, and which people are the oldest 

and where is the location for the birth of humanity (cheh nokhteh az royeh zamin ast ke 

ensan ebteda’ anja zohur kardeh ast) or is it a single place or many different places, and 

how did humans live and act at their moment of appearance.”541 He then moves on to 

mention that different peoples had different tools and left behind various artefacts and 

readings (qara’en) to make their existence known. In short, he is laying the groundwork 

to move from human progression to Social Darwinism:   

Racial differences are evident in the face of people and there is no room 
for negation! And as you know some of earth’s inhabitants (jam’i az 
sakaneh-ye royeh zamin) are white skin; in Europe, and Western Asia, 
and today’s inhabitants of Americas)…. Each one of these main races 
has sub branches and in addition to the color of skin, there are 
differences in appearances between the main races as well… there are 
also tribes and classes within each race, for example in the white race, of 
which we are, there are the Aryan families and the Semitic families which 
have differences with each other, and each one of these leads to different 
branches.542  

Social Darwinism, of course, is a prelude to racial theory and the Aryan thesis as the 

basis of Reza Shah era nationalism.543 What is Anthropology then according to 

Foroughi? It is the justification for the establishment of the Aryan thesis upon which 

Pahlavi nationalism rests. Western Enlightenment philosophy is being appropriated for 

domestic use. “In any case, the study of races takes up a major part of anthropology and 

in European languages is referred to as ‘ethnology’ and ‘ethnography’ … and we will call 

it ‘nejad-shenasi”544  

For Foroughi anthropology was the study of the progress of the social living 

condition of man, and the progression of civilization (tamadon tara’qi kard) through the 

advancement of technology.  He adds, “anthropology is about that but also about the 

costumes, and etiquette, and law and order, and different types of governments, and 

                                                
541 Foroughi, “Mardom Shenasi Chist?” 15. 
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543 For a discussion of Aryanism racial theory in Iran as a pillar of nationalism please see, Cyrus 
Schayegh, Who Is Knowledgeable Is Strong Science, Class, and the Formation of Modern Iranian 
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politics in maintaining order.”545 Of course, another equally important subject in the 

science of anthropology is the study of religious ideologies and their historic 

trajectories.546 Next, Foroughi uses social Darwinism and racial theory to argue for the 

necessity for the existence and study of Iranian anthropology as the home of the Aryan 

people. 

Humankind is made up of several races, tribes and nations…. and the 
virtue (ma’refat) of humanity will not be known until each one of these 
races and varieties are examined…. Iran is a country made up of a 
people called the Iranians…. And us Iranians must pay attention to 
‘mardom-shenasi’ in two different ways, one is the benefit we derive from 
knowing ourselves, and the other is the value added to the discipline of 
anthropology… thus far only foreigners have performed a shallow study 
of Iranian anthropology and the body of knowledge is very incomplete…. 
And we can say that the anthropology (mardom-shenasi) of this country 
has been short ended and we must understand that Iranian anthropology 
is significant in several ways: first is that Iran is a large country with 
various topographies and environments… the second is that Iran is an 
ancient country that has been home to several ancient peoples… and it is 
probable that the birthplace of humans or at least of the Aryan race is 
either in this country or in one of its adjoining lands… The third reason is 
that because of Iran’s previous military adventures where they occupied 
or were occupied by other peoples, a great mixing of tribes has taken 
place in Iran with important ramifications, which would be of interest to 
anthropologists.547  

Foroughi is essentially using anthropology to market Iranian nationality and race, both to 

an international and a domestic audience. All that is left is to legitimize the current 

government as protector and promoter of Iranian culture, quite a departure from an 

explanation of the discipline of anthropology: 

Although the imperial Iranian government continues to strive in the 
propagation of knowledge (ma’aref), and the efforts of the Ministry of 
Culture in this path, gives us complete confidence that if our youth strive, 
the wheels of knowledge and science will soon be turning in this 
country…. The science of anthropology is so important that every now 
and then there is an international gathering of anthropologists from 
around the world, with representatives from various nations, sharing, 
researching and discussing their findings… Four years ago this congress 
met in London and our representative’s place was empty, while for the 
reasons that I stated, everyone’s gaze is upon Iranian anthropology… 
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Next year this congress will be meeting in Copenhagen, Denmark, and if 
you strive with the tools that the government has provided and with the 
foundation (bongah) and museum that have been created, we should be 
able to do something that our place is not empty at this congress and we 
do not lose face and knowledge as a result.548  

In sum, this article demonstrates how new European social sciences were appropriated, 

rebranded for intelligibility using Irano-Islamic philosophic tropes and promoted in 

legitimizing Pahlavi rule and modernization policies. A point to consider is that Foroughi 

used reason (‘aql) and logic (manteq) to advance his argument, staying away from 

dogmatic argumentation found in religious and imperial scholarships. Another point is 

that Islamic philosophical concepts were used to familiarize the reader to anthropology 

as a European social science. This trend was not unique and can be seen in other works 

by our cohort of philosophers.  

A later example, extending beyond this chapter’s period, can be attributed to Ali 

Akbar Siassi. In 1954 Siassi published ‘Ilm al-Nafs-e Ibn Sina va Tatbiq-e an ba Ravan 

Shenasi-ye Jadid (Avicenna’s Knowledge of the Self and its Comparison to Modern 

Psychology).549 In the introduction, Siassi observed that knowledge of the self was 

among the main philosophical concerns of Ibn Sina, having been familiar with the works 

of Plato, Aristotle and al-Farabi. Similar to Foroughi, Siassi argued that the modern 

science of psychology was found in the works of Ibn Sina. In particular, the works “Kitab 

al-Shifa’ (The Book of Healing) and later in the smaller work Kitab al-Naja’t (The Book of 

Salvation), as well as in Daneshnameh ‘Alai, in the work Nafs, and Nafs al-Natiqe’ va 

Ahvaleha, and in al-Nafs va al-Aql and in Kitab al-Isharat wa’l-Tanbihat.”550 In fact, Siassi 

argued that virtually all Islamic and Classical Greek philosophers have left behind works 

dealing with ‘ilm al-nafs, or the science of the soul, as it was considered a branch of 

philosophy (zira ‘ilm al-nafs peyvasteh fasli az fusul-e hekmat be-shomar mirafteh).551  

These two observations illustrate how philosophy was understood by academics 

such as Foroughi, Siassi, Hekmat, Sadiq and many others involved in the instruction of 

academic philosophy within various disciplines and faculties at the University.  In fact, 

                                                
548 Foroughi, “Mardom Shenasi Chist?” 22-23. 
549 Ali Akbar Siassi, ‘Ilm al-Nafs-e Ibn Sina va Tatbiq-e an ba Ravan Shenasi Jadid (Tehran: 
University of Tehran Press, 1954). 
550 Siassi, ‘Ilm al-Nafs-e, 13-14. 
551 Siassi, ‘Ilm al-Nafs-e, 14. 
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this expanded meaning of academic philosophy would lead to collaborative scholarship 

between Iranian and European philosophers beginning in the late 1940s.552 This hybrid 

scholarship was contingent upon the emergence of phenomenology and 

Religionswissenschaft in Europe, as well as the mystification of Islamic philosophy, a 

decades long intellectual trend culminating in the creation of the Iranian Imperial 

Academy of Philosophy in 1975, discussed in the next chapter.  

For the first twenty years following the creation of the University, however, 

academics were mainly concerned with translation and instruction of established 

European and Islamic philosophies. The major ‘original’ philosophical work of this period 

is Foroughi’s three-volume monograph: Seyr-e Hekmat dar ‘Urupa. This is a seminal 

work for several reasons. First and foremost, it was a textbook used to teach the history 

of philosophy and introduce students to some aspects of famous European 

philosophers’ thoughts. This aspect, however, was selective in highlighting the moral, 

ontological and later metaphysical philosophies of figures such as Descartes, Spinoza 

and Kant from a religious or Islamic philosophic lens. The creation of the three-volume 

monograph was a tremendous task taking nearly a decade to finish. Foroughi’s student 

and personal assistant for eight years, Habib Yaghmai’, who himself taught philosophy 

at University of Tehran, recalled that  “Even though Seyr-e Hekmat was written in a 

simple language, the heavy content necessitated regular visits with Foroughi from a 

number of its students (taleban).”553     

The purpose of Seyr-e Hekmat dar ‘Urupa, aside from familiarity with modern 

European philosophers, was the supposition of dialectic and a point of intersection 

between Irano-Islamic and European philosophy. The term ‘seyr’ implies travel, and this 

is important for Foroughi. Given his outlook on knowledge and the concept of unity 

(Towhid) as presented in his article on anthropology. Foroughi sees philosophy’s 

progression through history like the Olympic torch, a single point of ignition of Greek 

origin whose light was carried by successive minds in various lands. It is important to 

note that it is the wisdom (hekmat – metaphorically presented as light) that is viewed as 

                                                
552 On the other hand, note though that he does follow notions of discipline in the sense that his 
discussion is of falsafa and not other Islamic sciences. 
553 Yaqma’i, “Hasht Sal Ba Foroughi,” 54. 
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a singularity that can be simultaneously present at multiple locations and times.554 For 

example, the transfer of the light of Greco-Roman philosophy to Islamic civilization 

preceded the extinguishment of the light of philosophy in the European dark ages. 

Conversely, the extinguishment of the light of philosophy in the Islamic Caliphate, both in 

Spain and parts of the Middle East in the twelfth century, was preceded by its transfer to 

the Iranian (in the Ishraqi) and the European (in the Scholastic) traditions. These two 

lights of philosophy, developed independently of each other until they are brought 

together again in the early twentieth century. It is not accidental that the third volume of 

Seyr-e Hekmat ends with Bergsonian philosophy, a branch of phenomenology involving 

intuition that seemed to support a religiously or at least mystical view of philosophy.555 In 

their works Foroughi and others attempted to equate it with Sadrian and in particular 

ishraqi philosophies. While the reason for the popularity of Bergsonian philosophy in 

Europe had to do with the eclipse of positivist metaphysics by quantum mechanics, as 

well as the moral disorder of post WWI Europe, Foroughi wasted no opportunity in 

drawing comparisons to Islamic philosophy. 

In short, the idealist and later positivist philosophies of the Enlightenment 

promised mastery over nature through understanding of its processes and a utopian 

society based on human progress and rationality. Looking back at the 1930s, neither 

promise had materialized, questioning the validity of the very philosophy that gave rise to 

the Enlightenment and the modern European way of life. This perceived deficiency 

produced new ontological approaches and a move away from positivist philosophy in 

Europe. This process was happening at the same time that Iranian reformer-educators 

were introducing Western philosophy to Iranian colleges and later to the University of 

Tehran. In a highly nationalistic atmosphere, it is easy to see why these comparisons 

were made and equivalencies posited. However, before getting to Bergson, Foroughi 

introduced Iranian students to the history of modern European philosophy through their 

familiarity with Islamic philosophy and tropes. A brief textual analysis of this nine-

hundred-fifty-eight-page work is prudent at this juncture.  

                                                
554 Thus, in addition to unity of knowledge, towhid implies unity or singularity of truth (Haqqiqat). 
555 For a detailed discussion of mystical elements in Bergsonian philosophy see Dante Germino, 
“Henri Bergson: Activist Mysticism and the Open Society,” The Political Science Reviewer Vol. 9 
(1979): 1-37.  
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Volume one of Seyr-e Hekmat was published in 1934, covering the history of 

philosophy from antiquity to the seventeenth century. There is an introduction by 

Foroughi on pre-Socratic philosophy. The first chapter covers Greek philosophers of 

lesser repute while the second chapter introduces Socratic, Platonic, and Aristotelian 

Greek Philosophy. The fourth chapter explores the School of Alexandria and other 

Roman philosophers such as Seneca, Cicero and Marcus Aurelius. Interestingly, 

Foroughi only devotes four pages to Neo-Platonists before moving on to the next 

chapter on European medieval philosophy. Yet, he does not mention the Neo-Platonic 

influence on Ishraqi philosophy.  

Chapter five is an interesting chapter from a historic perspective. It begins with a 

three-page introduction to Christianity and its impact on philosophy: a one-page follow 

up called the dark ages (dureh-ye fetrat). Here Foroughi posits that philosophic research 

and inquiry went into a dormant stage in Europe. Then, Foroughi briefly discusses the 

Islamic intellectual tradition (nezhat-e 'ilmi-ye Islami) in a single page and within it, the 

discipline of philosophy. One the next page, Foroughi returns to European philosophy by 

discussing the introduction to European Scholastic intellectual tradition. It is important to 

note here that Foroughi draws a distinction between the Greco-Roman tradition and the 

European tradition. Thus, his concept of the intellectual West entails only the post 

Renaissance European intellectual tradition. Chapters six and seven deal with the 

Scholastic tradition and thinkers such as Saint Anselm and the French philosopher 

Abelard.556  The eighth chapter begins to explore the Enlightenment philosophers with a 

look at the life and thought of Francis Bacon in twelve detailed pages.  

Chapter nine covers Rene Descartes in even greater detail. The forty plus page 

chapter begins with a discussion of the life, works, and methodologies of Cartesian 

philosophy. The second half of the chapter deals with Descartes’ philosophy concerning 

divinity, nature and ethics (elahiyat, tabi’at va ‘ilm akhlaq). Each section is approximately 

ten pages long. This chapter is followed by a six part appendix that contains the 

complete translation of Descartes Discourse on the Method, which Foroughi translates 

                                                
556 Foroughi, Seyr-e Hekmat, 98-102. 
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as, “Goftar dar ravesh-e rah bordan-e ‘aql va josteh juy-e haqqiqat dar ‘ulum (Discourse 

on the Method for utilization of Intellect and Inquiry into Truth in Sciences).”557  

Thus, Foroughi selectively translates and includes writings concerning Descartes’ 

views on existence, God, truth and ethics; all are familiar units of analysis found in the 

writings of Islamic philosophers. This approach suggests that Foroughi’s own 

understanding of Western philosophic concepts is based on his earlier training in Islamic 

philosophy. Furthermore, the primary audience of this book, the post-secondary Iranian 

student in the 1940s, had been exposed to Islamic philosophic concepts and ideas at 

school, home, and the mosque. Thus, Foroughi’s approach entailed an element of 

conceptual familiarity in introducing Western philosophers. Finally, and perhaps most 

significantly, Foroughi seems to imply that Irano-Islamic Ishraqi philosophy is on equal 

footing with the most current thoughts in Western philosophy, in particular concerning 

ontological argumentations.  

The second volume of Seyr Hekmat dar Europa was published three years later 

in 1937. It introduced major European philosophers of the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries. In the introduction, Foroughi explained that volume one was meant to be the 

introduction to his book and translation of Cartesian philosophy; however, it turned into a 

brief history of philosophy from its pre-Socratic Greek origins to Descartes. This volume 

begins with the life and ideas of seventeenth century French philosophers such as 

Pascal and Nicholas Malebranche. Again, there is emphasis on epistemological and 

ontological aspects of these philosopher’s works. For example, Foroughi expands on 

Malebranche’s work entitled: De la Recherche de la Vérité, adding that Malebranche’s 

Platonic approach to metaphysics had earned him the title: the Christian Plato (Aflatun-e 

Masihi).558  

However, it is Spinoza’s philosophy that gets the most attention among 

seventeenth century philosophers. Foroughi devotes chapters two and three of the 

second volume to Spinoza’s life, works and ideas. Here Foroughi, explored Spinoza’s 

views on the journey to truth (soluk dar josteh juy-e haqqiqat) as well as theology (khoda 

                                                
557 Foroughi, Seyr-e Hekmat, 187-188. This is very close to the original French title, Discours de 
la Méthode pour Bien Conduire sa Raison et Chercher la Vérité dans les Sciences. 
558 Foroughi, Seyr-e Hekmat Vol. 2, 19. 
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shenasi). Foroughi, stresses Spinoza’s Platonic approach to reality, using what Foroughi 

terms (tasmiyeh).559  

The next two chapters cover seventeenth and eighteenth century English 

philosophers beginning with Thomas Hobbes, John Locke and Isaac Newton. Foroughi 

then moves on to Berkeley and Hume. Combined, both chapters take up less than forty 

pages, suggesting a lack of interest or familiarity with philosophies of idealism or 

skepticism of this period. The sixth chapter covers eighteenth century French 

philosophers, such as Fontenelle, Montesquieu, Voltaire, Rousseau and Diderot. 

Foroughi, expands on Diderot’s contribution to knowledge with his introduction of the 

Encyclopaedia (Dayera’t al-Ma’aref), adding that Rousseau, Voltaire and Montesquieu, 

among other European philosophers contributed articles for Diderot’s encyclopaedia.560 

 The main philosopher in the second volume of Foroughi’s Seyr Hekmat is 

Immanuel Kant with over seventy pages of the 267-page volume devoted to his life, 

works and ideas. The first two subsections of the chapters consisting of about forty 

pages, is devoted to Kant’s philosophy concerning logic, reason and in particular the 

mind. The third section deals with Kant’s research into ethics (‘ilm-e akhlaq) and the 

Critique of Practical Reason (Neqadi ‘Aql Motlaq-e ‘Ilm-i or Critique de la Raison 

Pratique.) [Kritik der praktischen Vernunft]. This is significant, for here Foroughi tempers 

Kantian philosophy by highlighting its admitted shortcomings when applied in a purely 

ethical dimension (i.e. in determining what is intrinsically good and bad], the concept of 

intrinsic (motlaq) is contrasted with the conditional (shart).561 Foroughi also discusses 

Kant’s philosophy of the human will and the question of free will. He mentions that Kant 

believed in free will (‘aqideh-ye Kant in ast keh ensan mokhtar ast).562 

The third volume of Seyr-e Hekmat was completed in 1939 and began where 

volume two had left off with German idealist philosophy at the end of the long 18th 

century. Building on Kant’s epistemological arguments surrounding a mental 

understanding of reality, Foroughi introduces, arguably, the father of idealism Johann 

                                                
559 Foroughi, Seyr-e Hekmat Vol. 2, 38.  Please note, tasmiyat in Arabic is an Islamic concept 
associated with the naming or designation of natural phenomenon. 
560 Foroughi, Seyr-e Hekmat Vol. 2, 181-182. 
561 Foroughi, Seyr-e Hekmat Vol. 2, 244. 
562 Foroughi, Seyr-e Hekmat Vol. 2, 250. 
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Gottlieb Fichte (d. 1814) as the first philosopher of this volume. Next, Foroughi briefly 

introduces Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph Schelling (d.1854) before moving on to a detailed 

discussion of Hegel and Hegelian philosophy.  

In particular, Foroughi expands on Hegel’s philosophy of the spirit and asserted 

that Hegel’s entire philosophy can be understood in this way. The journey of the human 

spirit, according to Foroughi’s understanding of Hegel, is the cognitive growth a human 

undertakes from her mind’s animalistic birth to the stage of self-awareness of the mind, 

meaning complete awareness of the reality of existence and entering the abode of 

freedom of action and independence. (Seyr-i ke nafs-e Ensan mikonad baraye inke ‘aql 

be ma’refat-e khod, ya’ni shenakt-e kol-e haqqiqat-e vojud va be ‘alam-e ekhtiyar va 

esteqlal beresad). Foroughi states that this journey is divided into three stages by Hegel: 

Marhaleh-ye ruh-e darun-e zati (Esprit Subjectif), Marhaleh-e ruh-e borun-e zati (Esprit 

Objectif), Marhaleh-e ruh-e motlaq (Esprit absolu).563   

Next, Foroughi discusses the philosophy of Arthur Schopenhauer (d.1860). 

Schopenhauer was critical of Hegel and idealism in general and was considered a 

pessimist and professed atheist and Foroughi admits that his major work, The World as 

Will and Representation, did not garner much attention at the time.564 He is mentioned in 

this work primarily to set up a bifurcation of philosophy around what he would term 

machinist-materialists and spiritualist-theists; however, this bifurcation is not mentioned 

until the final chapter on Henri Bergson.   

The following chapter introduces French philosophers of consequence from the 

nineteenth century. The largest section is, of course, devoted to Augusta Comte, over 

twenty pages, six of which are devoted to Comte’s religion of humanity (din-e 

ensaniyat).565 Nineteenth century English philosophers round off the next two chapters, 

with brief introductions to John Stuart Mill, Jeremy Bentham and James Mill, as well as 

Charles Darwin. Interestingly, Herbert Spencer (d. 1903) receives the most attention 

among his English contemporaries spanning over thirty pages. Foroughi names Spencer 

                                                
563 Foroughi, Seyr-e Hekmat Vol. 3, 59. 
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the most influential English philosopher of the nineteenth century.566 Spencer’s most 

famous work is titled Synthetic Philosophy (falsafa-ye tarkibi). Based on what we would 

today call a multidisciplinary approach, the concept of synthetic philosophy draws on 

principles of biology, psychology, sociology and ethics, mixing hard and social science. 

In so doing, Spencer, along with Darwin were proponents of evolutionary theory, a 

familiar subject for Foroughi.567  

Chapter seven, the final chapter, is interestingly titled: the Last Home (Akharin 

Manzel). In the introduction, Foroughi brings the history of European philosophy into the 

early 20th century. He discusses trends in European academia that led to the 

proliferation of types of philosophies (such as, philosophy of religion, critical theory, 

idealism, spiritualism, positivism and materialism), as well as social science subfields of 

philosophy (such as physiology, aesthetics and sociology).568 In particular he wrote, 

Academic trends over the last forty years have become more strenuous. 
Individuals who conducted philosophical research came from varied 
religious and ideological persuasions. Those in mathematical sciences, 
structured their thoughts on its structure and results (osul va natayej) 
giving rise to scientific philosophy (philosophie scientifique). Some 
remained steadfast in their Christian beliefs, gravitating new thoughts in 
that direction in affirming their principles of faith (osul-e din ra ta’id 
konand) and developed religious philosophy (philosophie religieuse). 
Some followed the teachings of Kant and his critical philosophy (falsafa-
ye naqdi or philsophie critique). Some preferred the School of Idealism 
(mazhab-e esalat-e ma’qul) and in particular the philosophy of Hegel. 
Others followed spiritualism (mazhab-e ruhi) and the duality of body and 
spirit, while some unified the spirit or became materialists (vahdat-e ruhi 
ya madi shodand) Many scholars followed Augusta Comte’s methods, 
and became positivists (philosophie positive), and among this group 
some became materialists (materialisme).569   

                                                
566 Foroughi, Seyr-e Hekmat, Vol. 3, 162. 
567 There is a gap in my annotation of the third volume here, in particular chapters five and six. 
This omission is in consideration of the importance of chapter seven with a discussion William 
James, John Dewy and Henri Bergson. In being comprehensive: chapter Five, covered 19th 
century German philosophers and had a preface titled, Materialism and Spiritual Philosophies 
(falsafa-ye madi va ruhi). It introduced the works of Fechner, Hermann Lotze, Edouard von 
Hartman and Friedrich Nietzsche. Chapter six discussed late nineteenth century French 
philosophers such as Ernest Renan and Alfred Fouillee, covering topics such as determinism and 
free will. 
568 Foroughi, Seyr-e Hekmat Vol. 3, 228-229. 
569 Foroughi, Seyr-e Hekmat Vol. 3, 228. 
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About the expansion of philosophy into other scientific and social scientific disciplines, 

Foroughi observed that although subjects such as mathematics (riyaziyat) and natural 

sciences (tabi’at) had previously separated from hekmat and falsafa, new discoveries, 

research and sciences had expanded the field of philosophy to a degree that new, 

independent disciplines emerged. Among them Foroughi pointed out psychology, as the 

science of self (ravan shenasi ya’ni ma’refat-e nafs), sociology, as the science of 

civilization (ya’ni ‘ilm-e madaniyat), and aesthetics, as the science of beauty (ziba 

shenasi).570 

Foroughi conceded that the growth of academic philosophy, including all 

aforementioned subfields in the twentieth century, has made a comprehensive account 

all but impossible. He mentions how new discoveries could change the nature of 

philosophy in this century, “predicated upon an end to this world burning war [WWII] that 

is currently being waged and that there is someone left to conduct research in 

philosophy.”571 Amazingly, Foroughi explicitly wrote that he is holding back his views 

about current philosophers pending the end of the Second World War because, “the 

destiny that this war holds will cause the destruction of [current] thought following the 

war, and set it on a path that can not be predicted today,” (‘aqebati ke hamin jang dar 

pish darad sabab khahad shod keh ba’d az jang afkar-e digar gun shavad va dar khotuti 

seyr konad keh emruz pish bini nemitavan kard).572  

Thus, Foroughi chose to end volume three with recently passed philosophers. 

(gozashtegan-e akhir) starting with William James (1842-1910). He explained that 

although James was an American academic, his training in England, France and 

Switzerland puts him among European intellectuals. This is a rather odd grouping given 

James’ philosophical leanings, in particular his involvement in the creation of the school 

of pragmatism and the theory of pragmatic truth.573  

                                                
570 Foroughi, Seyr-e Hekmat Vol. 3, 229. 
571 Foroughi, Seyr-e Hekmat Vol. 3, 230. 
572 Foroughi, Seyr-e Hekmat Vol. 3, 230. 
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Loring Geyer, The Pragmatic Theory of Truth as Developed by Peirce, James, and Dewey  
(2011). http://www.gutenberg.org/files/37552/37552-h/37552-h.htm (Accessed 28 October 2019). 
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After a lengthy discussion of recent developments in the field of psychology, 

Foroughi expands on a work by James named Varieties of Religious Experience (anva’ 

tajrobeh-ye dini). He explained that James’ interest was the totality of a person’s 

psychological response to religious experience.  In particular, the belief that through 

reliance and attachment to a power greater and more powerful than oneself, he finds 

himself happier and more assured. (Khishtan ra mottaki va mot’asel be mabda’ va 

qoveh-i mibinad ke az khod ou basi va niromandtar ast, va dar on hal khod ra 

sa’adatmand va motma’en miyabad).574 

William James observed that in interacting with the outside world a person has 

an external path and understanding (seyr va edrak darad biruni) with the help of his 

sensory faculties (havas-e zahir), and has an internal path and understanding with the 

help of his internal faculties and intellect (havas-e batin va ‘aql). It is also possible that a 

third path and understanding develops in some individuals that is both internal and 

deeper, than the other two, and that is called the religious path and understanding (seyr 

va edrak-e dini), “in that whenever that state is experienced the person finds himself 

connected to God, and this act becomes the core of his religious beliefs,” (az on ru ke 

har gah on hal ruy dahad shakhs khod ra ba khoda mot’asel miyabad, va in amr 

monsha’-e ‘aqideh-ye’ dini mishavad).575 

Foroughi explains that James’ religious experience is the extra-sensory 

knowledge of the world that a person attains, at times, beyond the self (man). Thus, the 

temporary nature of the experience helps define it.  It is interesting that Foroughi begins 

with William James’ philosophy (or perhaps psychology) of religion, a rather minor 

philosophical view for a figure known primarily as a founding founder of Pragmatism.  

However, this view seems to have been necessary in establishing James’ religiosity 

before discussing his Pragmatist philosophies that could easily be categorized as 

materialistic and atheist. In fact, before a discussion of James concept of pragmatism, 

Foroughi mentions, “as you saw, James was not a materialists, and believed in internal 

and spiritual factors (be avamel-e batini va ruhani niz e’teqad dasht).576 Thus, Foroughi 

devotes a few more pages to William James trying hard to present the philosopher as 
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someone who balanced his Pragmatist philosophies with his optimism for spirituality. 

This approach is demonstrative of Foroughi’s attempt in putting a religious (if not Sufi- 

mystical) tinge on Western philosophers’ philosophies.  

Foroughi sees a battle waging in the field of academic philosophy in which the 

emerging philosophical order systematizes and rationalizes the world based on its 

practical needs and the machinist world order (tasavvor-e mashini-ye jahan), setting the 

world of thought on the path of causality and not finality (madar-e amr Jahan dar bar asl-

e ‘elliyat ast na bar asl-e qa’iyat).577 Foroughi contends that against these philosophers 

rose thinkers who argued that the intellect (‘aql) or the self (nafs) or the spirit (ruh) also 

played a role in the shaping of the world. In addition to William James, whom he places 

in the second cluster, Foroughi devotes the last chapter to the thoughts of two French 

philosophers, who in his opinion championed the second cluster: Emile Boutroux  (1845-

1921) and Henri Bergson (1859-1941). In Foroughi’s view then, philosophy was already 

politicized in the West.  

Foroughi introduces Boutroux as the teacher of Bergson but otherwise an 

insignificant philosopher who produced smaller works including De la Contingence des 

Lois de la Nature (1874). The central argument of this work, according to Foroughi was 

that the rules of nature were a possibility and a not mandatory (qavanin-e tabi’at 

momken ast na vajeb).578 This is due to the incomplete perception of man about the true 

nature of reality around him, thus, these laws are at best our current understanding and 

not the absolute reality of nature. In explaining this idea, Foroughi refers to an interesting 

observation made by Boutroux, 

The higher we travel in the evolutionary scale we witness the dominance 
of things that move over things that remain still, so that a mineral body 
(jesm-e jamadi) is weak in movement, and is almost stationary, whereas 
a plant’s  (giyah) movement is sensed (mahsus) and an animal is much 
more motile (basi harekat tar ast), and the human is more motile than the 
animal.  Thus, the principle is the presence of motion (hasel inkeh, asl dar 
vojud-e harekat ast).579  
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With a description of Boutroux’s observation resembling the Sadrian concept of trans-

substantial motion (harakat al-jawhariyah), Foroughi posited that there is an inverse 

relationship between motility and determinism. Thus, greater motility accompanies 

greater freewill, with the human being the least deterministic and most free willed among 

creation.580 Foroughi maintained that this understanding of man as an almost free-willed 

motile creation, allowed Boutroux to suppose that the rules of nature themselves evolved 

alongside creation in its various degrees of motility and determinism.581  

Similarities with Islamic philosophy of the mystical persuasion become more 

acute as Foroughi moves forth to the final philosopher of his book, Henri Bergson. After 

a brief biography, Foroughi discusses three of Bergson’s publications in greater detail: 

Les deux sources de la morale et de la religion, L’enerige spirituelle, and La pensée et le 

mouvant.582  He noted that Bergson’s “philosophical ideas (‘aqideh-ye falsafi) were in the 

same category as Heraclitus, a pre-Socratic Greek philosopher, and his philosophical 

methodology (ravesh-e falsafi) was in the style of (shiveh) Plotinus and illuminists 

(ishraqiyan) and our mystics (‘urafa).583 In particular,  

Here we get to the main point that Bergson realized and is the 
foundational to his philosophy, and that is: time can be conceived of in 
two parts, one is its connection to the future and the other is its 
understanding within the self (be zaman dar do qesm mitavan nazar kard, 
yeki be tatbiq-e ou ba ba’d, va yeki be edrak-e ou dar nafs).584  

Thus, a person who understands his existence, in reality understands the 
continuity of his condition as well as its movements and changes (pas 
kasi ke vojud-e khod ra edrak mikonad, dar vaqe’ estemrar-e ahval-e 
khish va tahavul va ta’qiiratash ra edrak mikonad). Then, when Descartes 
said, “I think, therefore I am,” it would have been more correct to say, “I 
understand the continuity of my condition, therefore I am”…. And given 
that the world and its condition are in a constant state of flux, instead of 
saying the world is or exists (jahan hast ya mo’jud ast), it is correct to say 
the world is continuous. And given that change is the same as motion (va 
chun taghiir hamana harekat ast) then Bergson’s view is somewhat 
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congruent with Heraclitus who said the truth of the world is motion 
(harekat), change (taghiir) and evolution (tahavol).585  

Next Foroughi expands on Bergson’s ideas regarding the measurement of movement.  

He wrote that in measuring the movement of an object we need a fixed point, since if we 

were to measure that which is already moving then it would only be measuring the 

difference in movement between the two objects. The problem is made more 

complicated still since every object is in some form of movement. The key then is to 

understand the reality of movement (haqqiqat-e harekat), in relation to the self (on ra 

qiyas be nafs-e khod bekonim).586  

After highlighting the importance of the self (nafs) in understanding the true 

nature of both time (zaman) and movement (harekat), Foroughi explains the 

shortcomings of the intellect (‘aql) according to Bergson:  

The intellect (‘aql) does not comprehend realities (koliyat) and turns them 
into abstracts (tajrid) and oppositions (enteza’), and you know that the 
realities and contemplations (ma’qulati) that the intellect reaches are 
called imaginations (tasavvorat) or understandings (mafhumat)… Thus, it 
seems that the function of intellect about phenomena (ma’qulat) is not 
understanding, but about making them (contemplations) and turning them 
into writing (lafz) and speech (notq).587   

Thus, Foroughi explains that the intellect is for navigating life, and not for uncovering the 

truths and knowledge about the reality of things and its primary purpose is to work with 

material and build from them tools and trinkets. And use these tools and trinkets in 

providing comfort and security in life.588 The most important function of ‘aql is to bring 

awareness to scarcity, meaning amount and numeracy.589  

After exploring several possibilities and deficiencies of the intellect, Foroughi 

poses the question, that given that the knowledge gained from the intellect are turned 

into sciences and techniques (‘ulum va funun) and become conditional realities 

(haqayeq-e nesbi) and not absolute realities (haqayeq-e motlaq). In this scenario what is 

the meaning of philosophy and wisdom, and is it that humans are to be without 
                                                
585 Foroughi, Seyr-e Hekmat Vol. 3, 262. 
586 Foroughi, Seyr-e Hekmat Vol. 3, 264. 
587 Foroughi, Seyr-e Hekmat Vol. 3, 265. 
588 Foroughi, Seyr-e Hekmat Vol. 3, 265. 
589 Foroughi, Seyr-e Hekmat Vol. 3, 266. 
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understanding of Truth?590 Of course, this was all a lead up for the introjection of 

Bergson’s philosophy, which, as Foroughi presented, has an uncanny resemblance to 

Irano-Islamic mysticism of the Sadrian variety. Foroughi continues: 

Bergson says that this is not so and humans have the ability to 
understand Truth. However, that ability is not through the intellect for the 
intellect has come to dominate the new fields of philosophy all of which 
are technics (funun) for the provisioning of life’s furnishings and not for 
the understanding of truth (barayeh takmil-e vasayel-e ma’ashand, na 
barayeh dark-e haqqiqat)…but humans can understand the truth, the 
pursuit of which is deservedly (sazavar) called philosophy, and that 
pursuit is akin to the science formerly known as the first philosophy 
(falsafa-ye avali) and theology (elahiyat), and what Aristotelians 
(Urapaian be peyravi az Arastu) called metaphysics.591  

The understanding of Truth in Bergsonian philosophy stems not from the intellect but 

from intuition, which Foroughi translated as inner sight (darun bini) or life sight (jan bini), 

in particular,  

For those who are familiar with Sufi terminology we say as way of 
example to be inner sight or life sight, if considered in its action it is what 
is called meditation (moraqebeh) and if considered in its product it is what 
is called revelation (mokashefeh). But so that we are not talking of 
Gnostics (‘urafa) and our words are not mixed and matched with Sufism 
(Tasavvof) instead of meditation and revelation we’ll use inner sight and 
life sight. 592   

The above passage explained Foroughi’s understanding of Bergsonian philosophical 

methodology. As for Bergson’s concept of intuition, Foroughi observes that intuition can 

be interpreted into different terms and concepts, and was used by Bergson to mean 

conscience (vojdan) or feeling (hes) or unveiling (kashf) or illumination (ishraq) or 

comprehension (edrak) or inspiration (elham).593  Foroughi cautioned,   

Do not think that intuition (darun bini) is contrary to intellection (ta’qol), 
rather, they are complimentary in that intuition is a type of intellection, but 
it's the most superior form: and its difference with logical intellection 

                                                
590 Foroughi, Seyr-e Hekmat Vol. 3, 268. 
591 Foroughi, Seyr-e Hekmat Vol. 3, 268. 
592 Foroughi, Seyr-e Hekmat Vol. 3, 269. 
593 Foroughi, Seyr-e Hekmat Vol. 3, 269. 
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(ta’qol-e manteqi) is that intellection is concerned with the surface (sath); 
whereas, intuition is concerned with the within [darun].594  

According to Foroughi, the best example for the difference between intellection and 

intuition is the same example he used to explain the understanding of time and motion: 

When for determining time or motion, other non-stationary points and times are 

considered that is a form of intellection and a superficial understanding (edrak-e zahir), 

because the result was determined through self-reference (chun roju’ be zamir-e khod 

kardid); whereas, when time and motion are understood in the self (dar nafs vaqe’ 

mishavad) that is intuition (darun bini).595 The result is that intellection (‘aql) does not 

uncover the reality of things and is for understanding and processing that which is 

obtained [through intuition] and through speech (sokhangui).596   

Perhaps the most interesting part of Foroughi’s discussion in this chapter is his 

defence of Bergson against his critiques who called his philosophy void of reason and 

akin to mysticism. In Foroughi’s view, Bergson’s does not dispense with reason, and 

views it as a primary requirement before philosophical contemplation can even begin. In 

fact, the more a philosopher is immersed in sciences (‘ilm) and distanced from life’s 

expectations (alayeshha-ye donyavi) the more intuitive his contemplations become. 

According to Foroughi, Bergson held that if mysticism is looking within and uncovering 

the truth, then every philosopher is a mystic and if he is not a mystic then he is not a real 

philosopher (har filsufi ‘aref ast va agar ‘aref nabashad filsuf-e haqqiqi nist).597  

After this lengthy discussion about Bergson epistemology concerning intuition, 

Foroughi concludes with Bergson’s views on determinism and freewill (jabr va ekhtiyar). 

He uses Bergson’s developed concept of insight gained through intuition to demonstrate 

that the self (nafs) is free willed. Foroughi begins with the question:  

What is it that causes the evolution (tahavol) and variety (tanavu’) of 
creatures? And what is it that compels matter to take on these forms? 
Naturalists (‘ulama-ye tabi’i) such as Darwin and Spencer called it 
[creation and evolution] the nature of matter itself that changes through 
accident and external causes, bringing forth these manifestations, and we 
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said that they regarded the world as a machine…. Bergson believes 
(mo’taqed ast) that there is a force in nature that drives him towards life, 
and he calls this force the vital burst (élan vital, neshat-e hayati). This 
force is unitary (in qoveh ist vahed) and since it works within matter it 
expands based on material resistance (beh vaseteh moqavemat-e madeh 
mishekafad).598  

Foroughi explained that Bergson did not believe in evolution and believed that varieties 

in things spontaneously happened (ajnas va anva’ nagahan surat migirand) through the 

vital burst exploding like a grenade  (neshat-e hayati mesl-e narenjak miterekad).599 

Thus, instinct (gharizeh) and intellect (‘aql) are manifestations (zohurati) of this force. 

Next, Foroughi discusses the difference between instinct and intellect in 

Bergson’s philosophy. Instinct is not dependent on understanding and is self-aware 

(maqrun be sho’ur nist va khod agahi darad).600 Instinct is static and un-evolving, 

whereas the intellect is able to grow. Instinct does not seek and finds but intellect does 

not find till it seeks (qharizeh nemijuyad va miyabad ‘amma ‘aql ta najuyad 

nemiyabad).601 The vital force (qoveh-ye hayati) is something that is in the process of 

realization and matter is something that has been freed from realization (qoveh-ye hayati 

amri ast ke dar hal-e haqqiqat yaftan ast va madeh amri ast ke az haqqiqat ‘ari shodeh 

ast).602 The vital burst is not an expendable force but has creativity and constantly in the 

process of creation and expansion. (neshat-e hayat qoveh-i nist ke masraf shavad 

balkeh khalaqiyat darad va hamvareh dar kar-e khalq kardan va afzayesh yaftan ast).603 

Foroughi commented that “based on these observations we could say that 

Bergson believed in the concept of Vahdat-e Vojud (bana bar in tahqiqat mitavan goft 

Bergson vahdat-e vojudi ast).”604 It must be mentioned that no footnotes, citations or 

references other than the name of the book are given as support in the succession of the 

presented arguments.   
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Next, Foroughi discusses Bergson’s, The Two Sources of Morality and 

Religion (Les Deux Sources de la Morale et de la Religion,). Bergson believed that there 

are two origins (mabda’) and two fountainheads (sar cheshmeh) for morality and religion:  

One is unconventional (safel)605 and one is excellent (‘Ali). The origin for 
the unconventional [view of morality and religion] is the preference of a 
social group (salah-e hi’at-e ejtema’i ast), and the origin of the excellent is 
the grace delivered from the higher realm (mabda’-ye ‘ali feyzi ast ke az 
‘alam-e bala miresad)… Since humans must live in social groups, and the 
social condition (halat-e ejtema’i) is the guardian of individuals, then the 
social condition is a necessity and must be safeguarded. And the 
safeguarding of a social group is dependent upon (mohafezat hi’at-e 
ejtema’i mohtaj ast beh) individuals bound to conviction (moqid beh qiudi 
bashand) and considers themselves responsible to the challenges 
(mokalef beh takalifi bedanand).606   

Foroughi argues that Bergson uses the condition of necessity attributed to the social 

condition (i.e. the need for man to live in society), and then creates duty and regulations 

(taklif va qava’ed) beginning in the family and extending to the city and country. 

Therefore, the rules whose compliance (motabe’at) becomes duty (taklif) form the basis 

of measure for morality and civic politics (siyasat-e madan).607  

Thus, there are two kinds of morality: morality that is made through 
natural pressure for the good and protection of the social group and the 
morality that the Holy Spirit (nofus-e qodsiyeh) creates…. The type of 
morality arising from first type is stationary (sokunist) and the morality of 
the second type is motile (harekati ast).  The teaching of the first kind [of 
morality] is attributed to Moses and the second kind attributed to Jesus 
and Socrates (avali ta’limat montaseb beh mosa’ ast, duvomi ta’limat-e 
Isa va Soqrat ast).608  

Foroughi then moves on to a discussion of Bergson’s ideas on religion, stating that like 

morality, his concept of religion had two parts, stationary and motile.  The stationary part 

of religion, which is a natural occurrence and a social necessity, is a defense mechanism 

                                                
605 Please note, safel in Arabic means raffish with a connotation of being unconventional, as in 
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606 Foroughi, Seyr-e Hekmat Vol. 3, 285. 
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that nature dictates for the protection of the social group against depression and despair 

that thoughts create and are ingredients for the dissolution of society.609  

However the other part of religion has its origin in the same source of knowledge 

(mayeh’-e daneshi) that created instinct in animals and intellect in humans.  

From that source of knowledge, the power of illumination has been 
deposited (qoveh’-ye ishraqi beh vadi’eh gozashteh shodeh) within the 
human, which among the general public is weak, dormant and faded, but 
is possible to empower and grow to the point that the person realizes that 
there is a pure reality (asl-e asil) that is influencing them like the fire that 
penetrates iron making it crimson, in other words, he finds his connection 
to the origin (etesal-e khod ra be mabda’ dar miyabad) and the fire of love 
kindles inside him (atash-e eshq dar ou afrukhteh mishavad).610  

Foroughi mentions, “Now you can call this religion or erfan or mysticism (iman beh qeyb 

va beh batin).611    

In Bergson’s opinion real mysticism (‘erfan-e kamel) is that which 
Christian mystics and devotees had, and the complete mystical person 
was lord Christ, meaning the person whose is credited with the teaching 
of the Christian tradition… The central morality arising out of mysticism is 
that God is love and love is God (khoda eshq ast va eshq khoda ast), love 
is creation and creation is love (eshq khaleq ast va khaleq hamana eshq 
ast), love is the ingredient of creation and creation is the result of love 
(eshq mayeh-ye khalaqiyat ast va khelqat natijeh-ye eshq ast), the 
creator meaning God is love and creation is the lover (khaleq, ya’ni khoda 
‘asheq ast va makhluq ma’shuq ast).612 

Foroughi ends the discussion on Bergson and Volume three of Seyr Hekmat with the 

observation, “Bergson reached ‘erfan utilizing new sciences,” (Bergson az rah-e ‘ulum-e 

jadid beh ‘erfan resideh ast). This view can be interpreted as an affirmation of Islamic 

philosophy and justification for the utilization of new sciences.  

                                                
609 Foroughi, Seyr-e Hekmat Vol. 3, 289. In particular, Foroughi mentions awareness of death, 
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Of course, Bergsonian philosophy could also be politicized as demonstrated in a 

1935 lecture by Rashid Yasami.613 Yasami began his lecture with praise for Bergson, 

saying that the philosopher “claims to have turned old philosophy upside down and 

presented new things, (moda’i ast keh falsafa-ye qadim ra beham zadeh va chiz-haye 

jadidi avardeh ast).”614 He then makes a striking comparison between Bergsonian 

philosophy regarding labour and progress and Reza Shah’s modernization ideology:  

What interested me most, after repeated observation, was that Bergson 
had researched contents that bore strong resemblance to the situation 
and condition of our country, for now I say in brief, and that is, this 
philosopher placed labor and strife (kar va kushesh) as the basis of living 
and the keeper of life (asas-e zendegi va hafez-e hayat danest) to this 
effect that he considers labour and strife to be the pillar of evolutionary 
completion (takamol-e hayat) and existence (afarinesh), and this is very 
suitable (monaseb) with the platform (maram) and remark (farmayesh-i) 
that the great and powerful king of Iran mentioned in the Majles that the 
happiness of the people of Iran is through labour and strife (sa’adat-e 
melat-e Iran be-kar va kushesh ast).615 

Yasami stated that a philosopher’s ideas are influenced by trends and training specific to 

a historical period and that Bergson was initially influenced by the philosophies of 

Herbert Spencer (1820-1903) and John Stuart Mill (1806-1873). However, according to 

Yasami, Bergson discovered that their philosophies concede certain human limitations. 

In particular, humans cannot comprehend absolute reality about certain things such as 

necessity (zarurrat), causation (‘elat), force (qoveh), action (‘amal), time (zaman), space 

(makan), and motion (harekat).616 In particular, Bergson realized that Spencer was 

unable to uncover the truth about time and motion, and considered the reality of time, 

which is a fluid (sayal) and motile (motehharek) thing in essence (b’al-zat), as stationary 

(motevaqqef) and static (sabet).617  

According to Yasami, Bergson spent the next several years trying to solve this 

conceptual error, and in the process discovered, “that there is a fluid and renewing truth 

(haqqiqat-e sayal-e motejaddadi vojud darad), that philosophy must base itself on if it is 
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to progress.”618 In the remainder of the article, Yasami provided an annotated 

bibliography of Bergson’s publications with brief summaries of arguments that point to a 

fluid and renewing truth. He pointed out that, “among the discussions that appear 

frequently in his works is [the idea] that existence travels towards a destination (‘alam 

bejaneb-e maqsudi seyr mikonad) and life consists of constant strife and piercing the veil 

that allows the passage of life’s force (va hayat ‘ebarat ast az kushesh-e da’mi va kharq-

e hejabi keh beh qoveh-ye hayati ejazeh-ye ‘obur bedahad).”619  

Ahmad Fardid also wrote about Bergson and Spencer’s philosophy in 1937, 

publishing under his birth name Fardid Mahini-Yazdi. The article was titled, “Henri 

Bergson and Bergsonian Philosophy,” written as a book review of Jacques Chevalier’s 

Bergson, Les Maîtres de la pensée française (1926). It presented a rather detailed 

account of Bergson’s life and training surpassing even Foroughi’s account in Seyr-e 

Hekmat.620 In the article, Fardid observes that there are two current philosophic trends of 

consequence in the world. “One is the revivalist Aristotelian philosophy championed by 

contemporary Western philosophers and the other is the emergence of mystical 

philosophy (ishraqi and erfani)… among whom we can name none other than 

Bergson.”621 Fardid expands on Bergson’s affinity for Greek and Greco-Roman 

philosophy before moving on to Herbert Spencer. Fardid argues that Bergson studied 

and then built upon Spencer’s philosophy by realizing its shortcoming, in a manner 

similar to Yasami’s article.  

Ahmad Fardid also discussed Herbert Spencer’s work on free will and 

determinism, which was foundational to Henri Bergson’s intuitive approach to 

phenomenology. Generally speaking, Herbert Spencer divided existence into absolute or 

unconditional existence (vojud-e motlaq ya na mahdud) and bound or conditional 

existence (vojud-e moqid ya mahdud).622 Fardid, like Foroughi and Yasami, wrote about 

Spencer’s view that human understanding was limited or bound versus Bergson’s view 
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that human understanding was absolute and based on dynamic time motion.623 

However, Bergson’s error was, “that he wanted to realize the reality of time and motion 

outside of himself,”624 (khasteh-and haqqiqat-e zaman va harekat ra borun-e khod 

Jostejoy konand). Thus, even in a book review of Bergsonian philosophy, Fardid utilized 

terms such as “the sayings of Islamic philosophers (estelah-e hokama-ye Islam),” 

empirical or experiential knowledge (‘ilm-e huzuri) and theoretical knowledge (‘ilm-e 

husuli).  

The Bergson-Spencer debates regarding freewill and determinism, based on 

scientific and creationist’s philosophies of each camp, influenced this generation of 

Iranian academic philosophers as they grappled between positivist philosophies 

supporting a progressive modernization agenda, and the sensitivity of an Islamic 

epistemological worldview. Irano-Islamic philosophies of the mystical variety provided 

enough rational ambiguity to navigate between the Pahlavi agenda and religio-cultural 

sensitivity. This process was strengthened through the Islamic philosophical training of 

these academic-philosophers. 

In conclusion, the instruction of academic philosophy became more structured 

and prevalent in the Reza Shah era. The creation of several higher education institutes 

including the flagship University of Tehran – covered in the next section – provided the 

space and context for the propagation of academic philosophy. The proliferation of social 

sciences into academic disciplines provided for a fluid academic venue in which 

philosophy was taught across several colleges and faculties. At the same time, in the 

1930s, the use of philosophy to advocate for cultural peculiarities gains currency. As 

demonstrated through the writings of these scholars, scientific progress was made a 

duty and its progression conditioned upon a rational approach embedded in philosophies 

of the Enlightenment. Furthermore, nationalism was associated with this rationalist-

positivists frame of thought leading to the amalgamation of the Aryan thesis with 

evolutionary theory.  

The effectiveness of this approach was accelerated through expansion in 

translation and textbook creation. Foroughi’s three-volume Seyr-e Hekmat dar ‘Urupa 

exemplified this effort. With a clear bias towards the theological and spiritual writings of 
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European philosophers, Foroughi constructed a historic narrative in which philosophic 

inquiry engages with the sacred from ancient Greece to modern Europe. In the final 

chapter of the last monograph, Foroughi connected the European and Islamic 

philosophic traditions with a Sadrian interpretation of Bergsonian philosophy. It is 

important to note that this equivalency was asserted in a decade when Reza Shah’s 

cultural policies, such as Western dress code and the unveiling of women, were 

“secularizing Iran.”      

The Institutionalization of Philosophy, 1921-1941 

The discussion of the institutionalization of philosophy is divided into two 

sections. The first section introduces the main institution of this study the University of 

Tehran including its history, structure, and emphasis on the instruction of academic 

philosophy. The second section offers a discussion of other efforts of this period in the 

institutionalization of philosophy. 

The University of Tehran 

Although no single study has been devoted to the University of Tehran, it 

features in most works on Pahlavi modernization. When mentioned, the University’s 

raison d’être follows generalizations about educational policy in the Pahlavi 

modernization project. Menashri states that the University of Tehran was a top-down 

project “conceived primarily as professional schools preparing students for middle-class 

careers,”625 and that the emergence of modern universities was not the cause of 

progress but to a large degree the result of the social conditions of their growth. 

This section provides the history of the creation of University of Tehran, the 

primary site for the instruction of academic philosophy in Iran since 1935. There are two 

historic currents to consider. First, the University was physically created through the 

grafting of several ministry-based colleges into a single institution. Second, the 

University was conceptually created by grafting several elements of the traditional 

madrasah, missionary schools, and Ministry-based colleges into a single institution. By 

accident or design, the University of Tehran was an innovative institutional project in the 
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development of the modern university. Of interest to this thesis is the instruction and 

production of academic philosophy within the Faculties of Literature and Theology.  

Since the modern university was a European institution, its creation in Iran 

entailed legitimization of its place and function within Iranian society. Was it a new 

institution or was it replacing another? Which governmental organ did it belong to and 

serve? What was its function and mission? In answering these questions, it is necessary 

to look at the University as a product while considering Iranian educator-statesmen’s 

efforts to research and acquire the latest and greatest university model in 1930 and 

replicate it in Iran. This entails a look at Western notions of what a modern university 

was and how it was to function within their respective societies. Additionally, this 

approach helps explain why the American liberal arts model of higher education was 

chosen at the height of the British moment in the Middle East. 

While the previous section on missionary education provided some background 

on the history of the modern university, the discussion was limited, in the main, to the 

American model of higher education and the embedding of Christian or Protestant ethics 

and ideals into the modern university’s disciplinary regiment as moral philosophy. The 

history of the modern European university, however, begins in the Napoleonic era with 

the French, German and Anglo-Saxton university models.   

In the long nineteenth century, the French or Napoleonic university model took 

inspiration from the French Revolution. The university as a site containing all knowledge 

and research was broken up into professional schools after a long period of closure, 

purge and reorientation. What emerged in the first decades of the nineteenth century 

were government-based institutions created to aid the process of modernization as 

outlined by the state. In short, higher education was a tool of the state in a top-down 

modernization regime. This model’s methodological approach lasted beyond 1896, the 

year universities were once again allowed in France by legislation. However, by then the 

French model, although efficient, “has been extensively criticized for the decline of 

French science… due to the centralization of the system rather than its organisational 

features.”626 The French system was prevalent in late Qajar and early Pahlavi Iran as a 
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growing feature of state institutional development. However, even in that capacity it was 

not able to render Iran independent of the need to send students abroad.  

In the nineteenth century, the German or Humboltian University represented the 

leading model of the modern university, influencing all other models. The modern 

German university was idealized in the University of Berlin, established in 1810, 

influenced by the traumas of Napoleonic Wars. The modern German university’s 

creation and function was intimately involved with the development of academic 

philosophy and its fracture into the social sciences. As Ben-David and Zloczower 

contend, 

The still prevalent conception or 'idea' of the university, as well as the 
definition of the professor's role, originated in Germany during the 19th 
century. It was, furthermore, in the German universities, more than 
anywhere else, that the main fields of scientific enquiry developed into 
'disciplines' possessing specialized methodologies and systematically 
determined contents…. The discovery was — and still is — often 
attributed to the ideas of German philosophers from Kant to Hegel who 
conceived of the university as a seat of original secular learning pursued 
as an end in itself, and who imparted to it supreme dignity.627  

The term secular needs no further explanation here. The two central concepts of the 

German university were the unity of knowledge and the freedom of knowledge. The 

university was conceived of as neutral public space for the instruction and production of 

knowledge to benefit all; an intrinsically virtuous academy dedicated to the advancement 

of knowledge. Of course, these two ideals were never realized but their inclusion was 

not without consequence for the secular university and academic philosophy. A by 

product of the Enlightenment philosophy was that,   

There was a growing class of intellectuals in Germany towards the end of 
the 18th century who would not enter any more into the clergy as people 
like them had done before, and who interested themselves in the broad 
field of learning and methodical thinking which was called at that time 
philosophy.628   

Before 1810, the university was also dominated by the church and the state, and did not 

provide the neutral-secular space desired by this class of German intellectuals.  

                                                
627 Ben-David, 47-48. 
628 Ben-David, 51. 
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The Napoleonic wars gave a new chance to the philosopher intellectuals 
as well as to the universities. Their advocacy of German instead of 
French culture, unheeded before, became now the popular ideology 
affecting even the French-educated upper class. There was a feeling that 
the real strength of the nation was in the realm of spirit and culture. 
Indeed, after their subjugation by Napoleon, Germans had little else left to 
fight with but spiritual strength. This seemed all the more so because 
political and military defeat coincided with an unprecedented flowering of 
German philosophy and literature. Philosophers now became national 
figures, and education was given high priority. Under these circumstances 
the philosophical faculty was given its full university status.629 

Key here is the philosophic intelligibility of culture. Perhaps as a by-product of the 

dichotomy between the utopia of idealist philosophy and the destitute of the Napoleonic 

Wars, the utilization of academic philosophy to research, analyze and augment culture 

would have great implications for state-building advocates a century later.  In the 

process, “the German university system provided the basis for the great development of 

philosophy as a systematic discipline.”630  

Berlin was the first university in which the philosophical faculty (including 
arts and sciences) obtained a status formally equivalent, but in influence 
superior, to the old faculties of law, medicine and theology. There is no 
doubt that the granting of academic status to the arts and sciences was a 
decisive step, and that philosophers had a great part in this innovation.631 

The growth of academic philosophy as a discipline and academic philosophers as a 

profession had eclipsed other faculties at the University of Berlin by 1840: “the 

philosophical faculty was by far the largest in its number of teachers comprising nearly 

half of all the professors, extraordinarii and Privatdozenten (270 out of 633; 124 out of 

253 and 142 out of 326 respectively).”632 This led to the creation of sub-specialities in 

humanities and social-science disciplines, adversely affecting the idea of unity of 

knowledge as represented in the original four faculties of theology, philosophy, law and 

medicine at the beginning of the century:  

During the first twenty to thirty years after the reform of the universities, 
the general intellectual approach which hardly distinguished between 
philosophy, history, literature and even natural sciences was broken down 
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into specialized disciplines: history, linguistics, philology etc. All these 
were closely connected with the ideological bias of German philosophy, 
which identified culture mainly with the humanities.633 

It is important to note that philosophy as understood by Foroughi and Nasr was closer to 

this older idea of philosophy encompassing what are now independent disciplines in 

social sciences and humanities. Furthermore, the idea of the unity of knowledge is also 

more intelligible for Foroughi and Nasr, though they were aware of the latest trends in 

higher education. Finally, cultural reform and reorientation using philosophical 

methodologies at the university at the service of the state was another feature of the 

German model.  

 However, academic freedom was sacrificed to the service of the state just as 

unity of knowledge was. While the university faculty were given nominal freedom, its 

professors where legislatively and financially dependent on the state in that they were 

paid employees and it was the state that raised money for the creation of chairs at the 

university. Likewise, through entrance exams and certifications, the academic freedom 

of the students was curtailed. What remained was the perception of freedom necessary 

in legitimizing the state and its definition of culture:  

Prussia's rulers, even when heeding the propaganda of intellectuals, they 
established the University of Berlin, were no intellectuals themselves. For 
them the professional training of lawyers, civil servants, doctors and 
teachers was the main function of higher education. By inclination they 
would have preferred the Napoleonic type of separate professional 
schools, and indeed had established such schools themselves earlier. 
They were converted to the idea of the university, since, as shown above, 
under the circumstances philosophy served the political interests of the 
nation and because this was also a reasonable decision from the point of 
view of their absolutistic principles. By granting corporate freedom to the 
universities they not only showed themselves as enlightened rulers, 
sympathetic to the intellectual mood of the time vindicated the principle of 
legitimacy; the corporate rights of the university had been, after all, a 
medieval tradition destroyed by the French Revolution.634  

Given the affinity between the German model of university and autocratic rule as 

described in the above passage, it was surprising for Iranian institution builders to 

choose the American model of university at the height of Reza Shah’s power in 1930s 

Iran. This entails a look at the Anglo-Saxon higher education tradition. 
                                                
633 Ben-David, 54. 
634 Ben-David 56-57. 
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The modern university system in Britain is comprised of two types of institutions. 

The older Oxbridge institutions were conservative and catered to the English aristocracy 

and clergy, a form of liberal education for the training the administrative and political elite 

based on “an age-old set of opinions about the primary task of the colleges of the old 

British universities, namely to form the characters and minds of their often very young 

students rather than to, say, expand the domains of knowledge beyond their present 

boundaries.”635  

The newer universities, starting with the University of London (1836), were 

created based on utilitarian principles and catering to “a new type of intellectual, 

interested in science and secular philosophy,”636 among the emerging English liberal 

upper-middle class. The utilitarian principles were also useful for the training of the 

professional and industrial middle class.  

Thus, the newer English university system catered to the community based on 

utilitarian philosophy. This was also the defining feature of the American university 

model. According to Ben-David, the American university system grew out of the British 

system and thrived in the more fluid class structure of nineteenth century American 

society.637 The ideas of self-improvement, class mobility and education were intertwined 

and given a boost in the 1860s with the practicality of scientific education. And while the 

German model primarily benefited the progression of knowledge and research and was 

thus professor-centric; and the French model primarily benefited the progression of 

bureaucratic rationalization and was thus state-centric; the American model was 

designed to serve the community and was thus culture-centric. And, cultural training 

through the instruction of morality and ethics where at the core of educator-statesmen 

such as Nasr, Foroughi and Hekmat.  

However, the most distinct feature of the emerging American university was its 

association with both business and government. As Shedlon Rothblath observes, 

America's emergence as a great international power was in some 
respects connected to the restructuring of its universities. The modern 

                                                
635 Sheldon Rothblatt and Bjorn Wittrock, The European and American University since 1800 
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research-oriented universities, both private and public, appeared, and 
their leadership fell into the hands of what might be termed large-scale 
educational entrepreneurs. American academic leaders were attracted to 
the management styles of business firms, and ties between industrial and 
academic elites were made on a scale previously unknown.638 

Thus,  

“The Humboldtian conception of Bildung is related to but not exactly 
identical with a second conception of Bildung as spiritual self-
development, in which form it appears to be a branch of nineteenth-
century individualism. The contrast is yet greater, however, when Bildung 
is compared to Anglo-American conceptions of 'liberal education', with 
their humanistic rather than pietistic origins and rootedness in an 'Atlantic' 
tradition of public leadership.639 

This led to competition for innovation in terms of teaching, research, and expansion. 

Combined with governmental aid in the form of land grants and state colleges, American 

universities grew into a large-scale enterprise by the twentieth century, and the most 

successful amongst the other university models. Another appealing feature of the 

American model was that despite the comprehensiveness of the American university, 

there was no prescription on the number of faculties and colleges:  

Thus, in spite of the unprecedented comprehensiveness of the large 
American university, there does not exist in America the conception that a 
university has to consist of so many faculties and that each faculty has to 
contain a certain well defined series of departments as a minimum.640 

This feature was perfect for patching together several ministry-specific colleges into a 

comprehensive university. Furthermore, the utilitarian and community based features of 

the American university model would better serve the rapid acculturation of a developing 

and mobile Iranian middle class. In short, the features of the American model best suited 

the modernization plans of these Pahlavi educator-statesmen. Additionally, the strength 

of the teachers training programs within American universities such as Columbia 

University provided a blue print for the core faculty of the University of Tehran around 

which the other five colleges were hierarchically arranged.  The Presbyterian missionary 

connection would come to play a role in this endeavour.  
                                                
638 The European and American University since 1800, Ed. Sheldon Rothblath and Bjorn Wittrock 
(Cambridge University Press, 1993), 330. 
639 The European and American University since 1800, Ed. Sheldon Rothblath and Bjorn Wittrock 
(Cambridge University Press, 1993), 11. 
640 Ben-David, 73-74. 
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 In 1930 Sadiq traveled to America to further his studies during which he 

published and defended his PhD thesis: “Modern Persia and Her Educational 

System,”641 at Teachers College, Columbia University, 1931.  The trip and scholarship 

were, in fact, cover for Reza Shah’s orders to draw up plans for a university in Tehran; 

orders that were given to Sadiq after he had arrived in New York.642 That same year, 

Sadiq published his travelogue called Yek Sal dar Amrika (A Year in America).643 In this 

account, Sadiq recalled that in 1930 Walter Groves (professor of philosophy at Alborz 

College) had invited him to dinner at his house in Tehran. At Groves’ home, Sadiq was 

introduced to Dr. Paul Monroe,644 an educationalists from Columbia University, who 

invited Sadiq for a one-year term as a visiting scholar to New York.645 

It must be noted that a few year before, Ali Akbar Davar and Ali Asghar Hekmat 

had similarly pursued the creation of a university in Iran but the plans had fallen through. 

At the time, Davar was reforming Iran’s legal system and wanted to use young, educated 

people to run the new ministry. Hekmat, Siassi and Sadiq were among few select 

persons who were poached from Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Ministry of Education to 

work for the Ministry of Justice. Davar sent Hekmat on a mission to gather information 

on the French legal system, but apparently this was also a cover for him to study the 

French university system and higher education system.646 Hekmat studied at the 

Sorbonne and upon his return was appointed Minister of Education and part of the 

University of Tehran’s planning committee.647 

                                                
641 Isa Sadiq, Modern Persia and her Educational System (New York: The International Institute 
of Teachers College, Columbia University, 1931). 
642 Sadiq, Yadegar-e Omr, 346. 
643 Isa Sadiq, Yek Sal dar Amrika (Tehran: Ketabkhaneh-ye Tehran, 1932). 
644 Paul Monroe (1869-1947) was known for his work especially in China but also in Iraq and 
Turkey. He was a specialist in seeding Western universities in Asia/Middle East. 
645 Sadiq, Yadegar-e Omr, 346. Also see, Sadiq, Yek Sal dar Amrika, 2. 
646 Hekmat earned a BA in literature from Sorbonne in 1932 and was recalled to Iran in 1933 to 
become Undersecretary of Education at the invitation of Foroughi. While at Ministry of Education, 
Hekmat wanted to abolish the teaching of Quran and Sharia at public schools and instead 
replaced it with an essay (resaleh) that he put together based on the advice of the Quran 
(nasayeh-e Quran) and the words of Imam Ali (Kalamat-e Hazrat-e Amir). Reza Mokhtari 
Esfahani, Hekayat-e Hekmat, 174-178. 
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There is also an economical perspective worth considering here about the timing 

of the creation of a university in Iran. The Great Depression was disrupting trade and 

economic growth in most of the world, including Iran, and the cost to benefit ratio of 

training professionals at home versus abroad must be considered. This idea, however, 

was contentious. According to David Menashri, Hekmat’s plan was to reduce and then 

eliminate the need to send students abroad while Foroughi made it clear that ties with 

Western universities including student exchanges would not be severed. 648 

Hekmat contended that it was the Court Minister Teymourtash who sent Isa 

Sadiq to America to “plan the establishment of Tehran University” (tarh-e ta’sis-e 

Daneshgah-e Tehran ra tahiyeh konad).649 Upon his return, Sadiq prepared a sixteen-

page report for Teymourtash about the structure of the planned university. It was 

decided that Dar al-Mo’alemin ‘Aliyeh would become the nucleus of the new university 

and initial preparations for this transition were underway. Isa Sadiq was assigned to this 

task and presented the legislature for the establishment of university to the Minister of 

Education, Yahya Qaraquzlu in 1932.650 However, the resignation of Teymourtash 

postponed the submission of the legislation to the Majles.  With Teymourtash out, there 

was a shuffling of Ministerial positions and in the process Hekmat became Minister of 

Education at this critical time in 1932.  

He immediately ordered the building of twenty-five Dar al-Mo’alemin institutions 

across Iran to train primary and secondary school teachers. The scale of this endeavour 

must be appreciated.651 The building of twenty-five teacher training schools at the same 

time was indicative of the scale of social engineering attempted and accelerated the 

access to new education.652 In fact, Andre Hess originally proposed the plan in 1926.653  

                                                
648 Menashri, 148. 
649 Reza Mokhtari Esfahani, Hekayat-e Hekmat, 180. 
650 Reza Mokhtari Esfahani, Hekayat-e Hekmat, 180-181. 
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653 Andre Hess, “Report on the Development of Education in Iran,” Ta’lim va Tarbiyat Vol. 1.2 
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Andre Hess was Professor of Law at Madrasah Aliyeh Hoqquq-e Tehran. In 1926 

he prepared a report for the Ministry of Education in which he made observations on and 

recommendations for the development of modern education in Iran. He argued that 

compulsory primary education was the main objective of educational reforms in Iran, “so 

that every Iranian man and woman can read, write and learn arithmetic, as well as a 

historical view of their own country.”654 He cautioned that countries with successful 

educational systems had more than a century of experience and investment under their 

belts and while it would be useful to build upon their experiences and structures, such an 

endeavour should not be a blind imitation by Iranian educators.655  

His philosophy of education was that improvements in this field were 

generational and it was merely wishful thinking that within one generation, which he 

defined as eleven years, schools will be built through out Iran and compulsory 

mandatory education will be taught to all Iranian children.656 His proposal was to begin 

with a strong investment in teacher’s training colleges. More importantly, he envisioned 

the creation of several provincial teachers’ training colleges, citing the deficiencies of 

having a single institution of this type in the capital. Furthermore, he proposed the 

creation of a bursary, which would cover tuition, housing and travels for a period of three 

to four years, for the acquisition and training of the best and brightest students from the 

provinces.657 Sadiq and Hekmat implemented most of Hess’s recommendations in the 

1930s and provincial teacher’s training colleges were instrumental in the training and 

career of the next generation of Iranian academic philosophers, Reza Davari among 

them.658   

Hekmat’s second order after becoming Minister of Education in 1932 was the 

establishment of the commission for building University of Tehran. He was concurrently 

serving as Undersecretary of the Ministry of Culture (Kafil-e Vezarat-e Farhang) when he 

invited Siassi to meet him at his Ministry of Culture office.659 Hekmat informed Siassi that 
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Reza Shah had authorized the building of a university in Tehran and gave Siassi two 

tasks: To oversee the planning of higher education curriculum in Iran and to establish 

the university.660 Siassi commenced work on both projects establishing the Office of 

Higher Learning (Edareh-ye Ta’limat-e ‘Aliyeh) and enacting the “Teachers Training 

Law” that streamlined and universalized teachers training and curriculum in all of Iran.661 

He also aided in the selection of the Founding Committee of University of Tehran. The 

Committee was tasked with drafting the legislation for the creation of the university and 

selecting a name for the new institution. This committee comprised of Isa Sadiq (from 

Ministry of Education), Mohammad Ali Gorgani (from Ministry of Treasury), and four 

teachers from Dar al-Mo’alemin: Gholam Hossein Rahnama, Ali Akbar Siassi, Mahmud 

Hesabi, and Sadeq Rezazadeh-Shafagh.662 After much consultation, on 22 Esfand 1312 

(13 March 1934), the legislation was submitted to Majles for approval. 

Siassi noted that this legislation approved by the Majles had new Farsi 

terminologies, which were, in the main, chosen by Hekmat. For the first time the term 

Daneshgah (Abode of Learning) was used instead of the Arabic Dar al-‘ilm or the French 

Université. Additionally, Daneshkadeh (House of Learning) was to replace Madrasah 

‘Aliyeh akin to Faculty or College in a Western university. New terms such as Daneshju 

(Knowledge seeker or student) and Daneshnameh or Payannameh (Completion 

Certificate or Bachelor degree) were added.663 

The Structure and Implementation of University of Tehran:  

Grafting instructors and incorporating several ministry-based colleges into a 

single institution created the University of Tehran. These colleges included: the School 

of Political Science (Madrasah ‘Ulum-e Siyasi), School of Law (Madrasah ‘Aliyeh 

Hoqquq), the School of Agriculture (Madrasah ‘Aliyeh Felahat), the College of 

Economics (Madrasah ‘Aliyeh Tejarat), a training college for elementary and secondary 

teachers called the Normal School for Boys (Dar al-Mo’alemin), School of Medicine 

(Madrasah Teb), and a seminary-style College of Theology (Madrasah Sepahsalar).  
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According to Reza Arasteh, “the curriculum of the colleges was patterned after 

the French system.”664 This is interesting because while the university is pedagogically 

modeled after American liberal arts higher education, the Francophone legacy of the 

independent colleges that had coalesced into University of Tehran created a space for 

contestation between structural and pedagogical aspects of higher education at the 

University, that lead to clustering of intellectuals into French, British/American and to a 

lesser degree German camps.  

The best way to contextualize this contestation is through a history of the 

evolution of four Qajar eras Madrasah ‘Aliyeh whose instructions included philosophy 

into faculties at the University of Tehran: namely: Dar al-Mo’alemin, Madrasah Hoqquq, 

Madrasah ‘Ulum-e Siyasi and Madrasah Sepahsalar. Dar al-Mo’alemin (Teacher’s 

Training College) was a state-operated higher education institution. Madrasah Hoqquq 

and Madrasah ‘Ulum-e Siyasi, were state-operated higher education institutions 

modeled after the French model.665 Madrasah Sepahsalar was a state-operated higher 

education institute specializing in traditional and Islamic knowledge. These four colleges 

would influence the instruction of academic philosophy at University of Tehran. 

Therefore it is prudent to parse through the intellectual and pedagogical baggage they 

brought with them to the Faculties of Literature and Theology in general and the 

Department of Philosophy (within faculty of literature) in particular.  

Madrasah ‘Ulum-e Siyasi was established in 1898, and was directed by the 

Pirnia, Foroughi and Nasr families until its merger into University of Tehran. It provided 

training for the persons working at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Students who had 

completed their second cycle training (high school) where eligible to take the entrance 

exam in Arabic, math, calligraphy and writing. If admitted they would study history, fiqh, 

law, geography, French and Persian literature in their two-year study regimen. Among its 

instructors we can name: Mirza Hassan Khan Pirnia (international law), Mohammad 

Hossein Foroughi (Persian literature), Sheikh Mohammad Taqi E’temad-ol-Eslam (fiqh), 
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and Ardeshir Jay (History) mainly, Iranian-born educators.666 The previous chapter 

provided more information about the curriculum at this institution, including the 

instruction of philosophy. Similarly oriented, Madrasah ‘Aliyeh Hoqquq, was established 

in 1920 to provide training and expertise for persons working at the Ministry of Judiciary. 

French administrators and instructors ran the institution, in the main. The academy 

awarded eighty-two baccalaureates in law before being absorbed into the larger 

Madrasah ‘Ulum-e Siyasi in 1928.667   

Dar al-Mo’alemin was established in 1918 to provide training for primary and 

secondary school teachers. The Foroughi brothers and Ali Asghar Hekmat ran the 

school and selected its curriculum. The curriculum was divided into three years, 

preparatory courses, specialized courses, and practicum. In the second year, students 

would select a teaching specialization: psychology (ravan shenasi), logic (manteq) and 

fundamentals of teaching (osul-e amuzesh va parvaresh).668 Among its instructors we 

can name: Abol-Hassan Foroughi, Abbas Iqbal, Gholam Hossein Rahnama, Fazil Tuni, 

Morteza Najmabadi, Ismail Morat, Ali Akbar Siassi, Isa Sadiq, Sadeq Rezazadeh 

Shafagh and Badi’ al-Zaman Furuzanfar. This institute would become the most 

influential faculty in the University of Tehran while most of its faculty would be teaching 

philosophy, across several disciplines.  

In 1928 an auxiliary institution called Dar al-Mo’alemin ‘Aliyeh was created, under 

the leadership of Isa Sadiq, to provide graduate level training beyond that offered by Dar 

al-Mo’alemin. Initially all instruction was done by eight hired French professors and 

offered graduate level training in two streams of literature and science. The literature 

stream offered specialization in philosophy, literature, history, geography, educational 

sciences and foreign language (French, English, German, Russian).669 In 1928, this 

institution acquired more administrative freedom from Dar ‘al-Mo’alemin and was 

renamed Daneshsara-ye ‘Aliyeh. Sadiq would be an influential figure in this separation 

and subsequent attempts to keep teachers training institutes separate from the rest of 
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the University; this was most problematic when its parent institution, Dar al-Mo’alemin, 

was considered the core institute of University of Tehran. As mentioned, Sadiq’s training 

at Columbia Teacher’s College as well as his Presbyterian contacts would influence this 

decision.   

Among the six faculties that made up the new University, The Faculty of Rational 

and Traditional Sciences (Daneshkadeh ‘Ulum-e Ma’qul va Manqul) was somewhat 

different. Although it was structured as a modern-secular university faculty, with the aim 

of modernizing knowledge in Iran, “the basis for this faculty was the teaching of 

traditional knowledge in the mold of modern education” (asas-e in daneshkadeh ba 

shiveh-ye amuzesh-e ulum-e sonnati dar qaleb-e amuzesh-e modern bud).670 This 

faculty was important to Hekmat, and you could see his influence in the curriculum.  

Many years later, he wrote in his Thirty Memories (Si Khatereh) that he created the 

intellectual basis of the University on three epistemological schools (bana-ye ‘ilmi 

Daneshgah Tehran ra mobtani bar se maktab danest):671  

1. Maktab-e	mures-e	nikauni	(the	school	of	inheritors	of	ancient	wisdom)	
2. Maktab-e	 morkab-e	 ma’aref	 meli	 nikauni	 vali	 amikhteh	 ba	 farhang-e	 no	 (the	 school	 of	

national	wisdom	mixed	with	modern	culture)	
3. Maktab-e	 tarbiyat	 shodegan-e	 madares-e	 ‘aliyeh	 kharejeh	 (the	 school	 of	 foreign-trained	

higher	educators)		

The three intellectual schools were in a way demonstrative of the three categories of 

intellectuals that taught in Iran: those trained in traditional Irano-Islamic stream, those 

with a hybrid Iranian and Western training and those trained only in Western knowledge. 

In fact, the majority of the faculty of the new Faculty of Rational and Traditional Sciences 

was transplanted from Sepahsalar seminary as part of the unification of colleges into 

University of Tehran. The grounds of the Sepahsalar seminary were used and renamed 

Faculty of Rational and Traditional Sciences while a permanent building was being built 

at the University.672 

The Faculty of Rational and Traditional Sciences had three streams of study: 

Theology, Philosophy, and Iranian and Arabic Literature.673 The course of study 
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consisted of three, three-year cycles, with the first three years considered preparatory 

and completed at high school designated by the Ministry of Education.674 Upon 

completion of the studies at the Faculty, “those who complete the course in theology 

receive the degree of Doctor in Religious Law (Faqih); those who complete the work in 

philosophy receive the degree of Doctor of Philosophy (Hakim); while those who 

complete the course in Iranian and Arabic Literature receive the degree of Doctor of 

Literature (Adib).”675 Alternatively, those who only wish to complete the second cycle (six 

of the nine years) receive a Licentiate certificate allowing them to teach their field at any 

state operated high school.676 

The curriculum was somewhat different and at times overlapped with the faculty 

of literature and philosophy. For example, classical Persian literary works such as 

Kalileh va Demneh and Marzbannameh were studied alongside the history of pre-Islamic 

Iranian Literature, Quranic Studies (Sarf va Nahv), French (Zaban-e Faranseh), as well 

as Logic (Manteq) and Islamic Jurisprudence (Sharia and Fiqh).677 The complete 

program outline is provided below, with translation and transliteration by Walter Groves: 

A.	Department	of	Theology		
	

Subjects	studied	during	the	First	cycle	of	three	years:	

1.	Religious	Law	(Fiqh)	Laws	of	Islam	and	their	interpretation.	
2.	The	derivation	of	the	laws	of	Islam	from	the	traditions	and	the	sayings	of	Mohammed,	
the	prophet	(Usul)	
3.	Apologetics	(kalam).	Intellectual	proofs	for	religion.	
4.	Exegesis	(Tafsir).	A	critical	study	of	the	text	of	the	Quran.	
5.	 Literary	 sciences	 (‘Ulum-i-adabieh)	 .	 A	 study	 of	 	 Arabic	 in	 order	 to	 attain	 a	 reading	
knowledge	 of	 the	 language	 ;	 	 Arabic	 grammar	 and	 rhetoric;	 Arabic	 poetry;	 and	 some	
Iranian	literature.	
6.	A	study	of	Moslem	religious	traditions	in	order	to	determine	which	are	true	and	which	
are	false	(‘Zlm-ul-daraieh).	
7.	 Logic	 (Muntiq)	 	 and	 Philosophy	 (Ilahiyd-Cam)	 .	 	 The	 principles	 of	 logic;	 and	 the	
philosophical	and	scientific	proofs	of	the	existence	of	God,	i.e.,	theism.	
8.	History	of	Arabic	Literature.	
9.French.	
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Subjects	studied	during	the	second	cycle	of	three	years:	

1.	Religious	Law.	(Fiqh).	
2.	The	derivation	of	the	laws	of	Islam.	(Usul).	
3.	Philosophy.	A	study	of	the	principles	of	philosophy.	
4.	Exegesis.	[Tafsir).	
5.	History	of	Religion,	 that	 is,	man’s	relation	to	God	from	the	beginning	of	 time	to	the	
present	day	with	special	emphasis	on	the	history	of	the	Moslem	religion	(Tarikh-i-malal	
va	nahal	va	dianat-i-Islam)		
6.	 The	 traditions	 of	 Shia’	 Islam	 (Fiqh-ul-hadith),	 that	 is	 the	 traditions	 ascribed	 to	 the	
Twelve	Imams	together	with	a	study	of	the	Moslem	law	derived	from	those	traditions.	
7.	Literary	Sciences.		(‘Ulum-ul-adabieh)		

	
B.	Department	of	Philosophy:	
	

Subjects	studied	during	the	first	cycle	of	three	years:	

1.	Apologetics.	(Kalam).	
2.	Logic	(Manteq)	and	philosophy,	theoretical	and	practical	(Hikmat-e	nazari	va	Hikmat-
e	 ‘Amali)	 that	 is	 the	 two	 divisions	 of	 philosophy	 according	 to	 medieval	 Moslem	
philosophy.	
3.	History	of	Arabic	Literature.	
4.	Literary	Sciences.	(‘Ulum-ul-Adabieh)	
5.	History	of	Religions.	(Tarikh	maid	va	nahal	va	tarikh-i-Dianat-i-Islam)		
6.	Exegesis.	(Tafsir)		
7.	French	

	
Subject	studied	during	the	second	cycle	of	three	years:	

1.	 Philosophy.	 (Falsafe-ye	 Masha’	 va	 Falsafe-ye	 Eshraq).	 A	 special	 study	 of	 the	
philosophy	of	the	Peripatetics	and	the	Neo-Platonists.	
2.	History	of	Philosophy.	
3.Exegesis.	(Tafsir).	
4.	A	study	of	Mysticism.	(‘Arfun).	

	
C.	Department	of	Literature	
	

Subjects	studied	during	the	first	cycle	of	three	years:	

1.	Arabic	grammar	and	syntax.	(Sarf	va	nahv-e	Arabi)	
2.	History	of	Arabic	Literature.	
3.	Arabic	Composition	and	Rhetoric.	(Ma’ani	va	bayan	va	badi‘ye	Arabi)	
4.	Persian	Language	and	History	of	Iranian	Literature.	
5.	Persian	Composition	and	Rhetoric	(Ma’uni	va	buyan	va	Badi’ye	Farsi)	
6.	History	of	Iran	and	General	History	of	the	World.	
7.	Religious	Law	(Fiqh)	and	derivation	of	the	laws	of		Islam	(Usul)	.	
8.	Logic	and	philosophy.	
9.	French.	
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Subjects	studied	during	the	second	cycle	of	three	years:	

1.	Arabic	Grammar	and	Syntax.	(Surf	va	nuhv-i-Arabi).	
2.	Arabic	Composition	and	Rhetoric.	(Ma’ani	va	bayan	va	badi‘ye	Arabi)	
3.	Prosody	and	Meter.	(Araz	vu	qavafi).	
4.		Religious	Law	(Fiqh)	and	derivation	of	Muslim	Law.	
5.		Exegesis.	(Tafsir).	
6.	Philosophy	and	History	of	Philosophy.	
7.	History	of	Iranian	Literature.	
8.	A	study	of	the	appreciation	and	criticism	of	poetry.	(Qaraz	ul’Sha’r)	
9.	History	of	Religions.	(Tarikh-e	Mellal	va	Nahal).	
10.		French.678	

With such diverse curriculum, Hekmat invited “inheritors of ancient wisdom (miras darani 

az amuzesh-e sonata) such as Seyyed Hassan Taqi-Zadeh, Fazil Tuni, Seyyed Kazem 

Assar, and Badi’ al-Zaman Furuzanfar to teach at the School of Theology.679 By 1936, 

the Faculty employed fourteen full time and eight part-time professors.680  

In sum, these four schools merged into two faculties at the University of Tehran: 

the Faculty of Literature, Philosophy and Education (Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat, Falsafa 

va ‘Ulum-e Tarbiyati), and the Faculty of Rational and Contemplative Sciences 

(Daneshkadeh-ye Ma’qul va Manqul).681 Concurrently, the instructions and curriculum 

taught at each specialized college, along with most its instructors, were initially 

transplanted into these two faculties. This intellectual and pedagogical comingling 

produced interdepartmental disputes and factionalism.  

Factionalism leading to intellectual clustering could be observed at the 

institutional and even departmental level at University of Tehran. In his memoir, Siassi 

notes that Sadiq, Shayegan and Iqbal were always trying to sideline him, so that they 

could advance their own careers.682 Sadiq was allied with Dr. Mehdi Jalali and Dr. 

Assadollah Bijan, old colleagues from when Daneshsara-ye ‘Aliyeh was known as 

Teacher’s Training College, an independent institution under Sadiq’s directorship.683 

                                                
678 Groves, 55-57. 
679 Reza Mokhtari Esfahani, Hekayat-e Hekmat, 182. 
680 Groves, 54. 
681 Please note, school of “rational and contemplative sciences” is a madrasa category referring 
since the tenth century to those sciences, which are handed down (naql) and those, which are 
established by reason (‘aql). 
682 Siassi, Yek Zendegi Siyasi, 244-245. 
683 Siassi, Yek Zendegi Siyasi, 245. 
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These three men tried to wrestle back control of Daneshsara-ye ‘Aliyeh (that had 

become the core faculty of the new university) from Siassi and the University of Tehran, 

and place it under the direct control of the Ministry of Culture. They reasoned that the 

purpose of the institution was the training of teachers for the Ministry of Culture, so 

naturally it had to be under its control and not under the direction of University of Tehran. 

Surprisingly, Siassi agreed to their proposal and the two institutions separated for a brief 

period, but, the “instigators soon have a change of heart and want to reintegrate back, 

realizing the loss of prestige and independence associated with the University of 

Tehran.”684  Siassi again agreed and heeded to the University council that oversaw the 

repatriation project. The repatriation council accepted Jalali and Bejan’s return but 

rejected Sadiq. In fact, according to Siassi it was Yahya Mahdavi and Gholam-Hossein 

Sadighi who opposed Sadiq’s return as professor.685 After great mediation, Sadiq was 

allowed in but was greatly embarrassed.  

Shayegan, on the other hand, was Siassi’s student at Madrasah Ulum-e Siyasi. 

Siassi had a negative opinion of him in his memoir noting that he was rude and 

disruptive and that Hekmat called him “shahr-i ashob” (one who disturbs the peace of 

the city).686 Shayegan became the Minister of Culture during Qavam’s second term in 

office, a trusted advisor of Mosaddegh and, according to Siassi, one of the reasons for 

his downfall.687 Worse yet, while intellectual and pedagogical comingling produced 

interdepartmental disputes and factionalism, the problem was compounded through 

inadequate legislation concerning the administration and affiliation of the University to 

other state institutions.   

The Education Law of 1934 contained provisions for the establishment of the 

University of Tehran. These provisions contained twenty-one articles the most important 

of which are listed below: 

Article 1. Permission is given to the Ministry of Education (Vezarat-e Ma’aref) to 
establish an institution named Daneshgah offering instructions in higher learning 
in Sciences, Arts, Literature and Philosophy (‘Ulum va Funun va Adabiyat va 
Falsafa) 

                                                
684 Siassi, Yek Zendegi Siyasi, 245. 
685 Siassi, Yek Zendegi Siyasi, 245. 
686 Siassi, Yek Zendegi Siyasi, 246. 
687 Siassi, Yek Zendegi Siyasi, 246-247. 
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Article 2. Six Faculties are to be created:  

1.	Faculty	of	Rational	and	Traditional	Sciences	(Daneshkadeh-ye	Ma’qul	va	Manqul)		
2.	Faculty	of	Math	and	Natural	Sciences	(Daneshkadeh-ye	‘Ulum-e	Tabi’i	va	riyazi)		
3.	Faculty	of	Literature,	Philosophy	and	Education	(Daneshkadeh-ye	Adabiyat	va	Falsafa	
va	Ulum-e	Tarbiyati)		
4.	Faculty	of	Medicine			
5.	Faculty	of	Law,	Political	and	Economic	Sciences		
6.	Faculty	of	Technical	Arts	(Daneshkadeh	Fani)	
	

Article 3. The president of the University by the order of his Royal Majesty shall 
be determined at the recommendation of the Vazir-e Ma’aref at this time, and in 
the future according to article 14 of the University’s constitution shall be 
recommended by Showra-ye Daneshgah and approved by the Vazir-e Ma’aref. 

Article 7. The University enjoys legal status (is incorporated) under the care of its 
President… and in terms of management and finances, it is independent and 
under the direct responsibility of Vazir-e Ma’aref. 

Article 16. All persons working in colleges (Madarasah ‘Aliyeh) in academic year 
1933-1934 and meet conditions stipulated in Article 10 of this document shall be 
henceforth considered official instructors at the University (Mo’alem-e rasmi-ye 
Daneshgah khahand bud).688  

There are two points of significance about this legislation. First, there is the problem of 

category: the first two articles refer to the classification of knowledge. Philosophy is 

among the four main categories in article one and is part of two Faculties in article two. 

Second, there is the problem of orientation: where does the University fit within state 

institutions? There seems to be some gray area here as article three places the 

university within the orbit of the court while article seven and sixteen places the 

University loosely associated with the Minister of Education.  

This is significant because institutional orientation determines the degree of 

independence enjoyed by the faculty, as well as revealing the university’s role as an 

acculturation factory. To find out if the University was independent or a tool of the 

Pahlavi regime we must go beyond political speeches and institutional declarations and 

study the thoughts and actions of individual actors who ran these institutions. Here we 

see different approaches and philosophies play out as contestations between figures 

such as Foroughi, Hekmat, Sadiq and Siassi.  

                                                
688 “Qanun-e Ta’sis-e Daneshgah,” Ta’lim va Tarbiyat, no.51 (1934): 185-186. 
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According to Hekmat, the University Council and President were selected to 

exclude interference from the Ministry of Education. This was done at Sadiq and Siassi’s 

request for an independent University. Hekmat and Reza Shah wanted the Ministry of 

Education to control the University and for the time being, Reza Shah won.689 Thus, 

between 1934 and 1943 the University President and Senate were limited in 

independence and needed approval from Minister of Education and the Shah.  

Ironically, Siassi replaced Hekmat as Minister of Education in 1942-43.  He 

enjoyed being President of University of Tehran and Minister for Education for more than 

a decade. After the abdication of Reza Shah, Siassi petitioned and was granted full 

independence for the University from the younger Pahlavi in 1943, with full financial and 

operational independence granted in 1946.690 Siassi was elected as the first President of 

independent University of Tehran, while concurrently serving as Minister of Culture and 

Dean of Faculty of Humanities and Literature.691 Even after gaining independence, the 

University was involved with the monarch and the state through formal and informal 

channels, as will be discussed in the next chapter.  

It is important to note, “The issue of the university’s academic independence was 

a central one in the public debate.”692 And, this ambiguity over nominal and actual 

independence was both intentional and purposeful: “the government spoke publically in 

favour of its autonomy, but at the same time worked to make sure it would be able to 

bend the university to its will.”693 This issue will be explored further into the chapter in the 

section on the politicization of philosophy.  

The enactment of the sixteenth article of the provisions for the creation of 

University of Tehran signals the start of academic instruction at the University.  This 

article covered issues pertaining to human resources, and the reallocation of professors 

from Ministry-based colleges (Madrasah ‘Aliyeh), based on their rank and seniority, to 

the newly established University of Tehran. The academic year 1933-34 was the last 

year for these individual colleges and the 1934-35 academic year was the first for 

                                                
689 Reza Mokhtari Esfahani, Hekayat-e Hekmat, 184. 
690 Siassi, Yek Zendegi Siyasi, 128. 
691 Siassi, Yek Zendegi Siyasi, 151. 
692 Menashri, 149. 
693 Menashri, 149. 
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instruction at the University. Subsection six of the article provided for PhD candidates to 

transfer from their colleges to University of Tehran and continue working towards their 

degree. Some government workers were also shuffled around, as it seems that the 

government employed people interchangeably based on skill, identified by a numeric 

civil rank, across its many developing institutions.694 

The first University Council (Showra-ye Daneshgah) was formed in 1935 and 

was tasked with foundational issues such as entrance exams as well as ceremonial 

ones such dress code. Dress code was divided into several categories such as during 

royal visits, away on official government functions, and on University grounds. As well, 

instructors were required to wear a coded cloth on their left shoulder to their backs and 

made into strands according to their ranks (such as Assistant Professor, Professor, 

Department Head, University President). Also instructors had to wear a color-coded silk 

belt based on which of the six colleges they belonged to; Philosophy’s color within the 

Faculty of Literature (Adabiyat) was teal (Abi-ye Sir).695  

Historian Ali Ansari calls this emphasis on rank and order, the “militarization of 

education” under Reza Shah’s regime.696 Ansari adds that the Pahlavis favored “prestige 

over modernization” which became the fatal flaw in their educational philosophy. While 

there is validity to Ansari’s first point as illustrated above, I think the personal influence of 

the two Pahlavi monarchs might be somewhat exaggerated rendering the second point 

somewhat mute. I will speak more on the politicization of philosophy further into this 

chapter.   

Ferdowsi, Falsafa and Farhangestan 

This section examines the institutionalization of philosophy in the Reza Shah 

period. In particular, a trend is demonstrated in which education is used to promote 

selected cultural values with a certain political economy embedded in power structures. 

In its implementation, new institutions were created for the formulation and promotion of 

                                                
694 “Nezam Nameh-ye ‘Ejra’eh Madeh-ye Shanzdahom-e Qanun-e Ta’sis-e Daneshgah,” Ta’lim 
va Tarbiyat, no.93 (1935): 53-54.  
695 “Showra-ye Daneshgah,” Ta’lim va Tarbiyat, no.75 (1936): 228-229. 
696 Ansari, Modern Iran Since 1921, 63. 
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a nationalism bearing these cultural values. Academic philosophy was used as a 

compiler language697 to impart rational intelligibility of these cultural values.  

Ali Asghar Hekmat was an architect of the first Pahlavi’s nationalistic ideology 

based on pre-Islamic nationalism (Bastangarai). Bastangarai nationalism was based on 

the Farsi language and its flag bearer was Abolqasem Ferdowsi and his epic 

Shahnameh.698  

The philosophy of Ferdowsi [in the Shahnameh] was to keep Iranian 
identity alive by rebuilding the essential history and language of Iranians. 
At a time when their identity was in turmoil, Ferdowsi granted them their 
identity… yet he was non-conciliatory (ashti na pazir) towards the Arab 
and Turkic invaders [in his poetry]. He connected to the classical Iranian 
history (Tarikh-e Iran-e bastan) to show Iranians of his generation the 
greatness of Iranians compared with the invaders. In the first Pahlavi’s 
reign, the glorification of Ferdowsi was the resurrection of the legacy of 
ancient Iran… Ferdowsi was the intersection of all nodes of nationalists in 
Iran.... The Tudeh crowd and the intellectuals both felt familiar with 
Ferdowsi and the people could relate to the champions of the epic 
story.699 

The Ministry of Education, in the main, carried out the implementation of Bastangarai 

nationalism with Foroughi, Nasr, Hekmat, Siassi and Sadiq bearing direct influence on 

its scope and propagation. This intellectual cluster selected tropes, imagery and ideas 

found in Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh, as the classical model for Iranian nationalism. This 

multifaceted effort included its infusion into teachers training institutions and textbooks, 

as well as the creation of dedicated institutions such as Anjuman-e Athar-e Meli and 

Farhangestan in Reza Shah’s Iran. Hekmat notes that the millennial anniversary of 

Ferdowsi celebration was the inaugural event to the planned cultural reforms of the first 

Pahlavi era, “but in truth the glorification of Ferdowsi was the rallying point for Iranian 

nationalism and the purification of Farsi language from Arabic and creation of new words 

                                                
697 “A compiled language is a programming language whose implementations are typically 
compilers (translators which generate machine code from source code), and not interpreters 
(step-by-step executors of source code, where no translation takes place).” From: 
https://www.sqa.org.uk/e-learning/ClientSide01CD/page_14.htm. Similarly, philosophy acted to 
‘translate’ concepts thereby increasing intelligibility of the new institutions and regulations that 
‘executed’ them. 
698 Reza Mokhtari Esfahani, Hekayat-e Hekmat, 197. 
699 Reza Mokhtari Esfahani, Hekayat-e Hekmat, 198. 
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for European words, which was part of Iran’s educational reawakening that was started 

in the writings of Mirza Agha Khan Kermani and Mirza Fath Ali Khan Akhunzadeh.”700  

The millennial anniversary celebration of Ferdowsi in 1934 became a focus of 

Hekmat and the Ministry of Education.701 The occasion was also used to promote the 

new dynasty’s Bastangarai nationalism.  The Ministry commissioned Anjoman-e Athar-e 

Meli for this task. The Anjuman was a semi-autonomous organization established in 

1922 and made up of the rank and file intellectual cluster that came to dominate Iranian 

higher education in the Reza Shah era.  In 1926, the Anjoman created a committee 

under the supervision of Arbab Kikhosrow Shahrokh. He was tasked to find the exact 

site of Ferdowsi’s tomb. The first design of the Ferdowsi Mausoleum was by honorary 

member of the Anjoman Dr. Ernst Herzfeld (1879-1948).702  

Linking cultural icons such as Ferdowsi to Bastangarai nationalism, in a way, 

opened the way for systematized acculturation through education. A special council was 

created within the Ministry of Education to guide this process: “The High Council of 

Education’s (Showra-ye ‘Aliyeh-ye Ma’aref) first act was the selection of Ferdowsi’s 

verse: He who is Knowledgeable is Strong as the verse of the Ministry (sho’ar-e Vezarat-

e Ma’aref entekhab kard).”703 Marrying the two ideologies of Iranian Bastangarai and 

modern education, this verse reflected the very ethos of the Pahlavi nationalistic 

ideology.  

During Foroughi’s Prime Ministership in 1933, Hekmat was appointed Minister of 

Education. In furthering the Bastangarai national ideology, He approached Foroughi with 

                                                
700 Reza Mokhtari Esfahani, Hekayat-e Hekmat, 203. Hekmat observes that even before the 1921 
Coup, in 1916-1917 a proto Farhangestan (Academy of Persian language) was formed called 
Jorge-ye Adabi (The Literary Circle). Addtionally, in 1924, Reza Khan created a cadre of 
intellectuals to work with the Ministry of War to create new Farsi words for European military 
terms.  
701 For more information see Encyclopaedia Iranica entry: Ferdowsi, Abu’l-Qasem iv. Millenary 
Celebrations. http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/ferdowsi-iv (Accessed 15 October 2019).    
702 Reza Mokhtari Esfahani, Hekayat-e Hekmat, 198. Arbab Kikhosrow Shahrokh was the 
treasurer of the Anjoman and a Zoroastrian member of Majles; he had ties to British India’s 
Zoroastrian Parsi communities and a close friend of Ardeshir Jay Reporter.  
703 Reza Mokhtari Esfahani, Hekayat-e Hekmat, 199.  
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plans to build a National History Museum.704 The museum was finished in 1937, four 

years after construction started. It was called the Museum of Ancient Iran (Muzeh-ye 

Iran-e Bastan).705 Hekmat’s next project was the creation of a national library, a plan, 

which almost fell through if not for his connection to the monarch. Construction was 

booming in the capital in the 1930s leading to a conflict for the appropriation of public 

space. While on an official trip to Mashhad, Hekmat received a telegraph that a highly 

desirable remaining piece of land very close to the not yet finished National History 

Museum has been approved to become the city stables. Hekmat immediately sent a 

direct telegraph to the office of Reza Shah requesting the land be instead appropriated 

as grounds for the national library and named after Ferdowsi following the recent 

anniversary celebrations. His savvy approach worked and within twenty-four hours, 

Reza Shah approved the project.706 The National Library was completed in 1936 and 

named Ketabkhaneh-ye Ferdowsi.707  

While the Ministry was creating modern institutions with cultural affinity to 

Bastangarai nationalism, another arm of the Ministry of Education, the Academy of 

Persian Language (Farhangestan-e Zaban-e Farsi) was created in 1935 to purify the 

language. Hekmat contends that a proto Farhangestan organization called Akademi-ye 

Adabiyat va Sanaye’eh Zarif (The Academy of Literature and Fine Arts) existed as early 

as 1926 and that Farhangestan was the re-launching of this earlier institute.708   

There is also evidence of clear association between the University of Tehran and 

the Iranian military in the creation of Farhangestan.  A University of Tehran council 

publication contains a one and a half page word purification list of French/Arabic terms 

into new Persian terms.709  Sadiq explains that in 1933 the Ministry of War along with the 

                                                
704 Ali Asghar Hekmat, “Avalin Baz-Khast,” Khaterat Vahid, no.19 (1973): 17. In addition to 
Hekmat, the famous French archaeologist Andre Godard participated in the National Museum 
project and became its inaugural director.  
705 Hekmat, “Avalin Baz-Khast,” 19. For a history of the Ancient Iran Museum see, Ali Mozaffari, 
Forming National Identity in Iran: The Idea of Homeland Derived from Ancient Persian and 
Islamic Imaginations of Place (London: I.B. Tauris, 2014), 117-125.  
706 Hekmat, “Avalin Baz-Khast,” 20. 
707 Hekmat, “Avalin Baz-Khast,” 20. 
708 Reza Mokhtari Esfahani, Hekayat-e Hekmat, 203. 
709 “Showra-ye Daneshgah,” Ta’lim va Tarbiyat, no. 204 (1935): 658-664. According to the 
minutes of Showra-ye Daneshgah’s 20th meeting on 3 Bahman 1314. 
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Ministry of Education (including Sadiq) created a council for finding Farsi terms for the 

new institutions, equipment and processes that were being imported from abroad.710 The 

council met for four months and presented three hundred words, mostly dealing with 

military usage.711  The success of this council led to the creation of a dedicated institute 

for the purification and modernization of the Persian language called Farhangestan. As 

Ansari observes, “The University also served as the chief vehicle for the dissemination of 

state ideology. Its first task was to define the linguistic parameters of its activities. 

Responsibility for this was subsequently granted to the Persian Language Academy, 

whose principal function was to weed out unnecessary and superfluous Arabic words.”712  

And so, in 1935, Reza Shah ordered Foroughi to build the Farhangestan. The 

creation of Farhangestan coincided with the most dictatorial era of Reza Shah’s reign. 

By the mid 1930s, Reza Shah was imprisoning political opponents and confiscating land 

from those opposed to him on a regular basis. According to Hadi Enayat, 

While Reza Shah’s modernization program could be said to have dragged 
Iran rapidly into the twentieth century, it came at a great price. The 
constitution was violated, and his regime, from the outset authoritarian, 
became increasingly arbitrary in the early 1930s. The shah, at this point, 
began to take the reins of the civil administration into his own hands and 
eliminate, one by one, members of the political elite who had brought him 
to power with devastating consequences for the aspirations to establish 
the rule of law that had been as important a component of the 
constitutional movement as democracy.713 

Increasingly powerless in the political arena, Iranian scholar-statesmen turned to the 

power of print culture in the civic arena to express their dissatisfaction.  

In 1936, Nasrollah Falsafi was the editor of Ta’lim va Tarbiyat, the official 

publication of the Ministry of Education. He allowed the publication of two controversial 

articles raising the ire of Reza Shah. The first article was Taqizadeh’s “Jonbesh-e Meli-

ye Adabi” (The National Literary Movement) that criticized Reza Shah for interfering in 

the affairs of intellectuals and authors. According to Hekmat, Taqizadeh even used the 
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famous quote “the sword must not mettle with the pen.”714 For his candid response, 

Taqizadeh was sent off to London, taking up a visiting lecturer position at SOAS and 

becoming Iran’s ambassador to Britain in 1941. 

The second article was by Foroughi and titled, “Farhangestan Chist?” It was a 

transcript of a speech he gave at the institution, printed now for a wider audience. In this 

article, Foroughi cleverly criticized Reza Shah behind the veil of the founding philosophy 

of the institution. For his more eloquent criticism of the monarch, Foroughi merely lost 

his cabinet positions until, shortly before Reza Shah’s abdication in 1941 when he was 

brought back to mediate the terms of the abdication. Of interest to this thesis are the 

politics surrounding the controversy and, more significantly, Foroughi’s views of 

Farhangestan. In the following article, we get a first hand account of the institute’s 

philosophy from the person most responsible for its inception and administration. 

In “What is the Academy of Culture” (Farhangestan Chist?),” Foroughi started by 

paying homage to the monarch and provided a history of the institution: 

Farhangestan was created by order of the king and is one of the most 
important institutions of the Pahlavi era to date…. which might be strange 
to you because of the many other institutions such as the army and air 
force, built at this time… So how is it possible for a small society of ten to 
twenty people, who occasionally meet and is not clear what they do, 
comprise an institution that is one of the most important? ... Every 
building needs a foundation… what is the foundation of progress and 
happiness of a nation? It is that the people are qualified and capable 
(qabel va qader) to follow in the path that their intellect (qa’edeshan) 
provides.715   

Foroughi argued that happiness is an extension of intellect brought about through 

education:  

“The people need education” (melat tarbiyat lazem darad). We have 
increased education’s budget tenfold, built primary and secondary 
schools and higher learning institutes, and libraries, and sent students 
abroad, and invited good educators from abroad to teach in Iran… In 

                                                
714 Reza Mokhtari Esfahani, Hekayat-e Hekmat, 209. 
715 Maqalat-e Foroughi Vol.1, 172-181. Please note, the Islamic Republic’s electronic archive that 
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short, we have improved the quality and quantity of educational institutes 
(Ma’aref ).716   

Next, Foroughi explained what he meant by quality of education: “The essence and 

nobility (sha’an va sherafat) of a people is dependent upon the uniqueness and specialty 

(ekhtessasi va emtiyazi) of their education and civility (tarbiyat va madaniyat).”717 

Foroughi mentioned the topic of morals and ethics in order to infuse ideals of Western 

Enlightenment philosophy into Iranian cultural nationalism. He explained that there are 

two kinds of people: those who lead an ordinary life under ordinary set of morals and 

then “there are those who have the ethical dimension (mazid-e sherafati darand), in that 

their actions be fruitful to people and themselves.718 Foroughi states the eight points he 

believes to be essential qualities: 

1.	Human	 rights	 that	are	 in	effect	 right	 [as	 currently	understood]	now	guarantees	 the	
right	to	life		
2.	 From	 this	 it	 follows	 that	 a	 group	 of	 individuals	 with	 a	 commonality,	 or	 peoples	 or	
nation,	have	a	right	to	life,	meaning	their	independence	must	be	respected.		
3.	The	independence	of	peoples	and	nations	is	necessary	for	human	progress.		
4.	The	existence	of	independent	peoples	and	nations	is	necessary	for	the	creation	of	the	
dialectical	process	necessary	for	progress.		
5.	From	this	 it	 follows	that	 if	a	nation	 loses	 its	 independence	to	another	people,	 it	will	
slowly	lose	traces	of	its	existence	(asareh	vojudi-ye	u	az	beyn	miravad)	and	this	is	a	loss	
to	all	of	humanity		
6.	 And	 from	 this	 it	 follows	 that	 the	 right	 to	 independence	 is	 accompanied	 by	 the	
responsibility	to	progress	humanity,	which	is	only	made	possible	through	the	existence	
of	 its	 own	 unique	 educational	 institutions	 (ma’aref)	 and	 civilization	 (tamadon)	 and	
orientation	(tarbiyat).		
7.	 Thus,	 every	 people	must	 have	 its	 own	 culture	 and	 their	 greatness	 and	 respect	 (by	
other	nations)	is	derived	from	their	culture.		
8.	We	can	conclude	that	Iran	must	have	its	own	unique	culture,	and	Iranian	culture	must	
attain	the	status	enjoyed	by	other	nations’	cultures.719		

With clear reference to Western positivist philosophy rooted in human rights, cultivation 

and progress, Foroughi conditions Iran’s independence on the merits of cultural 

nationalism, itself predicated upon “the existence of its unique educational institutions 

(ma’aref) and civilization (tamadon) and orientation (tarbiyat).” He then moves on to 

highlight the ingredients that make up culture: 

                                                
716 Maqalat-e Foroughi Vol.1, 172-173. 
717 Maqalat-e Foroughi Vol.1, 174. 
718 Maqalat-e Foroughi Vol.1, 176. 
719 Maqalat-e Foroughi Vol.1, 175-177. 
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[Cultural markers] such as etiquette, tradition and style of communication, 
as well as material dimension of living such as furniture and clothing, and 
soundness of body and spirit and ideologies and thoughts and knowledge 
and industry and language and literature … and keeping these cultural 
markers unique and independent from mixing with other cultures is 
essential in being complete Iranians; for the identity of each nation is 
dependent on these [traits]. The vehicle for achieving this cultural 
uniqueness is a higher educational institute such as a college and a 
university and one institute that was purposely designed for this very 
purpose is the Academy of Culture (Anjoman-e Farhangestan ast).720  

Interestingly, Foroughi stated that Farhangestan was not a word-building factory nor was 

it purposed to completely rid the Farsi language from Arabic, rather:  

The main reason for the Farhangestan is the finding and implementing 
the method for the completion of the Farsi language and literature as the 
best vehicle for making [our] civilization [more] Iranian (Irani kardan-e 
tamadon) and education for the people as building blocks for the creation 
of a unique culture for this people.721  

Foroughi regarded Farhangestan as the guardian of the Farsi language against the trials 

and tribulations of time and history, preventing undesirable changes that would 

negatively impact Iranian identity.722 By time and history, Foroughi was referring to the 

Arab conquest of Sassanid Persia in the seventh century:  

The victory of Arabs in Iran caused changes in the Farsi language, the 
chief amongst which is the mixture (Ekhtelati) that was created between 
Farsi and Arabic language. Similarly, Iranian government was destroyed 
and Iranian’s religion was changed from Zoroastrian to Islam, and the 
Farsi language lost its significance and relevance. Farsi language 
suffered like this for three hundred years, and essentially became the 
language of the poor and villagers, and as the Iranians awakened to the 
thought of freedom and rebirth (tajdid-e hayat) and wanted to liven up 
their language and literature, they discovered that the Farsi language had 
become quite poor, in that some high-literature language that was not 
used by the commoners was lost and forgotten, and also since thought 
and customs itself had changed from Farsi to Arabic, Farsi words 
associated with those modes of thoughts and types of customs were also 
lost, and or replaced with Arabic words which was aided by a change in 
script to Arabic… and sadly even after the end of the Arabs political 
authority and the reemergence of Farsi language, a group (jama’ati) did 
not stop writing in Arabic and did their publications (tahrirat) in Arabic, or 
worse another group mixed-in Arabic words and sayings into their Farsi 
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722 Maqalat-e Foroughi Vol.1, 184. 
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works…. And this situation continued into the Safavid and Qajar 
periods…and what ended this practice was the replacement of Arabic 
with European languages such that now some Iranians speak a language 
comprised of Farsi, Arabic and European words, which is a monstrosity 
(chizeh zeshti ast) and if it remains it will not be paid attention to (be 
laughed at as a language by other nations).723  

Foroughi blamed the deficiencies in Farsi language on the incursion of Arabic script, 

words, and significantly thought into Farsi. In other words, Foroughi is making the 

argument that linguistics impact thought and by extension culture; another positivist 

ideal. He adds that Farsi language has deteriorated further in recent decades due to the 

incursion of European words and by extension thoughts:  

The primary deficiency of Farsi language at this time is that it is 
logographically not equipped to terminologically express today’s popular 
thoughts, issues, because in the last four hundred years, knowledge (‘ilm) 
wisdom (ma’refat) and industry (san’at) has experinced exponential 
growth at the hands of the Europeans, that unfortunately us Iranians, 
because of the issues and difficulties that we experienced during that time 
period did not pay enough attention to and did not prepare our language 
for the expression of those thoughts and the growth of those new 
meaning  (ma’ani-ye no-varzideh)… And this is the heavy burden 
[preparing and updating the Farsi language for the present] of this 
generation of Iranians and in this field; Farhangestan must strive (bayad 
dastyari be saza benemayad).724  

Foroughi stresses that the work of the institution is apolitical and non-religious, and that 

ridding the language of Arabic and European words was not reflective of hostile 

intentions. He added,  

The government and the people of Iran are Muslim and Shia and cherish 
their religion and faith. And, their king’s efforts (mojaddedat-e ‘Alahazrat 
Homayun-e Shahanshahi) will be to religion and faith, in that, the power 
and glory of Iran will result in the power and glory of Islam, so long as the 
clergy  (‘Oliya’eh din) consider the problems of the day and know what to 
do.725  

Thus, Foroughi praises the clergy while telling them to toe the line in these new linguistic 

efforts, even charging them with incapacity (like a child) and religious ignorance:  
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In any case, just like the use of modern weapons, transportation, clothing, 
etc. does not effect religion, so does changing the words from ‘lesan’ to 
‘zaban’ [tongue, in Arabic and in Farsi] or any other does not affect 
religion. And those who say that Islam is dependent upon the usage of 
Arabic words and idioms or a in the way one greets (neshast va barkhast) 
or wears hats or clothing, truly has thought like a child and it is apparent 
that he knows nothing about the truth of being religious (diyanat).726  

In the end, Foroughi’s complete vision for Farhangestan comes into view. It is an 

institution for the enculturation of a modern, Pahlavi preferred cultural nationalism, 

expressed figuratively and literally in a state-approved Farsi language. Although cultural 

nationalism’s intellectual roots trace back to nineteenth century German philosophy, its 

implementation in Iran followed Reza Shah’s state visit to Turkey in 1934.727  According 

to Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Reza Shah met with Ataturk in early 1930s and “after that 

decides to copy his cultural reforms program, including the abrogation of the veil (kashf-

e hejab) and the Educational Revolution (Enqelab-e Amouzeshi).”728  

Attempts at cultural change became prevalent by the mid 1930s and several 

experimental institutions were created for research and discussion of national cultural 

directives. Naturally, philosophy and philosophic inquiry contributed to the intellectual 

product of these institutions. Among these institutions we can name the Institute for 

Speeches and Sermons (Mo’asseseh-ye Va’z va Khitabah) created as a Center within 

University of Tehran’s Faculty of Rational and Traditional Sciences (Daneshkadeh 

Ma’qul va Manqul) in 1936.729 The primary purpose of this body was government 

oversight of cultural affinities expressed in religious speeches and sermons.  

                                                
726 Maqalat-e Foroughi Vol.1, 190. 
727 For a discussion on the influence of German cultural nationalism in Iran, see Afshin Matin-
Asgari, Both Eastern and Western: An Intellectual History of Iranian Modernity  (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2018). In particular, chapter two: The Berlin Circle, 43-78. For a 
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and Science Teaching, New Perspectives ed. Michael R. Matthews (Cham: Springer International 
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728 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 16. The first Educational Revolution was a conference in 1968 in the 
city of Ramsar. The goals and consequences of this event will be discussed in the chapter four. 
729 Vejdani, 67. 
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Another government-sanctioned body tasked with cultural oversight was the 

Institute for Public Enlightenment established in 1938.730 It’s first president was Ahmad 

Matin-Daftari, a known German sympathizer who, “modeled [the institute] after European 

propagandistic organizations, the organization harnessed a range of cultural mediums, 

including speeches, print, theater, radio and cinema – to spread nationalist fervor and 

respect for the monarchy among ordinary citizens.”731 Similar in function, Sadiq 

established the Institute for Publication and Advertisement (Edareh-ye kol-e Entesharat 

va Tabliqat) in 1940.732   

Perhaps the most elusive among these was the Institute for the Propagation of 

Thought (Sazman-e Parvaresh-e Afkar) founded in 1938 and directed by Vali Nasr until 

its dissolution following Reza Shah’s abdication in 1941. It was tasked with the 

“propagation of regime ideology during the first Pahlavi Reign…and was modeled after 

the Mussolini government’s institute of the same name… The group met at Dar al-Funun 

during the winter months and at Bagh-e Ferdows in the summer.”733  

Hossein Nasr used to accompany his father Vali Nasr to these meetings when he 

was only six and sat right behind Reza Shah. Hossein Nasr also contends that his father 

hosted an informal philosophic circle (Dayereh) in the 1930s. According to Nasr, 

Foroughi, Hekmat and “others who were culturally oriented were always at our house.”734 

This gave occasion for his father Vali Nasr to create a philosophic circle. According to 

Nasr, the tradition dated back to the Umayyad and Abbasid dynasties where they had 

gatherings like the Platonic Symposium (jalesati budeh mesl-e simposiyom Aflatun).735 

The men who attended my father’s gatherings were distinguished 
gentlemen in Iran… They were first-rate people in Iran in both sciences 
and in politics (afrad-e taraz-e avvali-ye mamlekat ham az lahaz-e ‘ilmi 

                                                
730  According to Marashi, “There is perhaps no better example of this centralized structure of 
cultural and educational life during the Reza Shah years than that of the Sazman-e Parvaresh-e 
Afkar, or Ministry of Public Enlightenment. The ministry was a parallel organization to the Ministry 
of Education, operating as part of the Ministry of Culture.” See, Afshin Marashi, Nationalizing Iran: 
Culture, Power, and the State, 1870-1940, (University of Washington Press, 2008), 104.  
731 Vejdani, 69. 
732 Sadiq, Yadegar-e Omr, 346. 
733 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 15. 
734 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 32. 
735 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 33. 
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budand ham az lahaz-e siyasi). [These figures included] men such as 
Shokuh ol-Molk, Foroughi, Qassem Qani, and others…. The meetings 
started at four until eight at night…. [The meetings were held] over tea, 
and the conversation was at times over a single verse of Hafiz poetry, on 
a scale that is unimaginable [to those not there]…. For years, I was the 
Dean of Humanities at University of Tehran and even those who got their 
PhD’s in Persian Literature were of a lesser scale [in knowledge] than 
these men. I learned a lot from these meetings, I don’t recall the details 
but the method (mofadesh yadam namiayad, ravesh-hayash ra yadam 
miayad)… [What I mean is] that if you were to ask me what did Zeka’ ol-
Molk [Foroughi] said about ‘naqsh’ I don’t know but I know that [topics 
such as] delving into (ta’ammoq kardan), the third internal plane (bo’d-e 
sevvom-e daruni), traversing the depths  (omq ra tey kardan), not just the 
two outer planes (na faqat do bo’d-e sathi ra), was very significant and 
how these types of analysis leads a person to deeper meanings (cheqadr 
in tahlil-ha adam ra be ma’ani-ye amiqtar miresanad.”736 

Of course, this and many other specialized acculturation institutions or groups were 

disassembled during the Occupation.  

In conclusion, it is evident that by the late 1930s cultural reform was of the 

highest priority for Reza Shah. The Ministry of Education would be the central institution 

for this task. It was responsible for the creation of programs and ideologies favoring 

acculturation through education, including the University of Tehran. As well, it led efforts 

in the creation of specific institutes tasked with the regulation of cultural directives such 

as Farhangestan. Philosophy in the academic and cultural spheres came to play a role 

in the justification and intelligibility of these cultural directives. A natural by-product of 

this process was further politicization of philosophy.   

The Politicization of Philosophy: 1921-1941 

The politicization of Philosophy in this period entails a closer look at the political 

activities and associations of these educator-scholars outside of academic institutions. 

Figures such as Foroughi, Nasr, Hekmat, Sadiq and Siassi had, at one time or another, 

the ear of the monarch infusing their philosophies into Reza Shah’s politics and 

educational policies, as well as formulating Reza Shah’s politics and educational policies 

into their philosophies. Ironically, for all of their efforts at state building and 

institutionalization, Reza Shah and to some degree his son continued to conduct state 

policy through informal channels. Conversely, close association with the monarch 
                                                
736 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 34. 
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translated into policy disruption and reorientations as these individuals fell in and out of 

favor with Reza Shah. This still informal process impeded reformulation and 

implementation of educational policy. Nonetheless, the Reza Shah era saw the rise, in 

both political and educational influence, of these educator-scholars, whose views on and 

experiences during this period are recounted below. It is my intention that this approach 

provides context into the extent of their intellectual influence on the Pahlavi 

modernization project that has been overshadowed by historiographical emphasis on 

state-centric approaches to Iranian modernization.737 

Isa Sadiq refers in detail to his experience of the 1921 coup. Sadiq had just 

rented a house in Tehran and accepted a post as French instructor at Dar al-Funun 

when the 1921 Coup occurred. Well informed and well connected, it is surprising that 

Sadiq and his cohort were unaware and taken by surprise by the event. Like most of 

Tehran, Sadiq was asleep when the Coup occurred and only heard about it from his 

cook the next morning. Still in disbelief, Sadiq called and received no answer from the 

Ministry of Education; he set out in the streets of Tehran.  

He recalled that the stores were open and the people quietly went about. Talking 

to local shopkeepers, he found out that overnight, the Cossacks had entered Tehran 

from the Qazvin gate and arrested a few ministers (Ayn ol-Dowleh, Sepahsalar, 

FarmanFarma and Sa’d ol-Dowleh). Interestingly neither Sadiq nor the Faiz brothers 

(with whom he was staying: one was a doctor and the other the Minister of Finance) 

knew of the Cossack’s intentions or even their commander’s name.  With the 

newspapers closed, no one knew what was going on until the fourth day when a 

statement was read and posted throughout the city:  

I hereby decree, Reza the head of Cossak Division, His Royal Highness’ 
Supreme Commander of Forces… I am reinstating military law in the city, 
under these terms, and under the command of Kazem Khan Siyah (hokm 
mikonam, Reza Ra’is Divisiyon-e Qasaq-e A’lahazrat-e Homayuni va 
Farmandeh-ye Kol-e Qovah).738  

                                                
737 In particular, I am referring to Cyrus Schayegh’s criticism of a state-centric historiography of 
Pahlavi Iran in, “’Seeing Like a State’: An Essay on the Historiography of Modern Iran,” Journal of 
Middle East Studies Vol. 42 (2017): 37-61. 
738 Sadiq, Yadegar-e Omr, 231. 
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Sadiq commented on Seyyed Zia al-Din Tabatabai’s announcement explaining the coup. 

Sadiq mentioned that he had a positive view of Tabatabai (whom he knew from before) 

and the comments about how the coup was in line with the reforms that had started from 

the time of the Constitutional Revolution: the modernization of the armed forces, the 

termination of capitulations, including the 1919 Agreement with Britain, the evacuation of 

foreign armies from Iran and the creation and expansion of educational facilities.739  

Shortly after, the new Prime Minister, Seyyed Zia al-Din Tabatabai made his 

cabinet selection and appointed Nayer ol-Molk (Reza Goli Hedayat) to head the Ministry 

of Education. Sadiq was familiar with Nayer ol-Molk, a seasoned educator, who was the 

dean of Dar al-Funun for several years prior to this appointment, as well as a colleague 

of Sadiq’s when he was Under-Minister of Education (Mo’aven-e Vezarat-e Ma’aref). 

Nayer ol-Molk gave Sadiq his old job of teaching French at Dar al-Funun back, and in 

1921, promoted him to head of curriculum and instruction of all government operated 

middle and higher education institutes in Iran.740 He was now among the first order of 

educator-statesmen in Iran. 

Sadiq was invited to Golestan Palace for the first public reception following the 

1921 Coup, and recalls being so proud to be invited to the first reception for Noruz at the 

age of twenty-six.741 Sadiq met Reza Khan for the first time at this reception on 21 March 

1921, conversing with him about Iran’s general reform plans and some educational 

legislation. In his memoir, he has a very positive view of Reza Khan. The following year, 

an incident with the Bolsheviks bolstered Sadiq’s admiration for Reza Khan. 

Sadiq’s relationship to Reza Shah, however, was also influenced through his 

support of Ali Akbar Davar. In the 1920s, Davar and the Radical Party greatly aided 

Reza Khan on his political ascension. Sadiq was a friend and confidant of Davar in 

addition to being the editor of Davar’s paper Mard-e Azad and a member of Davar’s 

political party Hezb-e Radical (Radical Party). As such, when Davar fell out of favor with 

Reza Shah in the 1930s, Sadiq fell out of favor through his association with Davar and 
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his position at the Ministry of Education was awarded to Soleiman Mirza Hassan.742 

Thus, the influence of Davar and his political party on our academic philosophers and by 

extension on the politicization of philosophy merits closer attention. 

In 1921, both Isa Sadiq and Ali Asghar Hekmat joined Davar’s Radical Party and 

newspaper. Sadiq became a founding member of both newspaper and political party.743  

Davar and the radical party were responsible for moving forward legislation that 

dissolved the Qajar dynasty. According to Hekmat, “the ethos of the party was that a 

new bureaucracy (Divansalari) needed a strong central power and new blood, thus the 

party supported Reza Khan as the strong central figure, against the opposition, [led] by 

Mosaddegh who argued that strong central power must be in the hands of the people 

not the monarch.”744  

According to Sadiq, in 1925 the supporters of Reza Khan pulled the rug under 

the Qajars and gave the throne to Reza Khan since he had improved the economic and 

security situation in Iran; i.e. provided security and allowed these scholar-technocrats to 

enact their reforms; something the Qajars resisted to varying degrees. In this regard 

Ansari contends that, “with the emergence of Reza Khan, the nationalists, especially the 

secular variety, were provided with manifest proof of their salvation… For the 

nationalists, Reza Khan was the vehicle through which their agenda would be 

implemented. He was a tool of political action, undoubtedly more important than a mere 

fly on the face of the nation, but dispensable all the same.”745 One of these nationalists 

was Ali Akbar Davar, chief architect of Iran’s modern judicial system in the Pahlavi era: 

Davar and the Radical Party played a role here in that they drafted the 
legislation and pushed for support in the Majles to overturn the Qajar 
dynasty and on Aban 9 1304, new legislature for the establishment of 
Pahlavi dynasty was passed [in the Majles] with the opposition of 
Mohammad Modarres, Yahya Dowlatabadi, Hassan Taqizadeh, Hossein 
‘Ala and Mohammad Mossadegh.746  

                                                
742 Sadiq, Yadegar-e Omr, 278. 
743 Reza Mokhtari Esfahani, Hekayat-e Hekmat, 158. 
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Sadiq recalled that Davar’s support of Reza Khan at this crucial moment allowed him to 

exert influence in the creation and direction of the committee for the new constitution that 

was going to be drawn up. The Constitutional Committee (Majles-e Mo’asesan) was 

comprised of many members of the Radical Party including Hekmat. He noted that the 

Committee changed articles 36-38 and 40 of the Iranian Constitution, effectively 

dissolving the Qajar and changing the monarchy to the house of Pahlavi.747  

Prime Minster Foroughi formed Reza Shah’s first government.748 Foroughi and 

other senior statesmen propagated Persian tropes of kingship in support of the new 

monarch and dynastic house. For example, Hekmat noted that the new king would “bring 

new blood and fortune to a stricken land” and promoted Reza Shah to the Iranian people 

by drawing comparisons with Nader Shah coming to rescue Iran after the Afghan 

invasion and fall of Safavid Dynasty, implying weakness with Qajar era.749 Both the new 

monarch and Foroughi rewarded Davar and the Radical Party with cabinet positions 

following their support of the dynastic change. At this time, three of the four pillars of a 

modern Iranian state as depicted in the 1919 Agreement, namely the Vezarat-e Maliyeh 

(Ministry of Treasury), Adliyeh (Justice) and Ma’aref (Education), were controlled by The 

Radical Party and the fourth pillar Harbiyeh (Military) was controlled by Reza Shah. In 

addition to Davar’s Radical Party, other nationalist parties vied for political control and 

attention of the monarch. Court Minister Teymourtash formed the New Iran Party (Iran-e 

Novin) in 1927 and Siassi was involved with this party. Historian Ali Ansari views 

Teymourtash as the “architect of Reza Shah’s reforms.”750  

The growth of Marxist ideology also influenced the government’s political 

structure and at times tested its sensibility and independence; a nuisance in the 1920s, 

and a problem in the 1930s.  In the early 1930s, the French Council in Tehran reported 

back to Paris that returning Iranian students from abroad have fascist and communist 

tendencies, “and in this way the groundwork for a communist party in Iran has been laid 
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and the shah is a party to this occurrence.”751 The French government discussed the 

issue with the government of Iran and, in response, a law titled Punishment of Disrupters 

of Order (Mojazat-e Barhamzanandegan-e Nezamat) was passed in 1931. This law was 

designed to curtail, in the main, the political activities and membership of students 

abroad by threatening them with punishment and imprisonment upon their return to 

Iran.752  

There is a generational and ideological contestation here that needs to be 

explained. The Iranians educated at the Sorbonne and elsewhere in France, which 

included our duo of educationalist-statesmen of Siassi and Hekmat represented the 

Iranian state at this time. This intellectual cluster would remain in power into the early 

1950s. At the same time, the newer generation of European educated, in particular 

German intellectuals, harbored an affinity to socialist ideologies.753  As observed by 

historian Abbas Amanat: 

Whereas most French graduates who came to dominate Iranian higher 
education remained loyal to the post-World War II nationalist cause, the 
Iranian graduates of the German system often tilted toward the left and 
were influential in shaping of the Tudeh Party and other independent 
socialist tendencies.754 

According to Hekmat, legal measures such as Punishment of Disrupters of Order 

law targeted Iranian Marxist students in Germany such as Abdol-Hossein Nushi, Khalil 

Malelki, and Ahmad Hami and the three were ‘returned’ to Iran. However, in Iran they 

and others fell under the influence of Taqi Arani, himself a Marxist educated in Germany. 

While in Germany in 1924, Arani formed the secret Society of Iran (Anjoman-e Iran), 

which he established in Iran on his return in 1929.755 Additionally, in 1933 Arani became 

the publisher of the magazine Donya. It was influential in promoting Marxist ideals such 

as dialectic materialism, and in the process caused agitations at the University. Hekmat 

recalled that in 1935 the technical school went on strike forcing him to intervene and 
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change some staff and procedures to put an end to the students strike.756 In the 

aftermath, fifty-three students among the strikers were chosen by Reza Shah to be 

expelled and sentenced for collusion with Arani against the state. Hekmat’s interventions 

fell short of reversing the expulsions.757 

As mentioned, Reza Shah’s dictatorial behavior was at its height by 1936, 

removing from power many of those who had been “architects,” to borrow from Ansari, of 

the Pahlavi modernization program. It was also in 1936 that Falsafi published the articles 

of Foroughi and Taqizadeh.758  

According to Hekmat, Reza Shah was extremely upset at both publications. He 

ordered an investigation that resulted in the dismissal of Falsafi, Ta’lim va Tarbiyat 

magazine’s editor who allowed the printing of both articles.  Fortunately, Hekmat was in 

the Soviet Union on assignment and was spared the monarch’s ire. The situation was so 

bad that Foroughi had to mediate between Reza Shah and the magazine, which was the 

official state publication of the Ministry of Education, to prevent its closing.759  Even 

Foroughi was forced to retire from politics and resigned his presidency of Farhangestan 

in the aftermath.  

To make a point, Hassan Vosuq was personally appointed by Reza Shah in 1936 

as the new president of Farhangestan. Hekmat notes that Reza Shah took a strong 

personal interest in Farhangestan and, “its mission to make Iran independent from a 

linguistic perspective now that it was independent in a political perspective… Reza Shah 

didn’t even want to close it down during the month of Ramadan.”760 According to 

Hekmat, Reza Shah was not impressed with Vosuq’s performance at Farhangestan and 

appointed Hekmat to the post in 1938. 761  

Hekmat initiated a purge at Farhangestan following his appointment. He removed 

Hassan Vosuq, Seyyed Nasrollah Taqavi, and Ali Akbar Dehkhoda, and appointed 
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people such as Ali Akbar Siassi, Ebrahim Pourdavud, Mostafa Adl, Ahmad Ashtari and 

Hassan-Ali Mosteshar. He noted, “These were all members of Iran-e Javan political 

party who were educated in Europe.”762  

The consequences of this purge were significant and it was more than the 

reshuffling of ministers and political appointments. The late Qajar era educators trained, 

in the main, in traditional Iranian education were being replaced by new Pahlavi era 

educators oriented, in the main, in Western education. These scholar-educators were 

finally in sufficient numbers, and under the patronage of Reza Shah could effectively 

replace the old cadre. As will be shown, this cadre’s educational philosophy entailed 

hyper-nationalism and the acquisition of Western modernity.763 Hekmat, although 

initiating the purge, was somewhat in between these two generations, his education 

being more traditional than European with only a BA from Sorbonne, yet he was 

Western-oriented enough – through his missionary contacts - to be among the most 

influential reformer educator-statesmen well into the second Pahlavi era.   

That same year (1938), Hekmat mistakenly sent a congratulatory letter to a 

French magazine that had previously raised the ire of Reza Shah and was forced to 

resign in the political fallout that ensued.764 He retreated to his family home in Shiraz, 

and in the six months that he spent at home he translated Shakespeare’s Romeo and 

Juliet into Persian with a commentary drawing comparisons to Leili va Majnun.765 Seven 

months after he departed, Hekmat was recalled to Tehran and appointed Minister of 

Interior (Vezarat-e Keshvar), replacing Abolqasem Forouhar who was imprisoned by 
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Reza Shah after he failed to resolve the diplomatic row with France.766 During his short 

tenure at the Ministry of Interior, Hekmat discovered that, 

The problem with the Ministry of Interior is that since its scope of 
responsibility such as order, security, health, social services interlaced 
with other ministries such as Defense, Education, etc.… often the mid 
ranking people at the Ministry [of Interior] took direction from other 
ministries and from Reza Shah directly, so the Ministry was in some ways 
powerless to influence change.767  

Hekmat’s observation made apparent that a decade of social engineering and institution 

building in the new Pahlavi era had not produced the bureaucratic institutionalization and 

routinization that these academic-statesmen desired. In its stead, traditional Iranian 

personal power structures had worked themselves into these institutions. The problem 

was identified as personnel-oriented and Hekmat attempted to, “bring in some young 

people like Mohsen Nasr, Mahmud Hesabi, Abolqasem Bahrami to better the situation 

[at the Ministry of Interior].”768 

Meanwhile, Iran’s geopolitical interests drew Hekmat away from the Ministry of 

Interior the following year. According to Hekmat, following Hitler and Stalin’s August 

1939 signing of the Treaty of Non-aggression, Reza Shah set “Iran’s foreign policy 

towards Germany after the Soviet Union: thus whatever status the Soviet Union has with 

Germany, so does Iran, goods from Germany start to flow to Iran through the Soviet 

Union… This is around the time of [the] Polish partition between Stalin and Hitler.”769  

In late 1939 Hekmat wanted to resign from the Ministry of Interior, citing that he 

was apposed to Prime Minister Matin-Daftari’s support of Germany and German 

specialists in Iran. In his memoir, Hekmat wrote that he predicted Germany’s defeat in 

the upcoming war and was personally opposed to fascism and Nazism. Adding, “When 

at the Ministry of Education, I always refused to hire German instructors and only hired 

                                                
766 Reza Mokhtari Esfahani, Hekayat-e Hekmat, 218; Hekmat was a known anglophile, and Reza 
Shah used him to appease the British. For example, Hekmat was appointed Minister of Interior at 
a time when relations with the United Kingdom were at a low point, leading up to the Iran’s 
support of the Soviet Union and Germany following their non-aggression pack. In fact, Hekmat 
contends that Reza Shah abrogated a secret defense pack with the United Kingdom that same 
year. 
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French and Iranians.”770 At first, Reza Shah accepted Hekmat’s resignation, while 

appearing to remain neutral between the Germans and the British.  He appointed 

Hekmat as Iran’s ambassador to Berlin; however, the German government refused the 

appointment, citing Hekmat’s Jewish ancestry.771 Subsequently, Hekmat was 

reappointed as Minister of Interior. The following month, World War Two unfolded with 

German repatriation of Danzig.  

Reza Shah struggled to maintain Iran’s neutrality in his remaining time as 

monarch. On 3 Khordad 1319 (26 June 1940), Reza Shah issued a royal decree 

(farman-e homayuni) firing both Hekmat – who supported the Allies and was Minister of 

Interior – and Ahmad Matin-Daftari – who supported the Axis and was Prime Minister.  

After the Allies invaded and occupied Iran, Hekmat was returned to government while 

Matin-Daftari was sent to an Allied detention center.  

1941 – Invasion and Abdication: 

The invasion of Iran by the Allies in August of 1941 followed accusations of 

collusion with the Germans, accompanied by demands and ultimatums aiming to limit 

Iran’s trade with and technical assistance from Germany. Furthermore, the Allies 

expressed concerns that Reza Shah’s extreme nationalist ideology mixed with Aryan 

mythology presented an affinity with the Third Reich’s social nationalism, at least in its 

earlier forms.  According to Hossein Nasr, however, Iranians’ affinity for Germany was 

not because of Hitler or his ideology, rather,   

Because the Germans were, in the battlefield, defeating Iran’s two old 
foes, Britain and Russia…. I remember when I was in Firouzkuh High 
School and Hitler’s armies had reached the caucuses, someone spread 
the rumor in school that the Twelfth Imam had descended into this realm 
and will be soon coming to Iran with Hitler [German army]…. All the 
school children left their classes and poured onto the streets, where they 
were joined by other school children, for example, there were ten 
thousand students in the streets… what a feeling that soon the Hidden 
Imam will arrive with Hitler; of course, this was not because Iranians were 
fascists, mash-Allah, those that were against Iran were and are a lot more 
fascist, but because we were beaten down by the British and the 
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Russians and worse of all the treatment we received at the hands of the 
Russian Army [is why Iranians supported Germany].772  

Two items to note here: First, Nasr is arguing that Iran saw Germany as the third force to 

ward off British and Russian designs, a role traditionally played by France. Second, after 

nearly two decades of efforts at Aryan nationalism by the Reza Shah’s best and 

brightest social engineers, it was the image of the Twelfth Imam of Shi’ism that brought 

out thousands of school children, shouting, in to the streets of Tehran. This was even 

more significant since this generation of school children, Nasr among them, had lived 

their entire lives in Reza Shah’s Iran. 

Reza Shah’s abdication was a shock to the national psyche. Most of our 

academic-statesmen have commented on Reza Shah’s reign, accomplishments and 

shortcomings. Seyyed Hossein Nasr (Vali Nasr’s son) was eight years old when the 

Allies invaded Iran in August of 1941. He mentions that the occupation shocked the 

nation, leading to spiritual, psychological and cultural changes:  

In the Reza Shah period, we all had a nationalistic ego (Qorur-e Meli)… 
us school children were very nationalistic about Iran, about what an 
important place it was, and how big it was, and its treasured culture, and 
this feeling of nationalism was very strong in Iran. Of course, it had a 
negative aspect as well, as they say it had a ‘chauvinistic’ dimension…. [it 
did not have] a real love of homeland, love for Iran, in the way the next 
generation had in Mohammad Reza Shah, it wasn’t like that.773  

The nationalistic ego was quickly subdued and trampled under occupation. Nasr notes, 

“The occupation hurt our national pride. I remember when the Russian soldiers were 

marching on Shah Reza Boulevard, slamming their boots into the ground in unison, it 

was destructive to our pride (tahqir amiz va reqat amiz bud).”774 The overall impression 

that Nasr gives of the era is one of uncertainty, directionless and fear; the exact opposite 

of conditions under the iron fist of Reza Shah. Nasr noted the uncertainty at the time: 

“when Reza Shah got on a train and left, for a few days nobody knew what was going to 

happen to Iran, if there was going to be an Iran left, if it would be partitioned or not; even 
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the school kids were saying that the Russians will take the north and the British will take 

the south.”775  

At the same time, they considered the 1940s as one that invited back the forces 

of chaos that had disturbed Iranian society following the Constitutional Revolution. 

Hekmat notes,  

The period between Reza Shah’s abdication in August 1941 to the 1953 
Coup, which brought his son back to [effective] power was in a way a 
return to constitutionalism, and although many of the Constitutional era 
reforms were accomplished in the twenty years of Reza Shah’s reign from 
a political perspective, an independent parliament and the concept of 
responsible government was far from realization… Still, educational, 
cultural and social changes of this period had created a new generation of 
modern educated (abroad and in Iran) Iranians who expanded their 
political activities in this new climate… some, particularly those who were 
imprisoned during Reza Shah’s tenure became part of the newly formed 
Tudeh party, while others joined nationalists social parties such as Hezb-
e Iran and Jepheh-ye Meli, while a smaller group were attracted to radical 
nationalistic parties such as PanIranist and Sumaka…. [the problem was 
that] all aforementioned political parties, supported one or another type of 
foreign politics… for example, when Tudeh party showed its preference of 
USSR over Iran, some Iranians founded the Third-Force (Niroye Sevom 
party), [with] Khalil Maleki and Jalal al-e Ahmad.776  

But that is a discussion left for the next chapter. I would like to end this section on the 

politicization of philosophy with a look at a scholar who refrained from the practice of 

politics in the Reza Shah period: Vali Nasr. Many years later his son Hossein Nasr 

recalls:  

The reason I abstained from politics in my life was my father…. My father, 
even though he was intimate with the most prominent politicians of Iran, 
never wanted to directly enter politics due to the cultural works that he 
did… I remember one time that Foroughi sent word that he is coming 
over, and then came to our house and said “look Dr. Vali Allah Khan, I 
was with the Shah in the morning, meaning Reza Shah, and he said that 
‘folani’ has to accept the post of Minister of Culture this time! I am not 
going to take no for an answer! And I am rendered powerless, you can go 
deal with him if you wish!” my father saw Reza Shah regularly, and Reza 
Shah always listened to my father, because my father didn’t want 
anything for himself… My father went there [to Darbar] and returned and 
Foroughi came to our house and said what happened? My father replied 
that he [Reza Shah] accepted that I shouldn’t become Minister of 
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Culture… [Foroughi] said what does that mean? How is that possible? 
[My father] said: Reza Shah said Doktor Vali Allah Khan-e Nasr you have 
to accept the post of Minister of Culture, it is in truth your Ministry and 
there is no one here to run it… my father said to Reza Shah: “brother, you 
are kind to me, and I spent a lifetime and even six years running the 
culture of the country... But let me refuse on the grounds that the word 
Vazir is an Arabic word and I will not have it and Reza Shah accepted.777 

The above example was also chosen to show the brevity with which Vali Nasr spoke to 

Reza Shah, known for his quick temper and harsh manners. Hossein Nasr claims that 

his father was openly and publicly frank and critical of Reza Shah, even during one of 

the Propagation of Thought conferences: 

My father sang a poem by Sa’di about tama’ (greed) and this was at a 
time when Reza Shah was confiscating land and property without 
cause… so my father sings this poem about greed and how it leads to 
moral decay destroying man and everything around him including justice 
[‘edalat]…. Now Reza Shah was sitting there listening, and at the end my 
father extended his hands towards Reza Shah and said “if you put your 
hands of greed on people’s possessions, you have closed the bridge of 
your public image which you need to cross!”… Reza Shah turned red! I 
was sitting behind him and I saw that he turned red to his ears! It takes a 
lot of courage, Reza Shah had an extraordinary power, and if your eyes 
met his you would fall dead! He was very charismatic, extraordinarily 
charismatic, he was a strange and peculiar person, his son was not like 
that, Mohammad Reza Shah was very soft (molayem bud); Reza Shah 
was militaristic (nezami bud) with an all encompassing eye (cheshm-haye 
kheyli motenafez dasht)... Then my father came and sat down next to 
Foroughi and I heard Foroughi whisper, “you just lost your head!” Well, 
the person that had killed Nosrat al-Dowleh and Teymurtash [already], 
could have easily brought about the end for my father for this public 
outburst… At the end of each session we would all stand in line and Reza 
Shah would come and greet us, I would stand next to my father and Reza 
Shah would not shake my hand but my fathers and others…. When he 
got to my father, he smiled and said, “Dr. Vali Allah Khan, you taught me 
a good lesson today! (khub ma ra emruz tarbiyat kardi).778 

What is extraordinary about this passage  - aside from the number of times Nasr uses 

the term ‘Reza Shah’ - is the security Vali Nasr feels in front of the monarch: “This is a 

very important point, because my father was not scared, because he was a political, his 
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comment was not interpreted as political aspiration but rather a lesson from the heart. … 

It is for this reason that he [my father] wanted to refrain from political practice.”779 

And so, the practice of politics in the modern state extends to the realm of 

culture. As such, cultural projects come to occupy a special place within the Pahlavi 

government. The instruction, institutionalization and politicization of academic philosophy 

accelerated in the Reza Shah era supporting the overall themes of implementation and 

expansion. Much praise goes to these academic-statesmen who developed the 

foundations of Iran’s modern education system in a generation. In particular, they 

defined Iran’s philosophy of education while creating ministries and schools to carry out 

this philosophy. The University of Tehran was in many ways representative of this 

process. More difficult still, was their task in defining what constituted academic 

philosophy and how to translate, teach and incorporate Western philosophy into 

University curriculum. In the process, they created a historical meta-narrative containing 

node of divergence, convergence and dialectic between Islamic and Western 

philosophy. Elements and ideas from this meta-narrative where then incorporated in the 

construction of Pahlavi preferred cultural and national ideologies that played a role in the 

politicization of philosophy between 1921 and 1941. These preferred cultural and 

national ideologies were propagated at state institutions through a network of trained 

educators.    
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Chapter 4. Integration and Synthesis: Academic 
Philosophy in Pahlavi Iran, 1941-1978 

The Allied occupation of Iran eroded British political dominance leading to an era 

of contested ideologies and political liberalization. From a geopolitical perspective, the 

1940s witnessed increased superpower influence in Iran and the diminishing influence of 

the European Great Powers. The young Pahlavi, as well as his father’s senior 

statesmen, such as Foroughi, preferred an American partner-protector to a Soviet one. 

Closer ties to the US entailed structural changes to Iranian military and bureaucratic 

institutions. As a result, Iran’s administrative and educational orientation was realigned 

towards its new benefactor beginning in the mid 1940s. After American influence was 

consolidated in the 1953 Coup, the reorientation program accelerated in the 1960s.780 

Thus, the 1950s witnessed the sidelining of the older Reza Shah, Eurocentric academic-

statesmen with younger Amerocentric academic-statesmen. Concurrently, pro-Soviet 

academic sympathizers such as those associating with the Tudeh Party were purged 

from government and pursued by police and other security forces.  

This approach however created a new problem for the Pahlavi dynasty. By the 

late 1930s, it was quite apparent that a by-product of foreign education was foreign 

cultural orientation. In other words, an Iranian educated in the French educational 

system would develop an affinity for French language and culture, informing his 

convictions and decisions. Thus, we witness greater attention to cultural institutions and 

the strengthening of national identity in the second half of Reza Shah’s reign. By the 

1950s, Mohammad Reza Shah wanted to limit or reverse the effect of this foreign and 

increasingly American orientation on his administrative elite, as well as military and 

civilian personnel. He tasked Nasr, Mojtahedi, Nafisi and other educator statesmen, to 

reorient Iranian educational and cultural institutions towards mystical Islam. Sufism, in its 

twentieth century Iranian form, was the most malleable form of Islam, compatible with 

both the Pahlavi political model and modernization plans. Additionally, Sufism entailed 
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an intellectual, in particular, philosophic, dimension that could be presented as 

academics in a university setting.     

This shift towards mystical Islam had an impact on the production of knowledge 

in Iranian universities. Beginning in the 1950s, there was an increase in the number of 

articles about Islamic philosophy, erfan and Sufism by Iranian academics, in particular 

among philosophers and theologians at the University of Tehran. As comparative works 

of academic philosophy were once used to rationalize reforms and modernity in the 

1920s-40s, their usage morphed into the promotion of an Irano-Islamic cultural affinity in 

the 1960s-70s. Therefore, I argue that the Iranian state itself embarked on a program of 

Islamic repatriation into the cultural model of the state beginning in the 1960s. This 

project was in response to increased American cultural influence within Iran’s 

modernized elite. Viewed in this context, then, the Islamization of Marxist ideology 

(Shariati and the Mujaheddin Khalq), as well as the politicization of fiqhi Twelver Shi’ite 

jurisprudence Islam (Khomeini/Tabatabai) as presented in the 1960s and 70s were 

reactions to a state-sponsored ideology, and not organic, anti-imperialist, or nativist 

philosophies of postcolonial discourse.  

  



220 

The Instruction of Philosophy: 1941-1977 

If the 1850s to 1920s was the era of the discovery and imitation in the instruction 

of Western academic philosophy for Iranian educator-scholars, and the 1920s to 1940s 

was the era of the implementation and expansion in the instruction of Western academic 

philosophy, then the next era, the 1940s to 1970s, witnessed the integration of Iranian 

philosophy into global philosophical discourses. Iranian academic philosophy of this era 

exhibits the synthesis of Western phenomenology and erfano-Islamic philosophies. For 

the Pahlavi state, this brand of philosophy addressed Bastangarai nationalism’s primarily 

weakness: lack of a religious identity. A mild religious identity was preferred to the racial 

underpinnings of the Aryan thesis, which was supplemented through the cultural-ethical 

values of mystical Islam. Alongside this intellectual transformation, the influence of 

American institutions and American-trained Iranian academics tended to displace 

European-trained Iranian academics of the late Reza Shah era. 

Thus, this section begins with a biographical account of Iranian academic-

philosophers who trained in and were influenced by the politics of this period. It will then 

trace developments in the instruction of academic philosophy at the Department of 

Philosophy in the 1960s such as the creation of specialized institutes and centers, 

increased participation in international conferences, as well as changes to the 

curriculum, programs of study and faculty composition. As part of these developments, I 

will demonstrate an academic affinity with mystical Islam and an institutional affinity with 

American higher education methods and practices. These developments are extended 

to national practices in the philosophy of education with examples and discussions 

concerning other Iranian universities and other centers of higher education. As a subset 

of this discussion, I analyze developments in the instruction of philosophy at Qom 

Seminary and its contribution to the mystification and politicization of Iranian philosophy 

in Pahlavi Iran.     

Biographies of Academic Philosophers Trained in the 1950s:  

As mentioned in the previous chapter, many of Iran’s most famous academic 

philosophers were part of the 1930s generation. They included Seyyed Hossein Nasr (b. 

1934), Daryoush Ashouri (b. 1938), Daryoush Shayegan (b. 1935), and Reza Davari 

Ardakani (b. 1933). Nasr would be Iran’s leading philosopher-statesmen of the 1960s-



221 

70s, and his relations with Mohammad Reza Shah echoed that of Foroughi and Reza 

Shah. Shayegan and Ashouri were among the new academics hired in the late 1950s 

and early 1960s, to limit the influence of positivist philosophy at the Department.  While 

significant for their research and contributions to the field, both scholars did not meddle 

in administrative or political affairs. Thus, while significant for their contributions to 

academic research and instructions, their institutional and political influence was 

negligible. Reza Davari, on the other hand, would evolve into; arguably, the most famous 

pro-regime academic philosopher of the Islamic Republic, and his relations within the 

regime including with the supreme leader echoes that of Nasr and Mohammad Reza 

Shah or Foroughi and Reza Shah.   

Additionally, I have included, by way of comparison, the biography and careers of 

two other academics of the same era: Jalal Matini (b.1928), and Simin Redjali (b. 1934). 

Matini, while not an academic philosopher, was instructor at Abadan Institute of 

Technology and would become President of Mashhad University and Farhangestan just 

before the ’79 Revolution. Redjali, a Heidelberg-trained academic philosopher, would be 

instrumental in creating educational institutions for the advancement of women’s welfare 

in Iran, including the creation of Shemiran College, a specialized graduate school for 

training psychologists and family therapists. Matini and Redjali are included in this study 

because their promising careers ended abruptly following the 1979 Revolution while 

Reza Davari’s career, which was until then that of an ordinary university professor, 

skyrocketed. Therefore, their training, affiliations and views are worth examining for they 

are symbolic of the ‘type of academics’ purged in the Cultural Revolution (1980). In 

short, their career trajectories are demonstrative of breaks or changes in the educational 

and intellectual tradition in Iran following the Iranian Revolution. Furthermore, it is 

demonstrative of a pattern witnessed in the 1920s, the 1950s and then the 1980s, when 

a change in the political order caused the growth of certain academic-philosophers and 

the sidelining of others. Like Nasr, both academic-educators would leave Iran due to 

events surrounding the ’79 Revolution and move to the United States. It is prudent, 

though, to start with the iconic Seyyed Hossein Nasr.  

Seyyed Hossein Nasr was arguably the most important figure in the 1960s and 

‘70s in terms of his contribution to Iranian philosophy and higher education. The son of 

Vali Nasr, Hossein was born into a family of courtly doctors and scholars as discussed in 
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the previous chapter. He traveled to the US in 1945 at the age of fourteen.781 Once in 

America, Nasr met with a University of Tehran professor of psychology named Mehdi 

Jalali who was doing his post doctorate at Columbia. Jalali introduced Nasr to 

Hutchinson (Dean of Lafayette College in Pennsylvania) who recommend Nasr attend a 

Baptist preparatory school in New Jersey called Peddie School.782  

The Protestant connection is important here as these missionary educationalists 

were active in Iran since before the Constitutional Revolution and their influence on 

Iranian education and philosophy was discussed in the previous chapter. During the 

1940s-1970s, their influence in Iran manifested in three areas. First, they continued 

training future Iranian academics and administrators at east coast elite Protestant 

universities such as Columbia, Harvard, MIT and University of Pennsylvania. Second, 

the Presbyterian missionaries, from among this group, provided the intelligence bridge 

between the US office of naval intelligence (and later CIA) and Iran, in particular helping 

develop the early intelligence apparatus and personnel that became SAVAK.  Finally, 

Presbyterian missionaries assisted the British in the administration of Abadan Institute of 

Technology (AIT) in the 1950s and 1960s.  

Nasr is an example of the continued American missionary influence in training 

future Iranian educators and administrators towards an American bureaucratic 

orientation. However, it would be a mistake to overemphasize or monopolize this 

missionary influence. Nasr, for example, came from a traditional religious family and an 

Irano-Islamic perspective informed his philosophy even before coming to America. Once 

at MIT, his belief in the supremacy of physics and positivists philosophies quickly 

dissipated. He recalled that at this stage of his life he thought that “physics would lead to 

the understanding of reality of a beings physical existence,” and did not know that the 

new physics (fizik-e jadid) has nothing to do with the essence of things (hich ertebati be 

mahiyat-e ‘ashyaa’ nadarad) and is concerned with the phenomenon (ba padideh sar-o 

kar darad).783 Nasr’s use of terms such as “reality of beings” or “essence of things” are 

further indicative of his Irano-Islamic perspective.  
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According to Nasr, the years 1950-1958 (which were his Boston years) were the 

most important and formative in the development of this thoughts and plans (mohemtarin 

doreh-ye sazandegi-ye fekr va andisheh-ye bandeh ast).784 In the 1950s, MIT was trying 

to round off its science heavy education by offering more humanities program. This led 

Nasr to take several courses in Western humanities including philosophy. Nasr met an 

academic philosopher at MIT named Giorgio de Santillana who particularly influenced 

him.785 Nasr recalled that it was Santillana who introduced him to the Traditionalist 

intellectual tradition and gave him books to read on ancient Indian religions and the 

works of Guenon. Nasr found familiarity between the philosophy of the traditionalist 

intellectual tradition and certain aspects Islamic philosophy.786 

In his second year at MIT, much like Foroughi, Nasr “had a moment of clarity in 

which I can no longer trek ahead on the path of physics and science,” and changed his 

major.787 According to Nasr, physics did not satisfy his intellectual appetite because it 

was only concerned with ‘what’, “whereas natural philosophy of the Greco variety and 

Islamic philosophy of Ibn Sina are concerned with natural essence and not only the what 

but in search of the why as well.”788 He changed his major to philosophy. 

At first, he was content studying modern Western philosophy (from Descartes 

onwards), but discovered that “the new philosophy is rather hollow (vali haman falsafa-

ye jadid ra ham mididam ke chizi daresh nist)… meaning that I was actually searching 

for God, searching for Truth, although in the rational sense (be ma’ni-ye ‘aqlaniash)… 

these factors led me to concentrate more on non-Western philosophy.”789 Fortunately 

                                                
784 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 68. 
785 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 71. Santillana was a historian and philosopher of science. At this 
time, by 1950s, he was best known for his work on rationalism and his monograph The Crime of 
Galileo, which was published in 1955 (his more famous work, Hamlet’s Mill: an Essay on Myth 
and the Frame of Time would be published in 1969). Santillana’s philosophy denies positivism. 
Mark Sedgwick has also written about Nasr’s connection to Santillana in his monograph Against 
the Modern World, 154.  
786 Traditionalist philosophy is discussed further into this chapter. 
787 Nasr recounted that he was badly shaken by Oppenhimer’s famous speech concerning 
nuclear warfare prompting him to, “[ask Bertrand Russell] about the essence of physics and he 
said that physics has nothing to do with the reality and essence of existence, and is the 
mathematical creation of the mathematicians mind….” Nasr stated that at that moment I decided 
to quit physics and later made this decision official. Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 73. 
788 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 73. 
789 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 73. 
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Giorgio de Santillana’s wife had a private library at her home filled with Traditionalist 

philosophy. Nasr would finish his studies at MIT and Harvard by 1958, earning a BS in 

Physics from MIT and a PhD in History of Science from Harvard. His dissertation was 

entitled “An Introduction to Islamic Cosmological Doctrines,” written under co-supervision 

of Bernard Cohen, Hamilton Gibb, and Harry Wolfson. Nasr returned to Iran in 1958. 

Jalal Matini was born and raised in Tehran, part of the newly created modern 

Iranian middle class that appeared in clusters, mainly in the capital and a few other 

Iranian cities in the 1930s. He attended Amir Atabak and Zand elementary and Dar al-

Funun middle school for his six years of primary education. In 1940, Matini enrolled in 

Dar al-Funun high school, recalling, “The second floor was still being used for University 

of Tehran’s technical school as the new building was still not complete.”790  

After graduating high school with a rather modest 16.4/20 GPA in 1946, Matini 

enrolled in University of Tehran, College of Literature, majoring in Persian literature and 

language. Matini chose this major because there was no entrance exam, due to low 

interest, as opposed to the medical, dental and law schools, which had a competitive 

entrance exam.791 He completed his training in Persian Language and Literature earning 

an MA in 1949 and a PhD in 1957 under the supervision of Badi’ al-zaman 

Furuzanfar.792  

In 1950, Matini was hired by Mojtahedi to teach Persian Literature at Alborz High 

School, a position he held for the next seven years. Here Matini gained valuable 

experience in teaching – albeit teaching classical Persian literature – as well as 

administrative practices of this unique institution. Matini observed that compared to other 

high schools in Tehran, Alborz was very organized. For example, attendance was 

required and all absences reported to parents. The student body was about two 

thousand pupils in 1950. The faculty at Alborz comprised of about one hundred fulltime 

(eighteen instruction hours per week) and part-time teachers with a clear preference for 

                                                
790 Jalal Matini, Memories of Service Years: From Alborz High School to Persian Arts and    
Literature Academy (Ketab Corp., 2016), 14. 
791 Matini, 14. 
792 Matini, 15, Badi’ al-zaman Furuzanfar was knowledgeable in the field of Islamic Philosophy. In 
particular, he was an expert on mysticism and mystical literature (especially Rumi). He was the 
Dean of the Faculty of Theology (Daneshkadeh Elahiyat) from the 1940s to the 1960s.  
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part-time teachers.793 Most teachers taught at other schools and were considered the 

best in their field. All teachers were employed by the Ministry of Culture, except for 

Mojtahedi who was also a professor at University of Tehran’s Technical College and 

thus not an employee of the Ministry of Culture.794 In 1957, the newly minted Dr. Matini 

was hired by the previously mentioned Dr. Walter Groves, Dean of Studies at Abadan 

Institute of Technology to teach Persian language and literature.   

Simin Redjali was born to an old Tehrani aristocratic family in 1934. She was 

raised in privilege, in a north Tehran mansion with a nanny. Her family had court 

relations in that she attended Mohammad Reza Shah’s wedding to princess Fawzieh of 

Egypt when she was only five years old.795 Her pre-university training took place during 

the allied occupation to the fall of Mosaddegh: A few weeks into her first term at Masir 

primary school, the Allies occupied Iran. In her memoir, she speaks of black outs, hiding 

in the basement in fear of air raids, and systematic food shortages during the 

occupation.796 In 1946, she enrolled at the prestigious all girl high school, Nurbakhsh 

Secondary, and transferred to Iran [Bethel] Secondary in tenth grade where she 

graduated in 1952.797 It is important to note that Nurbakhsh and Iran Bethel were, like 

Alborz, former Presbyterian missionary schools. She attended the University of Tehran 

for her undergraduate studies. Redjali noted in her memoir:  

I chose to study philosophy and psychology, one of the subjects in the 
curriculum at Tehran University. I then planned to go abroad for the 
graduate level. So I registered at the University of Tehran in Philosophy 
and Educational Science, which was the only subject that had the most 
credit hours in psychology. I thought, after all, philosophy is the mother of 
all sciences.798   

She attended the College of Science and Art, which was part of the University of Tehran, 

but not located on the main campus of the university. 

                                                
793 Matini, 16-17. 
794 Matini, 24. 
795 Simin Redjali, A Symphony of Life: Triumph of Education over Adversity (XLIBRIS, 2013), 28. 
She was also related to Princess Farah Ziba through her mother’s family.  
796 Redjali, 31. 
797 Redjali, 41-43. 
798 Redjali, 52. 
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I remember my first paper in the college was about Aneximenes, the 
philosopher who thought everything originated from air and in the history 
of philosophy after Tales Maleti, who thought that everything originated 
from water. Every student had to prepare a paper on each philosopher 
and present an oral report.799 

She mainly studied with Dr. Sadighi,800 who was also the Minister of Interior in 

Mosaddegh’s government. Another favourite instructor was Dr. Mohammed Bagher 

Hushiar, a German trained scholar who taught subjects like psychology, ethics, and 

education. She also mentioned Dr. Siassi, “who was professor of psychology, and later 

became the President and Chancellor of the University of Tehran. Dr. Siassi must have 

been a very good diplomat to be the president of the University of Tehran at the time of 

Nationalization of Oil. Later on, he became the president of the Iranian Psychological 

Association (IPA).”801 Her core philosophy instructors seem to have been Drs. Sadiq and 

Mahdavi,802 interestingly stating that Mahdavi, a purist academic philosopher, was 

teaching sociology in the early 1950s.803  

There were also two other professors whose thoughts influenced me. 
One was Fazil Tuni, who taught ethics. He had a vast and deep 
knowledge of mysticism and Islam in our culture, especially in interpreting 
all my favourite poems. I even took extra private lessons from him to 
study his interesting and fascinating interpretation of poems of Mo’lana 
Rumi, my favourite poet…The other professor, who taught literature, was 
Dr. Reza Zadeh Shafagh,804 who, like Dr. Hushiar, had studied in 

                                                
799 Redjali, 55. 
800 Gholam Hossein Sadighi (1905-1992) was an Iranian sociologist and politician. He was a 
graduate of Dar al-Funun High School and continued his education in France in 1929. He was 
awarded a PhD from the University of Paris in 1936. His thesis was titled: “Islamic movements of 
the first and second centuries of Islam.” Subsequently, he became professor of Philosophy and 
Sociology, University of Tehran 1937-1979. Additionally, he served as Minister of Interior during 
Mosaddegh’s Prime Ministership, and was offered the Prime Minister position by the Shah on the 
eve of the Revolution, in December of 1978, but declined.  
801 Redjali, 55. 
802 Yahya Mahdavi was professor of philosophy at University of Tehran. His biography was 
presented in chapter two. 
803 Redjali, 56. 
804 Sadeq Reza-zadeh Shafagh (1892-1971) was Professor of History and Philosophy and 
Literature at Daneshsara-ye ‘Aliyeh and later University of Tehran. He was trained at Memorial 
Academy (an American missionary school in Tabriz) before the Constitutional Revolution and at 
Robert’s College (American school in Istanbul) during WWI. In 1922, he enrolled at University of 
Berlin graduating in 1928 with a PhD in Philosophy. While in Berlin, he associated with Taqizadeh 
and Pourdavoud.  Shafagh was a member of Farhangestan since its inception and participated in 
several specialized academic and cultural project as discussed further into this chapter.    
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Germany. These two professors were instrumental in my decision to do 
graduate work [in Germany].805 

Simin Redjali attended Heidelberg University from 1956-1961, Graduating PhD magna 

cum laude on 3 January 1961.806 In her memoir, she speaks of her experience with 

Iranian students while at Heidelberg: 

In general, there was a larger group of medical students than philosophy 
and social science students. Very few Iranians were studying philosophy 
or psychology in the School of Arts and Science… During 1959-60, many 
Iranian students, even those having scholarships from Iran, preferred to 
stay in Germany rather than return to Iran. Germany, after the war, 
provided great opportunities… Students in Heidelberg became very active 
in different political groups Jebeh-ye Meli (the National Front), Tudeh 
party (the Communist party), and the Islamic Front.807   

She also mentions a few of her favourite professors and the reason she became 

interested in German philosophy, and her research topic:  

Professor Caselman noticed my hesitation to choose [a thesis topic] and 
said, “How are you, Ms. Redjali?” Then he said, “With your philosophy 
undergraduate background, maybe you could choose this subject: ‘The 
Metaphysical Aspect of Punishment by Kant and Hegel.’” His suggestion 
put me in a state of shock. No German student had chosen that topic, and 
it would be difficult for me in a foreign language. But after a silence, I said 
that yes, I would choose that subject with only one condition— that my 
presentation would be scheduled at the end of the semester so that I 
would have more time for research and writing. Professor Caselman 
agreed and told me I would present the paper during the last week of the 
semester. In writing this first paper, I became deeply involved with the 
philosophy of Immanuel Kant and especially his ethics, a system, which I 
have, since then, followed almost all my life.808 

After graduating in 1961, Redjali received an offer to work as Assistant Professor at the 

University of Heidelberg, “but my conscience was calling me to return to Iran and give 

needed service to my country.” Adding, “Also, at the International Conference of 

Psychology, in Bonn, I met my former professor from Iran Dr. Ali Akbar Siassi, head of 

the Department of Psychology and Dr. M. Sana ‘i, who came from England. Dr. Siassi 

mentioned the need for psychology professors at Iran’s universities and persuaded me 

                                                
805 Redjali, 56-57. 
806 Redjali, 97. 
807 Redjali, 68,80,86. 
808 Redjali, 70-71. 
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to return.”809 We will return to Dr. Redjali and her observations about the instruction and 

administration of Iranian higher education further into the chapter.  

Reza Davari Ardakani, had a much different social and educational experience 

than Matini or Redjali, being born into a traditional family in a small southern-Iranian 

provincial town.810 Davari attended Ferdowsi Primary School and writes that, “There was 

only one [modern] school in Ardakan called Ferdowsi Primary and Middle School with 

courses offered from grades one through nine.”811 Davari also complained about living in 

a small Iranian town with no bookstore or library, making access to books difficult.   

Ardakan had no secondary school and Davari did not have the economic means 

to continue his education at a private institution. After placing first in the regional 

preparatory exam and earning a bursary to continue his education, he enrolled in 

Isfahan Preparatory Academy, a public institution for the training of rural teachers.812 In 

1951, Davari received his diploma from the Academy and was subsequently employed 

by the Ministry of Culture as a local teacher in the province; he was eighteen.  

Davari spent the next three years teaching in Ardakan, Arak, Qom, and Tehran. 

He also took an interest in Western critical theory, this time in the form of Marxism. 

According to Ali Paya, Davari had a favourable view of Marxist ideology at this time, 

which is reflective of Mirsepassi’s identification and general observation of this stage of 

Iranian modernity with the Leftist paradigm.813 Davari admits that the Marxist Tudeh 

party had considerable influence in Iran and even Davari was impressed at the ease with 

which Tudeh publications were made available in a small conservative town like 

                                                
809 Redjali, 97. 
810 For more information on Davari’s biography, philosophy and political discourse please see my 
MA Thesis: “Identity and Academic Philosophy in the Islamic Republic of Iran: The Case of Reza 
Davari Ardekani,” (Simon Fraser University, 2012). 
811 Davari, ‘Aql va Zamaneh: Gofteguha, 8. 
812 Davari adds that his father favored a traditional medical education for him since “in our town 
(velayat) and moreover in the city of Yazd, education was synonymous with studies in medicine 
and fiqh.” Reza Davari, ‘Aql va Zamaneh: Gofteguha, 9, 46. 
813 Ali Mirsepassi, Intellectual Discourse and the Politics of Modernization, 13. 
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Ardakan.814 Davari was accepted to the University of Tehran, arriving in the city in the fall 

of 1954.  

Tehran in 1954 was a volatile place. The coup against Mosaddegh was fresh in 

living memory, yet social and economic life was returning to normal as compared with 

most of the Mosaddegh premiership. Members of the Tudeh party were being purged 

from the military and a newly signed oil agreement with the International Oil Consortium 

promised political stability in the near future. The situation was not much different at the 

University of Tehran, which had witnessed many demonstrations and calls for freedom 

during the oil nationalization crisis. However, these demonstrations were localized to 

students and few faculties at the University. With Mohammad Reza Shah’s return to 

power, the Pahlavi regime restored its relation with the University. 

After entering the University, Davari earned a Bachelor of Arts (1958) and a 

Doctorate (1967) in Philosophy, and he has remained there as a Professor of 

Philosophy. As an undergraduate student at the University, Davari studied logic and 

Islamic philosophy with Dr. Fazil Tuni, logic with Dr. Khansari, and names Seyyed 

Kazem A’sar Tehrani, Gholam-Hossein Sadighi, Yahya Mahdavi, Reza Shafagh, Mehdi 

Jalali, Ali Akbar Siassi, Issa Sadiq, and Ahmad Fardid among his undergraduate 

faculty.815 

The biographies of the first thirty years of these four scholars are in a way a 

progress report on the development and training of Iranian academic philosophers. 

Whereas, our previous cohort of Sadiq, Siassi, Hekmat and Mahdavi had been exposed 

to early madrasah training, our current cohort was a direct product of the Pahlavi primary 

and secondary education system.  Whereas our previous cohort had strong Isfahani-

Bazaari social connection, our current cohort was primarily from settled Tehrani families, 

Davari notwithstanding.  

As well, their biographies show certain patterns of development in Iranian higher 

education. They are all in a way beneficiaries of an expanded educational system that 

provided them with funding and employment that aided in their career progression. At 

the same time, we can observe that the more socially elite Nasr and Redjali, had the 
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815 Reza Davari, ‘Aql va Zamaneh: Gofteguha, 11. 
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opportunity to study abroad, while Matini and Davari were trained at the University of 

Tehran.  More significantly, they were all at some point students of our first cohort of 

academic-philosophers at University of Tehran. Even Nasr, who spent his secondary 

and university years abroad had, through his father, familiarity with the thoughts of 

Foroughi and Hekmat. This points to the emergence of the University of Tehran, and 

specifically its Department of Philosophy as an intellectual center in Iran. A closer look at 

the structure and content of the College of Literature Magazine confirms this view. 

Making it Official: The College of Literature Magazine and the 
Department of Philosophy in the 1950s   

Starting in 1953, the College of Literature began publication of a monthly 

magazine called Majale’-ye Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va ‘Ulum-e Ensani Daneshgah 

Tehran, which provides valuable insight into the development of academic philosophy in 

the 1950s to the eve of the Revolution in 1975. As Dean of the College, Siassi was 

tasked with the production and editing of the magazine.816 

The magazine also provided quantitative data on the progress and expansion of 

programs at the College. For example, in the 1952-53 academic year there were 1613 

students in College of Literature, with an incoming class of 284 students, only twenty-

one of whom were accepted into the Department of Philosophy and Education (Falsafa 

va Ulum-e Tarbiyati) program and five accepted into Philosophy program (Falsafa-ye 

Mahdh).817 The curriculum for academic philosophy was gruelling as 1954 data on end-

of-year-exams shows a ninety five percent fail rate.818 

The magazine also reported on international academic programs and ventures. 

The overall direction of these activities is indicative of the emerging American structural 

preference and Islamic philosophic preference in the 1960s and 1970s.  For example, 

                                                
816 “Khabar-haye Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani 
Daneshgah Tehran Vol. 1.4, (1954): 1. Interestingly, the first issue had an article on the 
appointment of Dr. Yarshater as Professor of Ancient Iran. As well, there were nine PhD defenses 
at the College for the academic year, six were supervised by Hekmat and two by Badi’ al Zaman 
Furuzanfar who was Jalal Matini’s thesis supervisor. 
817 “Khabar-haye Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat va Amar va Natijeh-ye Emtehanat,” Daneshkadeh 
Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani Daneshgah Tehran Vol. 1.2, (1953): 131. 
818 “Khabar-haye Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani 
Daneshgah Tehran Vol. 1.5, (1954): 91. 
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there was increased cooperation with the American University of Beirut and the 

American University of Cairo starting in 1956 with the establishment of a Chair of 

Persian Language at Beirut University, attended by Dr. Badi’ al-Zaman Furuzanfar 

(Dean of Faculty of Theology) and Dr. Manuchehr Iqbal, the President of University of 

Tehran, as well as his counterpart, Dr. Fuad Bastani, the President of the American 

University of Beirut.819  

1956 marked the first year in which a formal program (Assasnameh va 

Barnameh-ye doreh lisanse va doktori-ye Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat) was written for the 

attainment of bachelorette and doctorate degrees in the College of Literature.820 There 

was systematic effort to formalize programs and curriculum at the University, including 

academic philosophy. The Philosophy Program was subjected to these changes and it 

henceforth had an entrance requirement consisting of three written exams: Persian 

language and literature; foreign language proficiency (either French, English, German or 

Russian); and, completion of preparatory courses in philosophy. The Curriculum itself 

was divided into courses on history of philosophy, courses on philosophical topics such 

as logic, ethics, and Islamic philosophy, and, courses on psychology and education.821  

Another feature of the magazine useful in uncovering academic trends and 

preferences was the publications of all PhD’s awarded in the College of Literature since 

the creation of the PhD program in 1942. This fascinating list shows the extent to which 

academics such as Badi’ al-Zaman Furuzanfar and Ali Asghar Hekmat dominated the 

senior supervision of PhD’s. Of the thirty-six PhD’s awarded between 1942 and 1954, 

fourteen were supervised by Furuzanfar and eleven by Hekmat.822 Many academics that 

taught at University of Tehran, such as Zabih-Allah Safa’, Parviz Khanlari, Ehsan 

Yarshater, Abdol-Hamid Golshan and Abdol-Hossein Zarinkub, were trained by these 

two academics. A brief look at the thesis titles of these thirty-six graduates reveals an 

                                                
819 “Akhbar-e Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani Daneshgah 
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almost equal distribution between topics on Persian literature (Adab), Persian poetry 

(She’r) and Irano-Islamic Sufi literature.823 

The selection of professors also went through a process of institutionalization 

beginning in 1956, with the establishment of the committee for professorship 

selections.824 The combined effect of these efforts resulted in an improved quality of 

education at the College beginning in the second half of the 1950s. However, changing 

programs and curriculum, establishing guidelines and extending contacts with 

international institutions can only be as effective as the quality of scholars and the quality 

of the curriculum being taught at the College. This is the area were we see the greatest 

change beginning in 1950s, and where we begin to see selective practices in the hiring 

of new academics. And this where we return to Davari and Nasr, viewing these changes 

from the point of view of student and administrator, respectively. 

Davari had not completed his Bachelors Degree when Dr. Fardid joined the 

faculty in the Department of Philosophy: “He [Fardid] was oriented towards 

contemporary philosophy and spoke (migoftand) of Nietzsche, Heidegger, and Sartre.”825  

In 1958, Davari passed the entrance exam for his Doctorate studies and spent the next 

eight years earning his PhD. He mentions professors A‘sar, Mahdavi, Sadighi, Shafagh, 

and Fardid among his PhD faculty, but does not mention Nasr in any of his post-

Revolutionary publications.826 This is probably due to the political liability of having Nasr 

as patron. Nasr, on the other hand, names Davari among one of his best students. Nasr 

also noted that in 1958 Drs. Mahdavi, Khansari and himself were the main faculty 

supervising all PhD studies at the department of philosophy.827  

Fortunately for Davari, Nasr began to change and expand the curriculum found at 

the Department of Philosophy after joining it in 1958.828 In fact, 1958 is a curiously 

                                                
823 “Akhbar-e Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani Daneshgah 
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827 Seyyed Hussein Nasr and Ramin Jahanbegloo, Dar Josteju-ye Amr-e Qodsi, 106. 
828 The type of philosophy he was exposed to at the University of Tehran influenced Davari’s 
thoughts and writings. In particular, he was exposed to German anti-modern critical theory, 
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eventful year for Iranian academic philosophy. 1958 was the year Reza Davari began his 

graduate studies at the Department of Philosophy; the year in which Ehsan Yarshater 

began his three-year visiting professorship at Columbia; the year in which Hossein Nasr 

returned to Iran to teach philosophy at College of Literature; and the year in which 

University President Siassi awarded Andre Godard829 and Henry Corbin830 honorary 

PhD’s for their contribution to Iranian academics.831  

The 1957-1958 academic year was also the year when the famous general 

entrance exam, the Konkur as known in Farsi, was established. Of the 1271 persons 

that took the exam in its initial offering, 545 were accepted into the University with sixty-

eight being accepted into the Philosophy and Education program.832  The entrance exam 

for PhD in Philosophy was a three-part, six hours exam administered over two days. The 

first part of the exam consisted of writing a Farsi essay on a philosophical question (one 

of the three choices below); the second part of the exam consisted of the translation and 

analysis of the philosophical works of a European scholar from either French, English or 

German into Farsi; the third part of the exam consisted of the translation and analysis of 

the philosophical works of an Islamic philosopher in Arabic.833 The entrance exam for BA 

in Philosophy consisted of answering one of three essay questions:  

1. [Discuss] Reactionary versus Voluntary Movement (Harekat-e En’ekasi va 
Harekat-e Qarizi) 

2.  Analysis and Composition, and their usage in sciences (Tahlil va Tarkib 
(Ta’lif) va mavared-e estefadeh-ye anha dar ulum)  

                                                                                                                                            
mainly Heideggerian philosophy, through Ahmad Fardid. As well, he was exposed to Islamic 
philosophers such as Mulla Sadra and Suhrawardi, through Seyyed Hossein Nasr.  
829 Andre Godard (1881-1965) was a French born and educated Archeologist and Architect of the 
Middle East. He was instrumental in the design of many Reza Shah public buildings including the 
National Museum and the University of Tehran’s campus.    
830 Henry Corbin (1903-1978) was a French philosopher and Professor of Islamic Studies at 
École Pratique des Hautes etudes in Paris. Trained by the famous Louis Massignon, Corbin’s 
thought would influence Iranian academic philosophy in the 1960s and 70s. Corbin’s philosophy 
is explored further into this chapter. 
831 “Akhbar-e Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani Daneshgah 
Tehran Vol. 10.2 (1958): 85, 86-87. 
832 “Akhbar-e Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani Daneshgah 
Tehran Vol. 10.1 (1958): 97. 
833 “Akhbar-e Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani Daneshgah 
Tehran Vol. 10.2 (1958): 89. 
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3. Changes in Consciousness and its Relativity (Tahavol-e Vojdan va nesbi 
budan on).834   

The particularity of these questions makes clear that prior familiarity with some 

philosophical concepts were necessary in successfully writing the exam. Secondly, all 

three questions have a comparative and a scientific component, drawing significance to 

the importance of critical thinking in scientific observations. Finally, there is no direct 

correlation between any of the questions and Islamic philosophy, although they can all 

be addressed from within that paradigm.  

Nasr returned to Iran in 1958, having graduated with a PhD from Harvard.835 

Because of his father’s prominent position in Iranian academics, Nasr was accorded 

great respect upon his return by Ahmad Farhad, who was the president of University of 

Tehran, and Siassi who was still the Dean of the School of Literature. According to Nasr, 

Siassi was for many years the head of his father’s (Vali Nasr’s) office at the Ministry of 

Education.836  

In 1958 Yahya Mahdavi was chair of the Department of Philosophy, and along 

with Gholam-Hossein Sadighi, who was a sociologist by training but also taught 

philosophy courses, and Siassi, who was also Minister of Culture at the time, effectively 

ran the Department of Philosophy. According to Nasr, Mahdavi was the purist among 

them, staying out of politics and concentrating on academic research and translations.837 

These three men decided to create a chair for Nasr called History of Science a topic that 

was being taught at the time by a mathematician named Mohsen Hashtrudi. Thus, in 

1959 Nasr was appointed Associate Professor of History of Science (Daneshyar-e 

Tarikh-e Ulum).838  

Nasr’s addition to the Department at this time of transition is reflected in his 

observations about the instruction of academic philosophy at University of Tehran. He 
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837 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 80. 
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observed that all of these instructors were positivist philosophers by training and did not 

share or approve of Nasr’s brand of philosophy.839 He speaks of intellectual clusters 

within these positivist academics: “By the late 1950s a new group of English speaking 

and trained philosophers enter the department creating a visible rift between the French 

speakers and the English speakers (Faranse zabanha va Inglisi zabanha). Nasr posited 

that his ability to speak both languages made him immune to this factionalism.840 Nasr 

also observed that in the post World War Two order, English was quickly replacing 

French as the first foreign language in Iran.841 Nasr also mentioned that there were a few 

German-speaking professors at the Department but does not mention Shafagh, Fardid 

or anyone else by name.   

The French speakers were the group, in the main, that Nasr was trying to 

replace. Nasr states that the College of Adabiyat (Humanities) was truly the real center 

of thought in Iran and in the Department of Philosophy positivism - more in the tradition 

of Immanuel Kant and not in the new Anglo-Saxon tradition - was the prevalent school of 

thought in the 1950s.842 According to Nasr, nineteenth century French positivism cast a 

wide shadow in the Department and was taught by faculty such as Dr. Siassi, Dr. 

Sadighi, and Dr. Mahdavi, who had all been educated in France. Nasr had an intellectual 

opposition to positivism and by extension Dr. Sadighi. Nasr explains that he tried to 

reintroduce Islamic philosophy, as well as Anglo-Saxon philosophy, to give a more 

balanced and complete philosophical education to students.843  

Nineteenth century French Positivist philosophy had lost credibility in the 

academic world of philosophy, and in the post World War II climate, existentialism, 

phenomenology, and philosophy of religions enjoyed greater attention among 

academics. Positivist philosophy had also lost its political utility of rationalizing modernity 

                                                
839 Nasr’s early writings are about history of science (in Islam) and will become more mystical in 
nature through his association with Henry Corbin and the philosophical circle assembled at the 
Imperial Iranian Academy of Philosophy in the mid 1970s. His philosophical training and views 
are discussed further into the chapter. 
840 This seems to be a personality trait in Nasr, as the same pattern emerges several times in the 
interviews of Hekmat va Siyasat. The pattern is that Nasr would describe a deficiency such as 
clustering or intellectuals or cultural orientation based on factors that included himself, yet argued 
that he was unaffected by these factors while everyone else fell prey. 
841 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 81. 
842 Seyyed Hussein Nasr and Ramin Jahanbegloo, Dar Josteju-ye Amr-e Qodsi, 102. 
843 Seyyed Hussein Nasr and Ramin Jahanbegloo, Dar Josteju-ye Amr-e Qodsi, 103. 



236 

and reforms to Iranian society. A new ‘type’ of philosophy was needed in the training of 

educators and administrators. If philosophy was to be used to buttress the state’s 

preferred national ideology, it had to conform to the political objectives of Iran as well as 

its new benefactor, the United States. This was not an easy task and appears to have 

been intrusted, in the main, to Nasr:      

My second role [after teaching history of science] was to rescue 
University of Tehran’s Department of philosophy from Positivists 
philosophers…This was hard because three of the Department’s founding 
fathers Siassi, Sadighi and Mahdavi were staunch positivists, and their 
influence had trained an entire cadre of now teaching university and 
college faculties across Iran.844  

Positivist philosophers advocated for sensory experience, logic and reason. Certainty 

through physics and mathematics ‘insured’ the positivist world-view. However, positivism 

had lost its cache in the age of relatively and quantum mechanics from a scientific point 

of view and the moral authority of its political philosophy, in the failure to prevent the 

atrocities brought on by the Second World War.  New philosophies emerged in the form 

of Critical Theory, phenomenology and existentialism, built on uncertainty and moral 

relatively. Philosophy of religion and political theology ascended from their intellectual 

fringes and into academic discourse. Nasr’s exposure to Islamic philosophy in Iran and 

Traditionalism while in Harvard fit well within the emerging philosophical era: 

Kant’s philosophy is a type of philosophy that is riding on the shoulders of 
physics… meaning, Western positivism is dependent on physics and 
mathematics.  The problem is that physics was a branch of philosophy, 
not that philosophy is a derivative of physics. This goes back beyond 
Newtonian physics to Galileo, and change in the way we think about 
knowledge…meaning mass understood in terms of weight and body, and 
because we can’t see mass, or feel it. This means that it is an absolute 
matter, independent of itself, which in this case is a repudiation of all 
forms of theology (ya’ni jerm dar moqabel-e vazn va jesm, chun ma jerm 
ra ke nemibinim, hess nemikonim. In ya’ni yek made’ motlaq, mosta’qel 
az khodash ke in dar vaqe’ monker-e hameh-jur elahiyat ast).845 

He began reorienting the Department through new hires: “Since rationalism and 

positivistic philosophy had come to Iran from France, I hired Dr. Manuchehr 

Bozorgmehr, a positivist but trained in the Oxford tradition of Anglo-Saxon 

                                                
844 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 145. 
845 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 74. 
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Philosophy."846 Manuchehr Bozorgmehr (1909-1986) was an Alborz College alumnus 

from the Samuel Jordan era. He was the older son of Yussef Khan Hafez al-Sahe’ 

Tafrashi (d.1949) known as ‘Alim al-Saltaneh during Ahmad Shah Qajar’s reign and as 

Dr. Yussef Bozorgmehr during Reza Shah’s reign.847 In 1928, Manuchehr Bozorgmehr 

founded the Qadiani-Ahmadi order as the Iranian chapter of the Ahmadiyya.848  In 1931, 

Bozorgmehr left for England to study Law at the University of Birmingham returning to 

Iran in 1934 to work for the Ministry of Education. He soon changed careers to become a 

lawyer for the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company rising to head the legal division before the 

1953 Coup. His political participation and role during and after the coup are contested 

and need greater attention with access to better sources. What is certain is that 

Bozorgmehr reinvented himself as an academic in the early 1960s, translating Western, 

mainly Anglo-Saxon works of philosophy into Persian. His background in both Western 

philosophy and Islam (Ahmadiyya) made his hire by Nasr somewhat understandable, 

given the overall direction of moving away from positivist philosophies and philosophers.    

His next hire shows further interest in Traditionalism and ancient Indian religions: 

“I also wanted to expand beyond the world of Western philosophy and Islamic 

philosophy, and so I brought in and promoted Daryoush Shayegan to teach Indian 

Philosophy.”849 Shayegan was only twenty-five years old in 1959. He was an equally odd 

choice given that he did not have an advance degree but was proficient in and could 

teach Sanskrit. Perhaps the choice was made after consultation with Shayegan’s future 

thesis supervisor at the Sorbonne, Henry Corbin. In either case, Shayegan’s knowledge 

of South Asian religions and languages and his research on comparative Islamic and 

Indian religions at the Sorbonne (1960-1966) fit within Nasr’s overall move away from 

positivist philosophy and not to slavishly follow American trends.  

In addition to new hires, Nasr made observations about the orientation of both 

faculty and the student body. The biggest concern among educators and the 

                                                
846 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 146. 
847 Abdollah Shahbazi, “Manuchehr Bozorgmehr va Kudeta,” published online 20 Feb 2009, 
https://www.shahbazi.org/pages/Bozorgmehr.htm (Accessed 29 May 2019). 
848 Abdollah Shahbazi, “Manuchehr Bozorgmehr va Kudeta,” page 3, published online 20 Feb 
2009, https://www.shahbazi.org/pages/Bozorgmehr.htm (Accessed 29 May 2019). 
849 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 146.  
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government was the extensive influence of Marxist-Socialist thought on campuses 

across Iran. Nasr notes that,  

The technical colleges at the University were mainly comprised of Leftist 
students and old vanguard French faculty. The College of Law had very 
few Leftist faculty and most were vanguard French…The Department of 
Political Science however, had younger generation of faculty (like Dr. 
Hamid Enayat that had Leftist affinity)…The Department of Philosophy 
which was the natural candidate for Marxist thought at this time had 
almost no such faculty.850  

The reason was Yahya Mahdavi, who was influential in hiring policy and advocated not 

hiring Marxist. Thus, the old positivist guard, while behind times in terms of their 

curriculum, had mostly succeeded in excluding Marxist thought from the Department, 

mainly due their ideological opposition to both positivist philosophy and religion. Nasr 

would somewhat reverse this policy admitting that it was his fault, after becoming Dean 

of the College of Literature, that some Marxist faculty were hired.  

According to Nasr, from an academic perspective, the Department of History was 

most out-dated and deficient in standards. He hired Dr. Iraj Afshar, Dr. Mohammad Taqi 

Daneshpajuh, Dr. Zarinkub and Dr. Mojtaba Minavi to improve the quality of academics 

at the Department.851 He had some concerns about older faculty at the Department of 

Literature, but proved ineffective in replacing Said Nafisi, Reza Shafagh and Badi al-

Zaman Furuzanfar.  

Ahmad Fardid was another hire, which Nasr credits himself with. Actually, Fardid 

had been an instructor at the Faculty of Rational and Traditional Sciences since his 

return from Germany, and even before that he had been an instructor of Pahlavi and 

German language at Daneshsara-ye ‘Aliyeh in the 1930s (which became part of College 

of Literature when University of Tehran was created in 1934). During the era of Foroughi 

and Vali Nasr in the second half of Reza Shah’s reign, Fardid published a number of 

articles on the philosophy of education and John Dewey’s approach to education.852 

Nasr wanted to create a professorship for him, and gained Mahdavi’s support. Siassi 

                                                
850 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 296. 
851 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 297. 
852 See chapter three for a discussion of Fardid’s philosophy of education. 
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was opposed to the idea and warned, “that Fardid can’t put together strings of 

thoughts.”853  

Nasr had some reservations about Fardid’s scholarship as well, stating, “He had 

only translated one of Corbin’s books on Zoroastrian influences on Suhrawardi’s 

philosophy…. but he had a good critical and inquisitive nature.”854 He also had some 

reservations about Fardid’s choice of German philosophy. Nasr contends that he had a 

favourable view of Max Sheller and Edmund Husserl and their school of thought, 

phenomenology.855 However, he was not impressed with Heideggerian philosophy: 

“Heidegger attempts to reconcile with “Being” but is never able to truly achieve that 

goal.”119 

Like Shayegan, there was also a practical consideration at play. Shayegan was 

hired with a BA, in part because of the departure of Brahman Indushokr, the Sanskrit 

instructor at the College.856 Thus Fardid’s hire as Associate Professor in 1960 was partly 

due to the fact that there was no one else at the Department that could teach German 

Philosophy at this time. Still, Fardid had an affinity for Ishraqi and Sadrian philosophy at 

a time when Nasr was trying to promote both.  Reza Davari, who had just started his 

graduate studies at the Department of Philosophy, was greatly influenced by Fardid and 

his Heideggerian interpretation. It was during his undergraduate encounter with Western 

critical theory that Davari became familiar with the philosophy of Fardid, who would 

become his mentor.857  

Davari was introduced to Fardid in the political melancholy that followed the 1953 

coup. There were government crackdowns of intellectual activists with Leftist or religious 

backgrounds. Davari tells us that it was hard to find politically correct philosophical topics 

to research at the University since both Marxist and non-Marxist professors were 

reluctant to teach.858 Under these circumstances, Davari was introduced to Fardid as a 

                                                
853 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 310. 
854 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 310. I am of the opinion that Fardid had a learning disability. 
855 Seyyed Hussein Nasr and Ramin Jahanbegloo, Dar Josteju-ye Amr-e Qodsi, 102, 89-91. 
856 http://www.bbc.com/persian/iran-43517378 (Accessed 29 May 2019). 
857 Reza Davari, “Tarikh-e Tajaddod-e ma Zeyl-e Tarikh-e Qarb Ast,” http://bonyad- 
fardid.com/modules.php?name=News&file=article&sid=10 (accessed 9 February, 2010). 
858 Reza Davari, ‘Aql va Zamaneh: Gofteguha, 14. 
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contemporary philosopher. Davari admits that he had never heard of Heidegger before 

meeting Fardid and that Fardid, as his teacher, changed his philosophical views on 

positivism and socialism.859 Davari’s interest in Heidegger is based on him being a 

student of and in some ways the ideological successor to Fardid’s anti-Enlightenment, 

anti-Western philosophy. Davari’s intellectual inheritance of this type of philosophy found 

a niche in Iranian post-revolutionary political discourse. Despite this strong influence, 

Davari has denied being a Fardidian on several occasions.860  

Davari states that he had an interest in political philosophy from the very 

beginning of his studies at the University. He believed that politics had the capability of 

solving all social problems and later came to the understanding that politics needs a 

strong foundation to be effective.861 His dissertation topic was on the foundational basis 

of politics with foundation coming to mean a philosophical approach: “Davari's doctoral 

dissertation was on Greek political thought and Islamic philosophy, and he has published 

two treatises on Islamic philosophy based on his dissertation.”862 It is evident from his 

research that he had a special interest in political ethics based on a Greco-Islamic 

philosophical tradition.  

It is also worth noting, that in addition to writing a PhD thesis, Davari was asked 

by Dr. A’sar to write an article about the “Unity of Existence,” to act as a testimonial for 

his mastery of Islamic philosophy. Davari explains that some founding faculty of the 

Department, such as A’sar, Tuni, Homa-i, and Furuzanfar had not studied at universities, 

alluding to their traditional Islamic education at seminaries. Thus, the article he was 

asked to write acted as a resaleh, a treatise signifying the completion of seminary 

education in which a religious scholar becomes a Mujtahid.863 The duality in Iran’s 

education system existed even at its most modern center of learning affecting Davari’s 

training. Additionally, beginning in the 1960s, the modern stream of this dual educational 

system will be subjected to American orientation. 

                                                
859 Reza Davari, ‘Aql va Zamaneh: Gofteguha, 48. 
860 Reza Davari, ‘Aql va Zamaneh: Gofteguha, 18. 
861 Reza Davari, ‘Aql va Zamaneh: Gofteguha, 49. 
862 Farzin Vahdat, “Post-Revolutionary Islamic Discourses on Modernity in Iran: Expansion and 
Contraction of Human Subjectivity,” International Journal of Middle East Studies, 35 no. 4 (2003): 
603. 
863 Reza Davari, ‘Aql va Zamaneh: Gofteguha, 11. 
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College of Literature and Department of Philosophy in the 1960s 

Both the College of Literature and the Department of Philosophy at University of 

Tehran were impacted by institutional changes of the 1960s. In particular structural 

changes and regulations favoring a stronger American orientation and further 

politicization of academics by the Pahlavi state following the White Revolution, as will be 

discussed in the next section. More importantly, the activities of the College and 

Department as recorded in the monthly Akhbar-e Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat reflected 

this new orientation. These academic activities captured through the Department’s 

official periodical exhibit a political dimension through a philosophic bias. In the main, the 

magazine captured four general categories of academic endeavors: specialization 

through creation of new institutes; expansion through participation in international 

academic activities;864 centralization and formalization of programs within the colleges 

and faculties; and finally, accompanied by an emphasis in the instruction and research of 

Islamic philosophy. It is important to note that these patterns of activities carried over to 

the post-revolutionary period and were part of the College’s identity, influencing its 

knowledge production.    

1. Specialization: 

In the 1960s, research was expanded on Gholam-Hossein Sadighi’s Social 

Research and Analysis Council.865 Created in 1957, the Council undertook the first 

systematic study of Iranian urban and rural societies. This pioneering institute led the 

way for the creation of several other social research institutes within the College of 

Literature.  Building on the institute’s success, Mohit Tabatabai gave a lecture in 1961 on 

“Religious Politics in the Nasseri Era,” with Siassi and Iran’s Prime Minister (Dr. Ali 

Amini) in attendance. In his lecture, Tabatabai advocated for expanded cooperation 

between the government and the university in future social engineering projects. He also 

conceded that the American and European faculties were at odds here at the College of 

                                                
864 In particular, international activities as it related to philosophy and sociology. This was 
accompanied by the utilization of the College of Literature personnel, mainly academic 
philosophers, as Iran’s cultural ambassadors on the international academic scene.  
865 “Akhbar-e Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat: Gozaresh-e Mo’asseseh’ Motale’at va Tahqiqat-e 
Ejtema’i,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani Daneshgah Tehran no. 3 (1960): 90-110. 
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Letters, hampering efforts towards research and progress.866 Tabatabai’s view is 

reflective of Nasr’s observations about the clustering of intellectuals at the College. 

These obstacles notwithstanding, efforts at specialization continue with the creation of 

the Institute for Research in Iranian Languages and Literatures in 1962. Drawing its 

members from faculty at Department of Literature and Philosophy, Daryoush Shayegan 

was part of the Institute for Social Research where he directed the Commission on 

Iranian Accents.867 

In 1963 the Institute for Social Research and Analysis invited Ahmad Fardid for a 

lecture entitled “The Truthful and the Real Society” (Jame’eh-ye Haqqiqi va Vaq’ei).868 In 

the same year, Jalal Ale Ahmad was invited for a lecture entitled, “Mi’adi dar arz-e 

mo’ud.”869 These lectures and the data gathered over the last decade of the Institute’s 

existence led to the creation of a six-division sociology (ejtema’i) group to study and 

collect data on various Iranian sociological formations: rural, city, population, tribal, 

statistics, records and archives.870 The group’s initial task was the Iranian takeover of the 

Institutes’ projects with Iranian scholars. Since 1959, a foreign-led team of academics 

led research projects for the Institute, some academics even taught at University of 

Tehran. 1966 would be the first-year the domestic group created the Institute’s annual 

report.871 

2. International Participation and Promotion: 

In the 1960s, the College of Literature interacted with foreign institutions of higher 

learning in literature and the humanities in two arenas and for two specific purposes. 

                                                
866 “Akhbar-e Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani Daneshgah 
Tehran no. 4 (1961): 92-93. 
867 “Emtehanat-e Umumi-ye Daneshgah,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani Daneshgah 
Tehran no. 1 (1962): 117-123; “Khabar-haye Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat 
va Ulum-e Ensani Daneshgah Tehran no.2 (1962): 240-241. 
868 “Khabar-haye Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani 
Daneshgah Tehran no. 2 (1962): 238-256. 
869 “Akhbar-e Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani Daneshgah 
Tehran no. 42 (1963): 265-267. 
870 “Akhbar-e Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani Daneshgah 
Tehran no. 54 (1966): 216-217. 
871 “Akhbar-e Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani Daneshgah 
Tehran no. 54 (1966): 232-234. In 1965 the Ejtema’i Group started an MA program in Sociology 
at the College, Ibid, 235. 
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One was the domestic arena where foreign scholars and dignitaries were invited to the 

College and the other was the foreign arena where Iranian scholars traveled abroad to 

partake on international academic conferences and visiting professorships. In either 

academic space, the focus or purpose was the propagation of Iranian history, literature 

and Islamic philosophy. In fact, it was often the case that the Iranian literature and 

history were presented from a philosophical point of reference. This section will provide 

the international or foreign arena of activities, while the domestic arena will be discussed 

in section four, along with the Islamization of philosophy. 

One area of foreign expansion was visiting professorships and conference 

participation in North American academic circles. In 1961 Ehsan Yarshater872 became 

Columbia University’s inaugural Chair in Iranian Studies.873 The following year Nasr was 

invited by Harvard to teach two courses on philosophy and on intellectual history of 

Islam for the 1961-62 academic year. On his way to New York, he lectured at the École 

Pratique des Hautes Études (established 1864, France) in a conference being held by 

Corbin.874 Yarshater and Nasr were active in American academic circles for the 

remainder of the Pahlavi monarchy and have made important contributions to Iranian 

philology and philosophy, respectively.  In fact, increased American political interest in 

the Middle East was accompanied by increased academic research and activities.  

In 1967 the 27th Annual International Middle East Studies Conference was held 

for the first time in America, hosted by the University of Michigan. There were over 

twenty-five hundred attendees, even though some scholars from the Soviet block and 

some Arab and African countries were not granted travel visas or refused to 

                                                
872 Ehsan Yarshater was an Iranologist, philologist and linguist by training. Born in 1920, he 
completed his first PhD with Ali Asghar Hekmat in 1947 (College of Literature, University of 
Tehran, thesis entitled: “Persian Poetry of the Second Half of Ninth Century.” He studied ancient 
Persian languages with Walter Bruno Henning and Mary Boyce at SOAS, graduating with a PhD 
in 1960. His PhD defense (thesis entitled, “Southern Tati Dialect,”) was held at the 1960 Annual 
Middle East Conference held in Moscow.  Ehsan Yarshater, “My Biography,” Iran Nameh 2:30 
(2015): 296-309. 
873 Amini, “Akhbar-e Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat va ‘Ulum-e Ensani,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va 
Ulum-e Ensani Daneshgah Tehran Vol. 9.1 (1961): 146. 
874 Nasr, “Gozaresh-e Mosaferat-e ‘Ilmi,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani Daneshgah 
Tehran Vol. 10.1 (1962): 115. During this trip, Nasr also gives lectures at MIT and McGill on 
Islamic Philosophy. 
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participate.875 The Iranian delegation was led by Mojtaba Minavi, and consisted of Iraj 

Afshar, Abol-Hassan Jalali, Ahmad Fardid, Mohammad Moghadam, Ehsan Naraqi, and 

Hossein Nasr.876 A complete list of their presentation titles was printed in the monthly 

College of Literature magazine. Ahmad Fardid’s presentation was titled: “The Usage and 

Meaning of ‘Sobhan-Allah’ in Islamic Mysticism and its Comparison to the Greek 

Meaning of ‘Angoise’ in Modern Messianic Movements”, (Bayan va Ma’ani Sobhan Allah 

dar Tasavvof Islami va Moqayeseh-ye on-ha ba Ma’ni dar Yunani va ‘Angoise’ dar 

Falsafa-haye Qiyam-e Zuhuri-ye Mo’aser.)877 The emphasis on Islamic mysticism was 

pronounced in Fardid’s presentation and reflective of the shift to a mystical genre of 

philosophical knowledge production at the University of Tehran.  

The next year (1968), Mohammad Mohaghegh (Professor of Philosophy, 

University of Tehran) participated in the 178th Annual American Oriental Institute 

Conference held at Berkeley.878 Mohaghegh was among the two hundred fifty invitees at 

the three-day conference, presenting on the philosophy and religion panel. Interesting to 

note that both Albert Hourani and Dina Khouri presented at the conference.879 

Mohaghegh’s attendance of the conference was part of the institutional exchange 

between McGill and University of Tehran.  

In 1969 the McGill Institute of Islamic Studies and Research established a 

Tehran branch. Nasr, Charles Adams (the director of McGill’s Islamic Research Center) 

                                                
875 “Akhbar-e Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat va ‘Ulum-e Ensani,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-e 
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Henry Corbin and Stanley Frost (the director of McGill’s Advance Research Institute) 

attended the opening ceremony.880 Established in 1952, the McGill Institute of Islamic 

Studies at the Montreal campus was without an instructor to teach Iranian philosophy, 

kalam and erfan-e Shi’a until 1965. During a state visit to Canada that included McGill 

University, Mohammad Reza Shah became aware of this deficit and arranged for Dr. 

Mohammad Mohaghegh to teach there for three years. During his stay at McGill, 

Mohaghegh increased interest in Irano-Islamic philosophy, working with Izutsu to 

translate several works of Iranian philosophy.881 In 1968, Dr. Mehdi Haeri Yazdi replaced 

Mohaghegh at McGill’s Research Center as visiting professor.  

Outside of North American academic circles, the College of Literature expanded 

cooperation with emerging regional universities. Sharing linguistic, literary, religious and 

intellectual traditions with India, Pakistan, Turkey, Lebanon and Egypt, naturally 

facilitated academic participation and promotion of Irano-Islamic knowledge, even in the 

age of Arab nationalism.  In 1963 Nasr and Dr. Hafiz Farmanfarmanian traveled to 

Karachi to attend the 10th Annual Pakistani Philosophy Conference. During this visit, 

Nasr was impressed by the quality of Pakistani publications of Islamic Studies, in 

particular, with Pakistan’s textual production of works of Islamic philosophy for foreign 

markets.882 Nasr’s later efforts at English publication of Iranian philosophy, for example 

in Sophia Perrenies (Hekmat-e Ladani), the official magazine of the Imperial Academy of 

Philosophy are reflective of this impression.  

In 1964 Nasr became the inaugural Aga Khan Chair at American University of 

Beirut. He designed and taught a very Iranian version of Islamic philosophy, beginning 

with the period after Ghazali, which many Sunni and Arab Islamic intellectuals believe to 

be the end of formal philosophy (falsafa). In the Iranian Islamic philosophical tradition, 
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the field continues with Suhrawardi and the Ishraqi School leading to Mulla Sadra and 

his Sadrian theosophy.883 

The proposition that Iranian Islamic philosophical tradition continued and 

flourished after the Sunni Arab philosophical tradition died out with Ghazali was 

presented and promoted at various conferences in the Sunni world. For example at the 

1969 UNESCO Conference in New Delhi, “the study of Islamic Philosophy in 

Contemporary Iran” was one of the discussion panels, with Iranian academics 

maintaining that “Islamic philosophy did not die out in Iran as it did in the Arabic 

tradition.”884 That same year at Ankara University, Mohammad Mohaghegh gave a 

lecture in English: “The development of Islamic Philosophy in Iran with reference to 

Sabzavarian Metaphysics.” Mohaghegh was a visiting scholar at Ankara University’s 

Faculty of Divinity at the invitation of Rageb Atadmir (Professor of Theology and Islamic 

Philosophy).885  

In the 1960s, there was increased interest, participation and exchange with 

German universities, in particular regarding the subject of Iranology around topics such 

as poetry, language and philosophy. For example the German Scholar Wolfgang Lentz 

gave a lecture about “Germany’s Share in Iranian Studies” (Sahm-e Alman dar Barresi-

haye Iranshenasi) at University of Tehran. Dr. Lentz spoke in German, which was 

translated by Dr. Najmabadi.886  There was a short report on the speech, which was 

mainly a recap of previous German scholars on Iran.  

This increased interest also manifested in philosophic knowledge production as 

demonstrated through publications from this decade. For example, in 1962 Dr. 

Rezazadeh Shafagh published two articles entitled, “Schiller and his Thoughts,” (Schiller 

                                                
883 “Akhbar-e Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani Daneshgah 
Tehran no. 50 (1965): 101,104. 
884 Nasr and all, “Khabar-haye Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat va ‘Ulum-e Ensani,” Daneshkadeh 
Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani Daneshgah Tehran no. 69 & 70 (1969): 840. 
885 Nasr and all, “Khabar-haye Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat va ‘Ulum-e Ensani,” Daneshkadeh 
Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani Daneshgah Tehran no. 69 & 70 (1969): 847-848. 
886 “Khabar-haye Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani 
Daneshgah Tehran no. 46 (1963): 227. 
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va Afkar-e Ou) and, “Nihilism and Materialism of Khajeh Abdollah Ansari.”887 Shafagh 

called Schiller a philosopher-poet (sha’er-e hakimi manand-e Schiller) personifying the 

German poet in the Iranian mystical tradition. Similarly, the perspectives of Ansari, an 

eleventh century philosopher-poet were presented using modern German 

philosophies.888   

The sixteenth annual Conference of German Middle Eastern Scholars was held 

at Heidelberg in 1965 with more than four hundred scholars attending. The Iranian 

Studies wing was led by the previously mentioned Dr. Wolfgang Lentz, and was 

categorized as Iran-Shenasi.889 The Conference at Heidelberg preceded the following 

year’s Iran-German Week at University of Tehran. The event was held in 1966 in 

celebration of the 100th anniversary of the passing of the famous German Iranologist 

(Iranshenas) Friedrich Rückert (1788 –1866). Dr. Safa and Dr. Saleh spoke at the 

opening ceremony.890 There were daily lectures with keynote presentations by Dr. 

Rezazadeh Shafagh (Senator and Professor of Philosophy at University of Tehran) and 

                                                
887 Rezazadeh Shafagh, “Nahan-bini va Jahan-bini-ye Khajeh Abdollah Ansari,” Daneshkadeh 
Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani Daneshgah Tehran Vol. 10, no. 2 (1962): 125-133. And, Rezazadeh 
Shafagh, “Nazari be ‘Shiller’ va Athar va Afkar-e Ou,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani 
Daneshgah Tehran Vol. 9.4 (1962): 1-16. 
888 Sadeq Rezazadeh Shafagh (1892-1971) was born in Tabriz, were he completed his primary 
and secondary education. During the period of Russian Occupation of Tabriz following the 
Constitutional Revolution, Shafagh fled to Istanbul and enrolled in Robert’s College in the 
Ottoman Capital. After the Great War, he traveled to London to continue his education. It is 
important to note that Shafagh enrolled at University of Berlin in 1922, and his cultural 
observations of German society and philosophy relate to this period. Shafagh graduated in 1928 
with a PhD in Philosophy from University of Berlin. Isa Sadiq, Director at the Teacher’s Training 
College, employed him after his return to Iran that same year, where he taught philosophy and 
history. He was a founding professor of philosophy at University of Tehran in 1934. After the 
Second World War, Shafagh was an original signatory to United Nations Charter in 1945 and the 
UN Human Rights Charter in 1948. From 1950 to 1953 he was visiting professor at Columbia, 
Michigan and McGill Universities. He retired from teaching in 1963, thus these articles represent 
the late stages of his academic career.   
889 “Akhbar-e Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani Daneshgah 
Tehran no. 50 (1965): 111-112. Also during the Conference, Dr. Winfur gave a presentation on 
the use of I.B.M adding machines for mapping and translation of Pahlavi writings. According to 
him the number of variables in the language had prevented a complete translation that can be 
made possible with the help of this technological innovation. 
890 “Akhbar-e Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani Daneshgah 
Tehran no. 53 (1966): 93. The date was 23 Farvardin 1345. 
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Dr. Annemarie Schimmel (Bonn University). Dr. Schimmel spoke about Fredrich 

Rückert’s poetry and Persian literature.891  

The term shenasi was used in these exchanges to reflect a multifaceted concept 

bearing nationalistic, paternalistic and religious connotations. Iranshenasi (Iranology) 

became the darling term for the propagation of Irano-Islamic literary and philosophic 

tradition.892 For example, the World Iranologist Conference (Kongereh-ye Jahani-ye 

Iranshenasan) was held in Tehran in 1966, attracting over two hundred international 

academics. A nation-wide event, the conference also functioned as one of several 

‘practice-runs’ leading up to the 2500 years anniversary of Iranian monarchy 

celebrations in 1971. As such, it was a weeklong event involving academics, tourism and 

meeting with the royals. The Tehran portion of the program consisted of daily academic 

conferences held at University of Tehran, followed by afternoon excursions to 

surrounding landmarks and historic sites. The program also included a two-day stay at 

University of Isfahan with a tour of the city and nearby Persepolis ruins. Almost every 

detail of the trip is documented in the College’s magazine; however, there was no 

mention of costs. Instead, an extensive list of VIPs, organizers and professors who 

participated in the conference and associated activities was provided. The scale of this 

event is communicated through this list, as it bears the names of almost every professor 

from the College of Literature. All of our philosophers were in attendance as well 

including, Hekmat, Siassi, Sadiq, Shafagh, Shadman, Nafisi, Furuzanfar, and 

Pourdavoud.893 

The Conference was not just a public relations event, however. Serious 

academics attended the program and Iranian scholars wanted to show that they had 

‘arrived’ by participating in all aspects of the conference. For example, there was a 

Philosophy, Sciences and Religions Panel (Falsafa, Ulum va Adyan) The panel was 

chaired by Nasr, and co-chaired by Schimmel, and Charles Adams. In addition to 

                                                
891 “Akhbar-e Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani Daneshgah 
Tehran no. 53 (1966): 99. 
892 Care was taken so that even minute events such as a remembrance ceremony held for the 
passing of Dr. Vladimir Minorsky was published with the subtitle: “Cambridge Iranologist.” See, 
“Akhbar-e Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani Daneshgah 
Tehran no. 53 (1966): 100. 
893 “Akhbar-e Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani Daneshgah 
Tehran no. 54 (1966): 236-238. 
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chairing panels, there were Iranian panellist-presenters such as Khansari, Shayegan, 

Fardid, Mohit Tabatabai’, and Mahmud Najmabadi.894 While the report does not include 

further information about individual presentations, the title itself – philosophy, science 

and religion, is indicative of the theological approach to knowledge, in particular, the 

Unity of Knowledge in the Islamic philosophic tradition of Ibn Arabi and Suhrawardi.  

Knowledge production with a German affinity continued at the University, 

demonstrative of the emergence of hybrid comparative philosophies of the 1960s and 

1970s. For example, in 1967 Shafagh published an article entitled “Goethe and Hafez” 

with the first line reading, “Poets and great orators have included philosophic truths in 

their thoughts and works.”895 Similarly, in 1972 Hekmat published “Rückert the German 

and Khedhr the Prophet,”896 essentially making the same arguments about their poetry 

containing an ethics, infused with Irano-erfani philosophy. In short, Hekmat, who unlike 

Shafagh did not even read German, appropriated Rückert’s linguistic and historic 

knowledge of Iran in making his argument. While deficient in its academic standards, 

Hekmat’s article was indicative of the Irano-erfani preference at the Department of 

Philosophy in the 1970s.    

3. Centralization and Formalization: Structural Changes   

Institutional changes to Iran’s education system, including the breakup of the 

Ministry of Culture, the creation of the Central Council of Universities (CCU) and the 

Ministry of Higher education and Sciences, as well as the impact of Iran’s First 

Educational Revolution in 1967, translated into structural and pedagogical changes at 

the College of Literature, including the Department of Philosophy. Overall, we see 

changes to the higher echelons of administration with the older generation being pushed 

out. As well, quality control measures were subjected to noticeable improvements in 

areas such as entrance exam requirement, program specifications, changing hiring 

practices and greater emphasis on archiving exams and dissertations starting in 1960. 

                                                
894 “Akhbar-e Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani Daneshgah 
Tehran no. 54 (1966): 241. 
895 Sadeq Rezazadeh Shafagh, “Goethe va Hafez,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani 
Daneshgah Tehran Magazine Vol. 53, (1966): 16-24, 16. 
896 Ali Asghar Hekmat, “Rückert-e Almani va Khedhr-e Peyghambar,” Vahid, Vol. 109 (1972): 
1096-1102. 
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In 1960, Siassi was re-elected to another three-year-term as Dean of College of 

Literature. Hekmat, Mahdavi, Khankari, and Sepahbodi were the committee that re-

elected him through secret ballot.897 Siassi was also head of the Philosophy Group at the 

College. Nasr was still new to the College and pulled little weight compared with Siassi 

and Hekmat. Instead, he concentrated on improving the College’s library and monthly 

magazine, as well as archiving advance degrees awarded at the College. In 1961 Nasr 

compiled a list of all College of Literature PhDs awarded, including names of all current 

PhD candidates and graduate students. The list went back to the early 1940s when the 

College was first created.898 

In order to improve the quality of incoming students among the growing student 

population across Iran, the CCU introduced measures for the 1962-63 academic year 

consisting of a two-tier entrance exam to the University: a general exam and a college 

exam.899 This change seemed to have had an impact on the number of philosophy 

students at universities. For example seventy-five out of hundred twenty-four of students 

who wrote the philosophy entrance exam were accepted in the 1962-63 academic year 

compared with fifty-one out of two hundred eight students who were accepted to the 

Philosophy program in 1960-1961 academic year.900  

The last year of Siassi’s Deanship was 1963; He would not be re-elected.901 The 

next Dean of the College was Dr. Zabihollah Safah who was a Daneshsara-ye ‘Aliyeh 

graduate (1936) and trained by Sadiq after the latter’s visit to Columbia University in 

1931.902 This is of significance because Siassi and Sadiq were bitter rivals at work and in 

                                                
897 Siassi, “Akhbar-e Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat: Mosaferat-e Ra’is-e Daneshkadeh Adabiyat,” 
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Tehran no. 1 (1962): 117. 
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Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani Daneshgah Tehran Vol. 8.2 (1960): 84; Nasr, 
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902 “Akhbar-e Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani Daneshgah 
Tehran no. 4.2 (1963): 250. Dr. Safa was also trained at Madrasah Sharif Mozaffari, Alborz 
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their teaching philosophies stretching back to the 1930s. Safah introduced program 

supervisions within the College. Team leaders in concentrations were inaugurated within 

each program: Yahya Mahdavi was Modir-e Goruh-e Amuzeshi Falsafa (the Director of 

the Philosophical Training Group).903 

Jahanshah Saleh, who became Dean of the College of Literature in 1964, ended 

Safah’s short run as Dean of the College; however, the direction of structural reforms 

remained unchanged.904  Soon after becoming Dean, Saleh streamlined the tenureship 

of several professors at the College including Nasr, who was promoted to Associate 

Professor in 1964.905 As well, he expanded hiring in the Department of Philosophy. In 

1966, Saleh hired Dr. Karim Mojtahedi to teach philosophy at the University.906 In 1969, 

Fardid was also hired as associate Professor on the recommendation of Nasr. True to 

his mythical character, the article in the College of Literature magazine announcing 

Fardid’s hire provided no credentials such as completed degrees, thesis, research, 

etc.907  

4. Emphasis on Mystical Islamic Philosophy: 

In the 1960s and 1970s, a trend towards the convergence of existential, 

phenomenological and Irano-Islamic philosophy was gathering intellectual currency both 

within Iran and to some extent among Iranologists throughout the world. Iranian 

academic philosophers favoured works of Western philosophy that engaged with 

existence and being, bordering on religious theosophy. This affinity can be found in 

Foroughi’s famous three-volume History of Philosophy in Europe, published in the 

1930s. In the 1960s, this affinity translated into events, lectures and conferences 

celebrating the works of these European philosophers. Conversely, the 1960s also 

witnessed an increased interest in Islam and Islamic philosophy within certain Western 
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philosophical circles. Finally, the knowledge production of some of our second-

generation academic philosophers, such as Siassi, Hekmat and Mahdavi, acquired an 

affinity towards mystical Islam. 

In 1960, an event was held for the 100th birthday celebration of Henry Bergson 

and Fredrich Chopin at Ferdowsi Hall of the College of Literature. Hekmat, as head of 

UNESCO mission opened the floor with an elaborate speech on both scholars’ 

contributions to knowledge. Siassi gave a more technical lecture on the importance of 

Bergson’s philosophy and its devastating impact on the religion of materialism (mazhab-

e madi).908 In 1962, an event was held for celebration of Louis Massignon’s life. At the 

ceremony Siassi, as president of the College and personal friend of Massignon, spoke 

first, followed by Henry Corbin and Mr. Sivan (the French ambassador in Tehran).909 

There were numerous speakers on diverse topics, including Annemarie 

Schimmel of Bonn University who gave a lecture on “The influence of Rumi on Western 

and Eastern Literature,”910 to Henry Corbin’s lecture on “The Significance of Ancient 

Iranian Religion in the Modern World,”911 In fact Henry Corbin held an annual summer 

program at the Department of Philosophy which included a five-part lecture series with 

talks on Mulla Sadra, Usul-e Kufi, and philosophie prophetique (falsafa-ye mabni be 

ruhi).912  

Nasr was involved in many of these programs and Ahmad Fardid seemed to 

have contributed at times. What brought Corbin, Nasr and Fardid together, from an 

intellectual point of view, was phenomenology as understood through an Islamic 

philosophical lens. Nasr had an expanding interest in phenomenology and in 1965 wrote 
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an article on “The Status of Mulla Sadra Shirazi in Philosophy,”913 while in 1969 he gave 

a lecture titled, “The Philosophic Tradition of Iran and its Importance Today.” In the same 

issue, Fardid is credited with delivering a lecture titled, “Humans and their Tri-Partite 

Relationship to Being.”914 

In sum, the newer academic philosophers to the Department such as Nasr, 

Corbin and Fardid, played a role in the propagation of erfani-phenomenology in these 

academic conferences, as was expected of them. More significantly, a review of the 

research of more senior academic philosophers confirms the ‘turn’ towards mystical 

Islamic philosophy at the Department, starting in the 1950s and accelerating into the 

1970s. By way of example, in 1953 Mohammad Khansari published an article entitled, 

“Imam Ahmad Ghazali,”915 who was the younger brother of famous Ghazali. In this short 

article, Khansari introduced Ahmad Ghazali as a bridge between philosophy and 

mysticism, citing his works and pointing to Ahmad’s mystical-erfani mastery as quoted in 

the works of previous Islamic intellectuals such as Ibn Khaldun and Jami.916 

Ali Akbar Siassi’s 1954 article entitled, “Nazar-e Erfani-ye Ibn Sina dar Hosul-e 

Ma’refat va Vosul be Haqq”917 (The Erfani views of Ibn Sina on the Fundamentals of 

Gnosis and Integration into the Truth), is demonstrative of another variant of the turn 

towards mystical Islamic philosophy: This was Siassi’s philosophy of psychology, now 

referred to as Sufi Psychology.918 The article described the ways in which various 

intellects (‘uqul) interacted with the self (nafs) in comprehension of reality. More 

significantly, it introduced Sufi concepts and practices such as Seyr va Soluk as 
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legitimate means of attaining academic knowledge.919 Interestingly, Siassi drew 

distinction between the erfani-ishraqi method to the study of the self and the neo-

Platonic philosophies about the psyche that were contemporary to Ibn Sina, and argued 

that the neo-Platonic method of intellectual discovery was deficient compared to Ibn 

Sina’s method.920 From a historic perspective, Siassi was drawing distinction between 

the Greco-Western philosophic tradition and the Irano-Islamic philosophic tradition; 

perhaps the goal was the creation of a national philosophy rooted within a specific 

historic interpretation and supportive of the Pahlavi state ideology.   

Like Siassi, Hekmat advocated for the philosophy of Ibn Sina. In a 1954 article 

entitled, “Tafasir-e Abu Ali Sina az Quran-e Majid,” (Ibn Sina’s Exegesis of the Holy 

Quran).921 Hekmat argued that Ibn Sina lived in a period where interpretation of the 

Quran had become a science within many Islamic intellectual traditions such as Sunnis, 

Shia’s, Sufis and others. Likewise, theosophists and neo-platonists (aflatuniyun-e jadid) 

introduced their own Quranic interpretative methodologies.922 According to Hekmat, a 

textual study of Ibn Sina’s interpretation of certain Quranic verses revealed strong erfani 

affinity.923 By way of example, Hekmat referred to Ibn Sina’s Tafsir Ayat al-Nur in his 

work Ketab al-Esharat. Hekmat also noted other mystical references in Ibn Sina’s 

exegesis by reviewing several Quranic chapters including: Risala Suras Al-Towhid, 

Risala Suras al-Na’s, Risala Suras al-Falq, among others. In supporting his position 

about the mystical Quranic interpretation by Ibn Sina, Hekmat published, “Risala fi Tafsir 

Suras’ al-Alla’,” a rare exegesis by Ibn Sina. The article was based on two Arabic source 

primary documents, from a private collection in Mashhad, with a brief introduction by 

Hekmat.924  

In the 1960s we see more direct references to Sufism in the publication of our 

academic philosophers. In fact, there was an attempt by Siassi to expand the Sufi 
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intellectual tradition and include Platonic, neo-Platonic and even Eastern intellectual 

traditions as having informed Sufism. For example, in a 1963 article entitled, “Tasavvof 

va Erfan,”925 Siassi argued that,  

The fundamentals of Sufism and erfan [can be found] in the partial 
interpretations of Greek thinkers such as Plato, and other Platonic 
thinkers, even extending to neo-Platonic thinkers, who were able to attain 
[comprehend] the Unity of Existence. Without a doubt, Buddhism and the 
religion of Vahdat-al-Vojud of Iranians and Indians have informed Islamic 
mysticism. (‘Osul-e Koli-ye Tasavvof va Erfan dar Nazariyat pareh’i 
Hokama-ye mota’dem yunani be-khosus Aflatun va Fluteyn va piravan-e 
ou (no-aflatuniyan) ke Qa’el be vahdat-e vojud hastand bafteh 
mishavand. Shak nist, ke madhab buda va madhab-e vahdat-e vojud-e 
Hendi va Irani niz dar Tasavvof-e Islami bi ta’sir nabudeh ast.).926  

The rest of the article was an interpretation of progression from the Shari’at to the 

Tariqat and to the Haqqiqat in ascending the hierarchy of knowledge in Sufism.927 Also in 

1963, Hekmat published an article entitled, “Az al-Qandi ta Mulla Sadra” (From al-Kindi 

to Mulla Sadra) dealing with the same topic and with a nationalist tinge.928 In this article, 

Hekmat paid homage to al-Kindi’s native land, Khorasan, as an ancient land of 

philosophy and a social laboratory for the development of Islamic philosophy, “even of 

greater importance than Baghdad and Syria.”929 Hekmat posited that Manichaeism, 

Hinduism and Buddhism informed Islamic philosophy. Doing so, Hekmat expanded the 

intellectual tradition of Islamic philosophy beyond its original Greco origin. Secondly, this 

addition to the understanding of the origins of Islamic philosophy moves the Islamic 

intellectual tradition closer to that of Nasr, Corbin and the Traditionalist philosophical 

circle intellectually. In supporting his position, Hekmat provided a genealogy of 

philosophers who represented and refined al-Kindi’s philosophy; thinkers such as Nasr 

al-Din Tusi, Ibn Sina and Mohammad Ibn Abdol-Rahman al-Isfahani.930 Mulla Sadra was 

presented as the inheritor of the Kindist philosophical tradition after the intellectual 
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rupture of the Islamic world following the establishment of the Gunpowder Empires.931 

This position also created a historic narrative of a national Iranian philosophic tradition, 

which continued and expanded after the socio-political rupture of Islamdom following the 

Mongol and Timurid conquests.  

Another objective of this shift towards mystical Islamic philosophy was de-

politicization and personalization of religion in Iran; both objectives are found in Siassi’s 

1968 article, “Mokhtarim ya Majbur?” ([Are we] Free willed or Predestined?).932 In this 

article, Siassi cleverly associated mazhab al-jabr or the dogmatic religion with the 

concept of predestination (majbur), arguing in extension that jabr (necessity) eliminated 

the utility of intellect and reason – with negative social consequences. Conversely, when 

arguing for the existence of freewill, Hekmat utilized Erfani tropes and imagery found in 

the mystical poetry of Omar Khayam and Jalal al-Din Rumi.933 Interestingly, Siassi 

translated jabr-al-motlaq as fatalism and jabr-al-ilmi as determinism, contending that 

many intellectuals misunderstood the difference and really spoke of determinism when 

writing about fatalism.934 Siassi’s concept of fatalism or Jabr-e motlaq, extended to 

European Enlightenment philosophers such as Benedict Spinoza, exhibiting anti-modern 

sentiments.935 This sentiment was present in Siassi’s central argument that  

The current world order is now dependent on this principle, that contrary 
to advocates of the school of fatalism, meaning ‘Asharites’936 or Spinoza 
and others, the dealings of men are not influenced by an unknowable 
strong will, and in their particulars are not a manifestation of divine 
providence (moshiiat elahi) and light of instinct (partu-eh zat), but the 
causes (mujebat), vehicles (asbab), means (vasa’et), reasons (‘elal), and 
preparations (moqaddamat) is in this world.937 

This familiar bifurcation of European philosophers into two camps of theist and 

materialist is reminiscent of Foroughi’s discussion of Bergson and Spencer, from the 

                                                
931 Hekmat, “Az al-Qandi ta Mulla Sadra,” 293. 
932 Ali Akbar Siassi, “Mokhtarim ya Majbur?” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani 
Daneshgah Tehran no. 82 (1968): 332-347. 
933 Siassi, “Mokhtarim ya Majbur?” 335-336. 
934 Siassi, “Mokhtarim ya Majbur?” 337. 
935 Siassi, “Mokhtarim ya Majbur?” 338. 
936 Here, Siassi is probably referring to the Asharia School of Theology. 
937 Siassi, “Mokhtarim ya Majbur?” 338. 
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previous chapter. Along the same lines, Siassi is reading Spinoza’s philosophies through 

a Irano-Islamic philosophical lens.  

In addition to the publications discussed, doctoral research of this period reflects 

the same interest in phenomenology and Islamic philosophy. For example, in 1969 three 

doctorates were awarded in Philosophy. Seyyed Ali Modarres Musavi Behbahani 

completed his PhD thesis entitled: “Philosophy and Negation of the Works of Mir 

Damad.”938 A few months later, Mosfi Satariyan completed his PhD thesis entitled, “The 

Influence of Aristotelian Space and Time on the Masha’in of Islamic Philosophers,” 

under the supervision of Nasr, Sha’rani, Jalili, and Mahdavi. Finally, Seyyed Abolghasem 

Pour-Hosseini completed his PhD thesis entitled “Tadbiq of Aristotle’s Nighomakhes 

(The Nicomachean Ethics) with Ibn-Moskuviy Tahzi al-Akhlaq va Tathir al-Iraq,” under 

the supervision of Mahdavi, Nasr, Rahnama, Sha’rani, Kermani, and Jalili.939 

Thus, the instruction of philosophy in the 1960s benefitted from greater 

specialization and integration into the world philosophic community. Increased funding in 

higher education and greater political stability facilitated both processes. Meanwhile the 

older academic-statesmen such as Siassi and departmental organization based on 

chairs and specialists were replaced by teaching and research groups organized more 

along American university models. Finally, there was increased emphasis on works of 

Irano-Islamic philosophy, partly due to European philosophical currents and partly due to 

Pahlavi preference for mystical religiosity in their cultural identity.  

These changes were illustrated by an end of the term report given by University 

president Dr. Zabihollah Safa’ in 1966, who was re-elected for another three-year 

term.940 His report highlighted major conferences mentioned in the previous section, as 

well as a summary of hires stressing “increasing the number of young instructors,”941 

expanding the foreign languages programs, as well as using visiting professors in giving 

                                                
938 “Khabar-haye Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-
e Ensani Daneshgah Tehran, no. 68 (1966): 483. 
939 Nasr and all, “Khabar-haye Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani,” Daneshkadeh 
Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani Daneshgah Tehran, no. 69 & 70 (1969): 872, 874. 
940 “Akhbar-e Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat va ‘Ulum-e Ensani,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-e 
Ensani Daneshgah Tehran, no. 56 (1967): 524-545. 
941 “Akhbar-e Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat va ‘Ulum-e Ensani,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-e 
Ensani Daneshgah Tehran, no. 56 (1967): 529. 
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seminars such as Corbin’s yearly seminar on Islamic Philosophy (dar bab-e falsafa-ye 

Islami).942 In fact, Safa’ mentioned the creation of cultural exchange week’s at the 

College of Literature, which promoted intellectual exchange. These events included, 

French cultural week celebrating poet Victor Hugo, Italian cultural week celebrating poet 

Dante Alighieri, German cultural week celebrating poet Fredrich Rückert, and English 

cultural week celebrating poet William Shakespeare.943   

As for the instruction of academic philosophy, three changes that where 

mentioned by Safa’ are worth noting. First, starting in the 1963-1964 school year, the 

three-year undergraduate program was replaced by the four-year program in another 

sign of conformity towards American university model. As well, a Master’s degree 

program was offered in philosophy for the first time since the creation of the University in 

1934. Finally, in addition to the entrance exam, all philosophy majors must have 

completed the general education (barnameh-ye moshtarek) requirements of the College 

of Literature, another similarity with the American university system.944  

Beyond the University of Tehran: Instruction of Philosophy in the 
1970s 

While the 1960s were a decade of institutional and pedagogical reorientation for 

Iranian higher education, including academic philosophy, the 1970s experienced 

exponential expansion in both the number of students and the variety of institutions and 

programs offered.  By the 1972-73 academic year, there were 158 institutes of higher 

education in Iran, including eight universities, fifty-four research institutes and ninety-six 

modern labor institutes (teaching new professions from accounting to mechanics) with a 

total of 115,311 students enrolled.945 However, Iran had a long way to go to close the per 

capita university population, which stood at two hundred sixty-three students out of one 

                                                
942 “Akhbar-e Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat va ‘Ulum-e Ensani,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-e 
Ensani Daneshgah Tehran, no. 56 (1967): 533. 
943 “Akhbar-e Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat va ‘Ulum-e Ensani,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-e 
Ensani Daneshgah Tehran, no. 56 (1967): 528. 
944 “Akhbar-e Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat va ‘Ulum-e Ensani,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-e 
Ensani Daneshgah Tehran, no. 56 (1967): 526. 
945 Maghsoud Farasatkhah, The Adventure of University in Iran, 427. 
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hundred thousand persons in the 1970s.946 This institutional expansion was 

accompanied by greater demand for qualified instructors and professors, the weakness 

of Iranian education system according to Nasr. 

The problem with Iranian higher education was lack of properly trained 
personnel. We first build the university and when the last building is 
finished we start looking for instructors. And then we enroll students 
without adequate faculty, and we rush in second-tier educators; it will take 
thirty years from this point for any real progress to take place at this 
institution. But this is not what I did at Aryamehr (now known as Sharif 
University), meaning I first trained the labour force and that is the reason 
why Sharif is the best university in Iran today. Because at the time of the 
Revolution from the four hundred and twenty professors that I had only 
seventy remained and the rest left Iran.947  

Nasr’s reference to Aryamehr University is well placed, for its history had a Lafayette 

connection with a clear American educational orientation. The history of Aryamehr 

University is intertwined with the careers of Mohammad Mojtahedi and Hossein Nasr, 

both trained by American Missionary educators. As well, the history of Aryamehr is 

indicative of the Pahlavi state’s concerns and priorities in regards to higher education.  

Mojtahedi was the former principal of Alborz High School (a former Presbyterian 

missinonary school), and Nasr’s connection to Dean Hutchinson of Lafayette College 

and studies at Peddie were discussed earlier in the chapter. Dr. Mohammad Mojtahedi 

established Aryamehr University in 1955. According to Nasr, the University would 

become Iran’s version of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.948 Nasr would take 

over as President of the University in 1972, but until then the school was heavily 

influenced by Mojtahedi’s ‘techno-scientific and instrumental reasoning.949 

 Born in Lahijan in the Caspian province of Gilan in 1908, Mohammad Mojtahedi 

trained at Tehran’s newly established Dar al-Mo’alemin in the mid 1920s. In 1932 He 

continued his advance studies in France, graduating from the Sorbonne with a PhD in 

                                                
946 In the 1970s, the number of university students per hundred thousand population was: Iran 
263, Egypt 711, Lebanon 1728, Syria 682, Turkey 481, Canada 3000, US 4148, Japan 1744, 
England 1084, France 1581, Germany 830, and the Soviet Union 1895. From, UNESCO 
Statistical Yearbook 1983. 
947 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 97. 
948 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 77. 
949 Farzin Vahdat’s, “Alborz High School and the Process of Rationalization in Iran,” Iranian 
Studies, Vol. 44.5 (2011): 731-741. 
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Mechanical Engineering in 1938. His return to Iran coincided with the government 

takeover of foreign operated schools that eventually led to his appointment as the 

principal of prestigious Alborz High School in 1944. He continued his position at Alborz 

until the Iranian Revolution, an important point that is overlooked as greater attention is 

given to his contributions to Aryamehr and Tehran Polytechnic.  

 Farzin Vahdat was a student at Alborz High School and speaks about 

Mojtahedi’s pedagogical approach.  

[He] brought with him a positivists approach to rationality that emphasized 
techno-scientific and instrumental reason… Techno-scientific 
rationalization is the positivist philosophy used to justify control and 
transformation of nature…this was Dr. Mojtahedi’s approach based on his 
own training in France... Techno-scientific rationalization is inherently and 
almost exclusively focused on natural sciences, and its neglect of social 
sciences produces negative consequences when it (techno-science 
rationalization) is solely used to achieve modernity.950  

The shortcoming of this approach was the heavy emphasis on the sciences and a lack of 

training in humanities, subjects like ethics, communication, and critical thinking. Vahdat 

personally complains about the lack of philosophy classes at Alborz, with an 

overemphasis on math and science.951 The advantage was the high passing rate of 

Alborz graduates in the university entrance exams, which became more formalized and 

rigorous in the 1960s. In fact, it was his ‘science-heavy’ approach that drew Mojtahedi 

first to the University of Shiraz in 1961 to improve the quality of its science programs and 

then to Tehran Polytechnic952 in 1964.953  

In 1966, while still principal of Alborz High School and President of Tehran 

Polytechnic, the monarch summons Mojtahedi: 

During a long, intimate meeting the shah said “our embassies and 
consulates are turning the young students [in the West] into rebels; they 

                                                
950 Vahdat, “Alborz High School,” 731-733. 
951 Vahdat, “Alborz High School,” 735. 
952 Tehran Polytechnic was a created in 1956 in a joint venture between the government of Iran 
(represented by Habib Nafisi) and UNESCO (which paid for the project). It was the premier 
engineering school in Iran before the creation of Aryamehr University in 1966. Tehran Polytechnic 
was renamed Amir Kabir University of Technology following the 1979 Revolution.   
953 Bahram Bayani, “Mohammad-Ali Mojtahedi: His Life and Work,” Iranian Studies no. 44.5 
(2011): 761. 
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have certain needs and requirements and should be supported and 
supervised by someone like you” who would treat them like a father. Thus 
he told Mojtahedi to either become the chief supervisor of Iranian 
students in the West with the rank and status of an ambassador or, 
recalling that Nikkhah and his group had read technical subjects in 
Britain, to start planning for the foundation of a new technical university in 
Iran.954  

According to Bayani, ten days later the shah received Mojtahedi who presented 

him with the draft proposal for the new technical university. The shah’s primary concern 

was the politicization of returning graduates, and saw the solution in training the students 

at home where they can be monitored and oriented according to the state. Mojtahedi’s 

primary concern was the quality of academics, and therefore he requested 

independence in hiring practices.955  This decision proved fatal to his career, as two of 

his employment choices at Aryamehr University, Parviz Nikkhah and Poorkashani, were 

implicated by the SAVAK in the 1965 attempt on the shah's life.956 Bayani attributes, “his 

dismissal in February 1967 by the shah as the head of Aryamehr (now Sharif) University 

which were closely related to the unsuccessful attempt on the shah’s life in April 

1965.”957 In a further twist to the plot, according to Matin-Asgari, Nikkhah was pardoned 

by the Shah and hired as commentator for the Iranian National Radio and Television as 

part of the regime’s strategy, “to lure leftist dissidents into serving the regime than to lose 

them to various opposition outlets.”958  

As Mojtahedi was removed from his position at Aryamehr, the monarch tasked 

Nasr to fill in as Dean of the University. Based on his own experience at MIT, Nasr 

wanted to balance out the ‘science-heavy’ approach with more programs and courses in 

humanities. Combined with his philosophy of education about the need for expert dual-

oriented Islamic scholars, Nasr would create the first Department of Humanities at 
                                                
954 Bayani, “Mohammad-Ali Mojtahedi,” 763. 
955 According to Bayani, “The shah told him [Mojtahedi] that he would go along with his decision, 
adding that he was aware of how he had been treated at the Polytechnic, and that he should 
report to the shah alone. Mojtahedi made four requests, the most important of which was that 
SAVAK should not interfere with the students’ affairs or the appointment of professors. He also 
asked for higher salaries and better accommodation for new professors coming from abroad, and 
their exemption from the strict regulations of military service,” Bayani, “Mohammad-Ali Mojtahedi,” 
763. 
956 Although the assailant was killed in the attempt, SAVAK would accuse Nikkhah and 
Nurbakhsh as accessories in the plot.  
957 Bayani, “Mohammad-Ali Mojtahedi,” 755. 
958 Matin-Asgari, Both Eastern and Western, 197. 
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Aryamehr University. This Department would serve as a model for the Imperial Academy 

of Philosophy, commissioned in 1975.   

In the early 1970s, Nasr was Vice President of the University of Tehran, and 

resigned shortly after Nahavandi was appointed President of the University in 1971.959 

The following year, the shah requested that Nasr become President of Aryamehr 

University:  

During my meetings with the monarch or the prime minister, they would 
always mention publicly (huzuri) or privately (shakhsi) [connotes that no 
official record exists to confirm]…. They would always say that ‘we have 
to be able to master (mahar) Western technology. This (Western 
technology) must take real roots within Iranian culture; otherwise that 
culture will destroy our culture or our culture will destroy that (Vagar na, 
an Farhang ma ra az beyn mibarad, ya in an ra az beyn mibarad).960 

It is important to note the theme of clash of culture and cultural hegemony was a 

concern of Iranian politicians at this time. Nasr interpreted the monarch’s concern as a 

deficiency of Iranian culture in the educational system; in other words, it was culture that 

created innovation, technology and progress. Nasr’s definition of Iranian culture was 

informed from an Irano-Islamic intellectual tradition. Therefore, he embarked on creating 

a university that hybridized Western technical knowledge with Irano-Islamic literary 

tradition. According to Nasr, Mohammad Reza Shah personally deputized him to create 

“Aryamehr University as the best university in Iran with a high intellectual quality, yet 

somehow reinforcing Iranian culture so that knowledge is created from the bosom of that 

culture” (ham keyfiat-e ‘ilm-i bala bashad va ham yek juri Farhang-e Iran inja taqviyat 

shavad va ‘ilm dar daman-e an Farhang sakhteh shavad).961  

This was not an innovation, however. Walter Groves, Dean of Abadan Institute of 

Technology, implemented this hybrid system of Western technical knowledge with Irano-

Islamic literary tradition more than a decade earlier in 1957. Groves, who was professor 

of Philosophy at Alborz College in the Samuel Jordan era, had returned to Iran in 1956 

to help the British administer a technical college at Abadan, part of the consortium 

agreement of 1954.  

                                                
959 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 117. 
960 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 118. 
961 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 118-119. 
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Groves looked to Alborz faculty to hire an instructor of Persian language. Having 

worked with Mojtahedi at Alborz since 1950, Dr. Jalal Matini was selected for transfer to 

AIT (Abadan Institute of Technology) to teach Persian literature in 1956. Shortly after 

attaining his PhD in 1957, Groves came to see him in Tehran to personally offer him a 

position at AIT.962   

AIT was a technical school that accepted thirty engineering students per year. All 

students lived on campus and all costs were born by the Iranian National Oil Company. 

Students had to pass an entrance exam and agree to work for the Anglo-Iran Oil for a 

number of years upon graduation from the institute. The idea was to immerse the 

students into the environment in training the character in addition to the engineering 

curriculum. This was a very missionary approach to education and demonstrative of 

continued Lafayette-Presbyterian influence in Iran.   

In 1957 when Matini became an instructor, the school was run as an American 

institution in Abadan, independent of Iranian state interference.963 Matini observed that 

there were many foreign and Iranian personnel at both AIT and the Oil Company. 

Employee pay was kept secret and was based on equivalent pay at home, so a PhD 

from England would be paid substantially more than Matini.964 This fit well within the 

colonial city dynamics of Abadan. Matini observed that there were three cities for 

Europeans and employees (karmandan): Braim, North Bavarda and South Bavarda. 

                                                
962 Jalal Matini, Khaterat-e Sal-haye Khedmat, 30-33. The Abadan Institute of Technology grew 
out of the 1930s oil concession dispute and renegotiation between England and Iran and was 
founded in 1939. Reza Shah wanted Iranian personnel trained in the technical aspect of the oil 
industry. Following WWII and oil nationalization, the school was effectively handed over to 
several among American Lafayette faculty that used to run Alborz College in the Reza Shah era.   
963 Matini, Khaterat-e Sal-haye Khedmat, 31-34. According to Matini, Groves was well versed in 
Farsi: “Groves’ knowledge of Farsi language, Iranian culture and psychology was impressive. 
Even though the term institute translates into amuzeshgah in Farsi, Groves understood the 
connotation associated with amuzeshgah in Iranian culture as a place where typing and sewing 
skills are taught; whereas in English the name institute conjures Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology. Thus, he chose the name daneshkadeh (college) for the Farsi name. AIT’s 
curriculum was based on American engineering programs. The Iranian Oil Company bore the 
cost and could not interfere with school operations. The program was six years in total (two years 
preparatory and four years general engineering). All instructors were foreign accept for Matini and 
Bijan who were ‘on-loan’ from the Ministry of Culture. According to Matini, about five hundred 
students took part in the entrance exam (high school diploma with 14/20 GPA was required) and 
only thirty students were admitted each year. There was an additional interview process 
conducted by instructors who would travel to the homes of potential students and interview them. 
Walter Groves personally reviewed all interviews and made the final thirty selections. 
964 Matini, Khaterat-e Sal-haye Khedmat, 34. 
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Matini and the rest of the faculty lived in north Bavarda, with each city having its own 

amenities and social clubs. The Oil Company also had labourers (Kargaran) who ‘lived 

elsewhere.’965 

In 1957, Matini began teaching classical Persian literature such as Kalileh va 

Demneh, Attar and Masnavi, but soon realized that he was not getting through to his 

students. He visited Dr. Palfrey, the English language instructor at the institute. Palfrey 

informed him that he does not teach students classical Shakespeare or Hemingway, 

rather himself and his colleagues teach common and vernacular English used in 

everyday speech and somewhat relating to the student’s field of study.966  

This exchange caused a paradigm shift in Matini’s pedagogical approach to 

Persian Literature, and revealed Groves’ intention in hiring Matini. The problem with the 

engineers trained at AIT was not their technical skills; it was in conveying their findings in 

reports and office communications written in Farsi.967 Over the next year, Matini 

gathered copies of Sokhan and Yaghma magazines, photocopied articles by university 

professors and complied them into a seven hundred-page book called Nashr Fasih-e 

Farsi-ye Mo’aser in 1958, the first practical business communication modern Farsi 

textbook.  

In 1960, Matini would leave AIT for Mashhad University. Groves resigned from 

AIT a few years later over a dispute with British Petroleum over the academic 

independence of the institution. It appears that even in the post-consortium period with 

BP having a smaller share in Iranian oil, BP executives insisted that their funding of AIT 

entail their involvement in academic affairs, something Groves was opposed to.  

According to Matini, the final exchange included a BP executive telling Groves that “we 

have similar institutes in various countries and have a say in their affairs,” to which 

Groves replied “then there is no longer a path forward for me in Abadan.” Groves would 

                                                
965 Matini, Khaterat-e Sal-haye Khedmat, 32. 
966 Matini, Khaterat-e Sal-haye Khedmat, 38. 
967 Matini, Khaterat-e Sal-haye Khedmat, 39. 
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be involved with the expansion of the engineering program at Shiraz University and 

would return to Tehran to establish Damavand College in Tehran.968   

The history of Walter Groves and Jalal Matini at Abadan Institute of Technology 

served as precedent for what Nasr would undertake at Aryamehr University: adding a 

discipline within humanities to round off the curriculum in a technical-heavy higher 

institution. At Aryamehr University, Nasr created the humanities department with a 

strong element of Islamic-philosophy, instead of literature, to the curriculum in rounding 

off the technical education of young scientist and engineers. This additional feature was 

to foster a dual-orientation, an element of state-preferred identity, to the Western 

scientific curriculum.  

His initial goal was to train a cadre of seminary students (tolab) whom after 

finishing their training in Islamic studies (ma’aref-e Islami) and traditional sciences 

(‘ulum-e sonata) would travel to the West and study ‘Western knowledge.’ The end 

product would be individuals with dual-orientation or intellectual natures (zu-janbatin).969 

At the same time, Nasr was somewhat conflicted about sending students abroad for dual 

orientation, and critiqued himself by saying that his father Vali Nasr was responsible for 

sending students abroad in the later Qajar and Reza Shah periods,  

Ninety percent of the students that went abroad lost a good deal of their 
religiosity, and not withstanding the radicals within this group that became 
Tudeh or communists, the remaining three to four hundred that returned 
to Iran took hold of the reigns and built Iran, but from a cultural sense, 
most of these men were strangers to Iranian culture.970 

To Nasr, then, the opportunity to create this zu-janbatin Iranian scholar at Aryamehr 

University was a dream.  When Nasr became president of Aryamehr University in 1972, 

his first act, as president was to create a new department. He named it the Humanities 

                                                
968 Matini, Khaterat-e Sal-haye Khedmat, 52-53. Damavand College was a private higher 
education institution for women, established in 1968 and became a public college in 1974. It was 
a Missionary American institute offering a four-year intercultural program in the liberal arts. 
English was the language of instruction. Immediately after the Revolution, in February of 1979, 
Mehdi Mohaghegh became the president of the college. Following the Cultural Revolution, 
Damavand College was amalgamated into Allameh Tabatabai University. 
969 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 98. 
970 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 101. 
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Department (Goruh-e Ulum-e Ensani)971 and stocked it with instructors by transferring 

early-career faculty and recent PhD grads from University of Tehran and abroad. Among 

them were Gholam-Ali Haddad-Adel, William Chittick, and Nasrollah Pourjavadi.972 He 

added Henry Corbin and Izutsu to the group, shortly after. In the 1970s, this group would 

change the direction of academic philosophy in Iran, in an attempt to infuse a native-

cultural essence, in the form of mystical Islam, into the Pahlavi national identity.  

 However, before discussing Nasr’s in-house project for training dual-natured (zu-

janbatin) scholars, we must examine developments to the instruction of philosophy in the 

madrasah stream, what Nasr called training in Islamic studies (ma’aref-e Islami) and 

traditional sciences (‘ulum-e sonata); in short, the Islamic-half of the dual-natured 

scholar.  

The Instruction of Academic philosophy at the Howzeh, 1921-1977 

The instruction of madrasah-based academic philosophy expanded in Pahlavi 

Iran in spite of the fact that overall attendance and funding to madrasah-based higher 

education declined compared with modern state institutions. This periodization coincided 

with the establishment of the Howzeh-ye ‘Ilmiyeh Qom by Haeri Yazdi in 1922 to the 

Iranian Revolution of 1979. The reason for the expansion of training in academic 

philosophy at the howzeh was twofold. First, the migration of several Najaf-based ulema 

to Qom lessened the stigma of teaching falsafa at the seminary. Secondly, the 

politicization of Islam in the second half of the twentieth century popularized certain 

aspects of Islamic philosophy.  

Modern Irano-Islamic political thought can be subdivided into two eras, from the 

Tobacco Protests (1890) to Boroujerdi’s passing (1961), and from there to the present. 

In the first era, the ulema participated in political movements while their opposition to the 
                                                
971 Reclassification of korsi (chair) into goruh (departmental committee) was part of the 1960s 
structural changes implemented by the state. 
972 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 120-121. According to Nasr, the chair of physics department at 
Aryamehr University had contacted him in 1967 about helping with the creation of a doctorate of 
philosophy program at Aryamehr. Coincidentally, the chair’s name was Mehdi Golshani and he 
became a permanent member of the High Council for Cultural Revolution in the 1980s. Although 
Nasr was unable to fulfill the request at that time, he agreed with Golshani, adding: “the key to 
remedy this clash of civilizations (tradition vs. new technology) for us Muslims, perhaps not for 
Indians or Chinese is in the philosophy of science and history of science (falsafa-ye ulum va 
Tarikh-e ulum ast), 121. 
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state was garbed in language echoing Western political thought with concepts such 

Mashruteh (or Mashru’eh) and ‘Edalat Khaneh (House of Justice). At the same time, the 

Ja’fari principle of quietism was still the guiding political philosophy prohibiting direct 

political administration.973 It is in the second period, following the death of Grand 

Ayatollah Boroujerdi in 1961 and, in particular, after the riots of 1963 and the exile of 

Khomeini that ushered in a new political philosophy in the Shi’a Juristic tradition. In 

better understanding this transition, it is worthwhile to begin with a discussion of the 

philosophies and activities of Tabatabai’, Motahhari and Khomeini from the 1950s to the 

Revolution.  

Morteza Motahhari (1920-1979) was the pupil of Tabatabai and Khomeini at 

Qom seminary, and was himself an accomplished Islamic philosopher and mujtahid. 

Between 1950 and his death in May of 1979, Motahhari was instrumental in the 

propagation of Islamic philosophy at the seminary, the university and at Hosseiniyeh 

Ershad.974 The goal of teaching Islamic philosophy at the howzeh according to Motahhari 

was essential because, “material progress coupled with moral and intellectual 

decadence requires the hawza to produce capable alumni who are well-trained in 

philosophy as an ideological tool to wield against the forces of atheistic materialism and 

hedonism.”975 This view closely resembled that of Nasr’s plan for the creation of dual-

orientation specialists: in fact, the two were close friends and colleagues at University of 

Tehran.  

Motahhari was born into a traditional Iranian family of religious scholars in 

Khorasan province. After completing his preliminary studies at Mashhad Seminary in 

1937, Motahhari moved to Qom to continue his training. At the Qom seminary, 

Motahhari trained in fiqh, usul, and kalam with Tabatabai, and trained in falsafa and usul 

with Khomeini. In 1952 the newly minted mujtahid moved to Tehran to teach at 

                                                
973 According to Peyman Vahabzadeh, “following the Greater Occultation, the Shi’a’s turned to 
quietism based on a recorded hadith or dictum of the sixth Imam, Ja’far Sadeq, who 
recommended to the faithful total abstention from temporal affairs in the absence of an infallible 
leader.” See, Peyman Vahabzadeh, “Democratizing Shi’ism: The Theoretical Foundations of 
Iran’s Reform Movement,” humanitas, (2004): 51. 
974 The Hosseiniyeh Ershad was a modern Islamic center created in 1963. It was designed more 
like an amphitheater with seats and a stage than a mosque. It was funded by Iranian 
philanthropist Mohammad Homayun and administered by Nasser Minachi. 
975 Sajjad H. Rizvi, “’Only the Imam Knows Best’ The Maktab-e Tafkik’s Attack on the Legitimacy 
of Philosophy in Iran,” The Royal Asian Society Vol. 3.22 (2012): 490. 
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Madrasah ‘Ilmiyeh Maravi (Tehran’s seminary school). In 1955, Motahhari became 

assistant professor in the Faculty of Theology and Islamic Studies, University of Tehran, 

where he remained for the next twenty-two years.    

At the same time, Motahhari was involved in the early history of Hosseiniyeh 

Ershad, helping reintroduce Islamic principles to a new generation of young, educated 

Tehranis. From 1964, Motahhari was involved with activities at the institute and between 

1967 and 1969 he was the principal lecturer at the institution before his opposition to 

Shariati’s lectures caused Motahheri’s departure. Thereafter, Shariati became the 

principal lecturer at the institution, essentially leaving his position at Mashhad University, 

before Hosseiniyeh’s closure by the SAVAK in 1972.   

Motahhari was part of a group of prominent clerics, many of whom became key 

figures in the 1979 Iranian Revolution.976 In the 1960s, this group of clerics began 

publication of texts and journals promoting an authentic Irano-Islamic identity and polity. 

The journal was known as Maktab-e Tashayo (School of Shi’ism), and consisted of three 

volumes and later a monthly lecture series called Anjoman-e Mahiyaneh-ye Mazhabi 

(Monthly Religious Society). According to Mirsepassi, “the clerics and lay intellectuals of 

the Monthly Religious Society paid little attention to the Qur'an and the Prophet's 

traditions. They were more concerned with making Shi’ism attractive to youth, and with 

making a political impact, than they were with disseminating purely religious 

propaganda.”977 More significantly, they wanted to, “reform and modernize the structure 

of Shi’a clerical hierarchy and other religious institutions and practices, and more 

importantly, [worked] on the construction of a new theory of politics and political 

                                                
976 According to Mirsepassi, “the composition of the participants in the discussions is in itself very 
significant. They were Morteza Motahhari, later the most prominent ideologue of the Islamic 
Republic; ‘Allameh Tabatabai, the prominent Shi’i theologian and Motahheri’s mentor; 
Mohammad Beheshti, the second most important political figure of the Islamic Republic in post-
Revolutionary Iran; Mahmud Taleqani, a prominent nationalist clerical figure in Shi’i politics in Iran 
in the 1960s and 1970s; Mehdi Bazargan, a long-time nationalist religious activist and the first 
prime minister of the Islamic Republic; Abu al-Fazl Zanjani, a liberal clerical activist; and Morteza 
Jaza'iri, a member of the Shi’i clergy active in the movement of Islamic politics. The fact that 
these figures later constituted the most important leaders of the Islamic Republic should not be 
viewed as coincidental.” Ali Mirsepassi-Ashtiyani, “The Crisis of Secular Politics and the Rise of 
Political Islam in Iran,” Social Text, no. 38 (1994): 69. 
977 Ali Mirsepassi-Ashtiyani, “The Crisis of Secular Politics and the Rise of Political Islam in Iran,” 
Social Text, no. 38 (1994): 75. 



269 

leadership by the Shi’a faqih (Jurisconsult).”978 Another cleric involved in this project was 

Motahheri’s teacher Ayatollah Tabatabai. 

Seyyed Muhammad Hossein Tabatabai (1903-1981) was born in Tabriz close 

to the time of the Constitutional Revolution. Orphaned before the age of ten, Tabatabai 

completed his preliminary Islamic studies at the Madrasah Talabiyeh-e Tabriz in 1925. 

Thereafter he traveled to Najaf and trained at the seminary for the next ten years. He 

studied fiqh and usul with Mohammad Hossein Na’ini and Mohammad Hossein Isfahani. 

As well, he was trained in falsafa by Seyyed Hossein Badkube-i and trained in akhlaq 

and ‘erfan with his mentor Seyyed Ali Qadi Tabatabai.979 After earning his ijazeh, 

Tabatabai first returned to Tabriz before moving to Qom in the 1940s.  

Ayatollah Boroujerdi was opposed to teaching Islamic philosophy at the Qom 

Howzeh as noted by Tabatabai.980 However, philosophy had always been taught at 

Qom. In fact when Tabatabai began teaching there in 1946, Khomeini and his teacher 

Ayatollah Mohammad Shahabadi (d. 1950) were already teaching philosophy at the 

Howzeh. According to Noroozi, 

Allamah Seyyed Muhammad Hussein Tabatabai (d.1983) determined to 
prepare a philosophical response to materialistic philosophy of Marxism 
from an Islamic viewpoint with the help of his distinguished student, 
Morteza Mutahhari (d. 1979). Through their exhaustive readings of 
Marxist literature, these two philosophers of Islam completed a major 
work under the title The principles of philosophy and the Realistic Method. 
Mutahhari's substantive commentaries in this work and his later work, The 
Causes of Attraction to Materialism aimed at consolidating the 
philosophical basis [of] Islamic ideology from a traditional spectrum 
contrary to Muslim lay thinkers’ usage of Islamic ideology such as Jalal 
Al-e-Ahmad (d. 1968) and Ali Shari'ati (d. 1977) who envisioned the 
Islamic ideology as a rebellion against the West in political and 
sociological term.981  

The above passage makes clear that these efforts were aimed at countering Marxist and 

not Pahlavi ideology. In fact, both Tabatabai and Motahhari were involved with the 

                                                
978 Ali Mirsepassi-Ashtiyani, “The Crisis of Secular Politics and the Rise of Political Islam in Iran,” 
Social Text, no. 38 (1994): 69. 
979 Seyyed Ali was not a relative of Tabatabai but shared the same last name and was also 
originally from Tabriz.  
980 See Sajjad Rizvi “Only the Imam Knows Best,” 489.  
981 Noorozi, “The ideological Encounter between Shia Islam and Marxism,” 40. 
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University, as well as being associates of the Pahlavi era philosopher of state, Hossein 

Nasr. In fact, Tabatabai was instrumental in the propagation of Irano-Islamic philosophy 

in collaboration with Henry Corbin and Hossein Nasr in the 1960s and 70s. It is my view 

that Tabatabai replaced Fazil Tuni’s role as representative of the School of Tehran at the 

University.  Similarly, Motahhari lectured on Sadrian falsafa and erfan. Motahhari was, in 

the main, a mystical philosopher and practitioner of "the transcendent theosophy of 

Mulla Sadra (1571-1640), the great philosopher of Safavid Persia.”982 His ideas on 

Maktab-e Towhid (School of Monism) are demonstrative of Sadrian influence.  

 The intellectual target of the Howzeh and the University seemed to have been a 

philosophical refutation of Marxist ideology. In the 1960s and 70s and using the Juristic 

tradition, Motahhari with the help of his teacher Khomeini created the Towhidi ideology in 

attracting young educated Iranians. Khomeini also used this ideology in formulating his 

theory of Velayat-e Faqih.983  

Seyyed Ruhollah Musavi-Khomeini (1902-1989) was born in the central 

Iranian town of Khomein. He was born into a family of Islamic scholars, originally from 

Khorasan who had subsequently immigrated to Lucknow, in the Kingdom of Awadh, and 

then to Khomein in Central Iran. He was amongst the original students whom Ayatollah 

Abdol-Karim Haeri Yazdi – father of Dr. Mehdi Haeri Yazdi – asked to move from Arak to 

Qom when he founded the Qom Seminary in 1922. 

Much has been written on the life and thoughts of Khomeini. His training in 

philosophy is of particular interest to this study as it lays the foundation for the 

formulation of his famous political doctrine: Guardianship of the Supreme Jurist (Velayat-

e Faqih).984 Khomeini studied philosophy and mysticism with Mirza Ali Akbar Yazdi, 

Javad Aqa Maleki Tabrizi, and Rafi'i Qazvini. In particular, He studied Islamic mysticism 

                                                
982 Noorozi, “The ideological Encounter between Shia Islam and Marxism,” 41. 
983 Vanessa Martin, Creating An Islamic State: Khomeini and the Making of a New Iran (London: 
I. B. Tauris, 2003), 4. 
984 For a discussion of Khomeini’s doctrine of Velayat-e Faqih, see Hamid Mavani, Religious 
Authority and Political Thought in Twelver Shi'ism from Ali to Post-Khomeini (New York: 
Routledge, 2013.); in particular Chapter Five: Khomeini’s Concept of Governance and its 
Critiques, 178-204. 
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of Ibn Arabi and Sadr al-din Shirazi with Muhammad 'Ali Shahabadi.985 Khomeini was 

also trained in Classical Western philosophy and was influenced by both Platonic and 

Aristotelian philosophies. 

Khomeini’s most famous publication is his 1970s monograph titled Velayat-e 

Faqih: Hokumat-e Eslami (Islamic Governance: Government of the Jurists). It consisted 

of thirteen lectures he gave on Islamic political philosophy while at Najaf. In this book, 

Khomeini argues for the creation of an Islamic government using a combination of 

Western and Islamic philosophies as confirmed in the works of Najafabadi and Sajjadi.986   

According to Vanessa Martin, Khomeini used Greek and Islamic thought, 

regarding social justice and the city (Plato’s Republic and al-Farabi’s Al-Madina al-

Fadila) in formulating Velayat-e Faqih.987 In particular, he used the Towhidi doctrine of 

the Unity of Being (Vahdat al-Vojud) and extended it to state, society and individual in 

arguing for an Islamic government.988 In Velayat-e Faqih, Khomeini lays out the 

necessity and type of polity needed for the realization of Islam. He transformed the 

concept of passive entezar to active entezar: from waiting for the return of the Mahdi 

(12th Imam) and restoration of the just and the legitimate state, to actively transforming 

politics and society in hastening the arrival of the Mahdi. It must be noted, however, that 

for the most part the political philosophy contained in Khomeini’s concept of Velayat-e 

Faqih is based on previous Neo-Platonic and Farabian philosophies.989  

It is in the position of the leader (the supreme jurisconsult or Vali-ye Faqih) of this 

proposed polity that we encounter Khomeini’s original contribution to Islamic political 

philosophy, one that heavily draws on mysticism.  From a juristic point of view, the office 

                                                
985 Daniel Brumberg, Reinventing Khomeini: The Struggle for Reform in Iran (University of 
Chicago Press, 2001), 46.  
986 Seyyed Ja’far Sajjadi, Andisheh-ye ahl-e Medineh-ye Fazeleh (Tehran: Sazman-e Chap va 
Entesharat-e Vezarat-e Farhang va Ershad-e Islami, 2000). Ne’matollah Salehi-Najafabadi, 
Velayat-e Faqih (Tehran: Omid-e Farda, 1999). In particular, Sajjadi confirms the link between 
Platonic, Neo-Platonic and Islamic political philosophy (i.e. Al-Farabi and Mulla Sadra). As well, 
Najafabadi validates Khomeini’s juristic interpretation of Velayat-e Faqih, even the stricter Akhbari 
(vs. ‘Ensha’i) interpretation. 
987 Martin, Creating An Islamic State, 37, 140-146. 
988 Khomeini’s other major work, Kashf al-Asrar (The Discovery of Secrets, 1943), also has a 
chapter titled Towhid, which provides a mystical-philosophical interpretation of the concept.  
989 Martin, Creating An Islamic State, 141; And, Sajjadi, Andisheh-ye ahl-e Medineh-ye Fazeleh, 
23. 
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of the Vali-ye Faqih was a political addendum to Aqa Mohammad Baqer Behbehani’s 

(1706-1790) inspired fatwa for believers to have to follow the fallible interpretation of a 

‘living Mujtahid, as described by Nikki Kiddie and expanded upon by Hamid Algar in his 

discussion of the Usuli revival.990 Next a methodology was needed for the creation of a 

single living mujtahid with expanded political powers: in the jurisprudential tradition, 

Khomeini applied Islamic philosophy of the Irano-Erfani variety in his independent 

reasoning (ijtehad). In fact, If we were to expand on the revolutionary quality of 

Khomeini’s political philosophy we see that, “the doctrinal source of Khomeini’s 

radicalism is located in his mysticism.”991 According to Mo’azami, 

Mysticism, particularly Khomeini’s version of it, drew on personal 
experience and intuition. It was inherently resistant to institutionalization. 
Khomeini defended mysticism’s compatibility with sharia in his first 
mystical work, Sharh-e do’a al-sahar (The Explanation of the Supplication 
of Dawn), discussing the harmony of “revelation,” “transmission,” and 
“rationalization” in Islamic tradition (Khomeini, 1928). Some scholars have 
attempted to reconcile Khomeini’s mysticism with traditional Islam, tracing 
it to Ibn-Arabi (1165–1240), the highly articulate mystic and jurist of 
Andalusia, and his notion of vahdat al-vojud (the oneness of existence) 
(Brumberg, 2001; Dabashi, 1993; Moin, 1999; Knysh, 1992).992 

Of course Erfani mysticism, expressed as philosophy is necessary since,  

[The] characterization and qualification of velayat with the absolutism of 
faqih is meaningless in Shi’i terms. Theologically, there is no room for the 
concept of an absolute faqih. A Shi’i mojtahed is not bound to the 
religious rulings of another mojtahed. Further, as Khomeini suggested 
himself, the rulers of the Islamic state are subject to a Constitution—not 
as conventionally understood, but as “set forth in the Noble Qur’an and 
the Sunna of the prophet” (Khomeini, 1978: 52). But if [a] faqih is 
conditioned by sharia, how can this power be absolute? The only logical 

                                                
990 Algar, 7; And, Keddie, Qajar Iran, 30. Please note that Behbahani was himself building on 
sixteenth-century Safavid Shi’a jurist Ibrahim al-Qoteifi, who “proposed the principle of emulation 
according to which one must emulate the highest jurist’s judgment on matters over which there 
cannot be consensus.” See Vahabzadeh, “Democratizing Shi’ism,” 52. 
991 Behrooz Mo’azami, State, Religion and Revolution in Iran 1796 to the Present (New York: 
Palgrave MacMillan, 2013), 118. According to Mo’azami, “Khomeini was an unconventional 
religious scholar. He lived as a mystic to the last minute of his life and firmly believed that he 
received divine messages through revelation. Khomeini considered himself the deputy of Imam 
Mohammad al-Mehdi—not only as a general vice regent (naeb am) like other ulama but as a 
particular vice regent (naeb khas): someone who has been in the presence of God and is a 
recipient of his divine message. These philosophical and mystical orientations distanced him from 
Qom’s hierarchy. Indeed, a good part of Khomeini’s polemics from 1960 on was against the 
politically conservative majority of the religious establishment. He was their bête noire,” 120. 
992 Mo’azami, 121.  
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or theological answer is that the absolute faqih has a position above 
Shari’a. Detached from any text, it approaches a divine status, similar to 
messengers and Imams.993  

In getting around the contradiction of a supreme-jurist, first amongst equals, Khomeini 

drew on mystical elements from the Sheikhi School’s concept of the Perfect Shi’a. 

According to Peyman Vahabzadeh, 

[The] Shiekhi School refuted the adequacy of the mujtahid, the Shi’i 
cleric-scholar, to function as an intermediary between the Shi’i community 
and the Hidden Imam. In the mujtahid’s stead, the Sheikhis proposed a 
more authoritative incarnation of the divine guidance, which they called 
the “Perfect Shi’i” —a concept that unwittingly played a decisive role in 
the unfolding of the Ayatollah Khomeini’s revivalist movement centuries 
later.994 

Aside from its juristic incongruences, the introduction of Erfani-philosophical 

methodologies created new possibilities for academic philosophy to exert influence on 

fiqhi jurisprudence. In the 1980s, a new group of academic philosophers emerged at 

Iranian universities who supported the state’s political ideologies using academic 

philosophy. Reza Davari Ardakani is the example par excellence among this group of 

philosophers. A case study of his affiliations and publications since the Cultural 

Revolution presents a new understanding in the historic development of philosophy in 

post-revolutionary Iran and is covered in the final section of Chapter five. Conversely, 

beginning in the 1990s a group of seminary and university trained scholars emerged 

who contested the state’s political ideologies using academic philosophy (specifically 

using Islamic philosophy to reform fiqhi doctrines). These Islamic reformers included 

Mujtahid Shabestari, Mohsen Kadivar and Abdol-Karim Soroush and their views will also 

be discussed in Chapter five.  

Finally, it must be noted that Khomeini, Motahhari and Tabatabai explorations’ 

into Islamic philosophy and its utilization in disputing Marxist ideologies were not without 

competition or contestation in Qom. Two other schools of thought created in this period, 

the Haghani School and the Tafkiki School, presented challenges to aspects of the trio’s 

Towhidi ideology in general, and Khomeini’s conception of Velayat-e Motlaq-e Faqih in 

particular, especially following Khomeinists victory in the ’79 Revolution. This latest 

                                                
993 Mo’azami, 122. 
994 Vahabzadeh, “Democratizing Shi’ism,” 52. 
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iteration of Khomeini’s political doctrine that went into effect shortly before his death in 

1989, elevated the office of the supreme Jurisconsult close to that of the twelve infallible 

(isma) Shia imams. As such, political authority in a Weberian sense is associated more 

with the office, as defined by fiqh, than by charisma as manifested through mystical 

orientation.    

The Haghani School, seeks to add more falsafa to Shia fiqhi jurisprudence with 

an emphasis on Manteq (logic), an expression of Masha’i philosophy (Aristotelian). It 

also advocates the training of mujtahids in Western philosophy. The Tafkiki School, 

conversely, seeks to eliminate all philosophical influences in Shia fiqhi jurisprudence by 

drawing on Akhbari qualities.995 As will be discussed in the next chapter, both schools 

represented challenges to the Centrist-Pragmatist philosophies of the conservative-Right 

order lead by Khomeini’s successor, Khamenei. 

The Haghani school is currently led by Ayatollah Mesbah Yazdi,996 himself a 

former student of Khomeini and Tabatabai at Qom Seminary. According to Muhammad 

Sahimi: 

In 1964, a religious school was founded in Qom by Ayatollah Sayyed 
Mohammad Hosseini Beheshti (1928-1981), a key aide to Khomeini and 
the first judiciary chief after the 1979 Revolution (he was assassinated in 
June 1981); Ayatollah Ahmad Jannati, current secretary-general of the 
Guardian Council; and others. Originally called the Montazeriyeh School, 
its mission was to make philosophy a core part of religious education. 
Some time later, a wealthy merchant from the bazaar, Haj Ali Haghani 
Zanjani, granted the school a sizable endowment and its name was 

                                                
995 For a discussion on the association of Maktab-e Tafkik to the Akhbari School, see Robert 
Gleave, “Continuity and Originality in Shi‘i Thought: The Relationship between the Akhbariyya 
and the Maktab-e Tafkik,” in Denis Hermann and Sabrina Mervin (eds.), Shi‘i Trends and 
Dynamics in Modern Times (XVIII – XX centuries) (Beirut: Ergon Verlag Würzburg in 
Kommission, 2010), 71 – 92.  
996 “Mesbah was born in Yazd in central Iran in 1934. After graduating from high school, he 
moved to Qom and began his religious education in the seminaries there, studying with 
Ayatollahs Khomeini, Mohammad Taghi Bahjat Foumani (1913-2009) and Seyyed Mohammad 
Hossein Tabatabai (1892-1981), usually referred to as Allameh Tabatabai, a highly influential 
Islamic philosopher. Graduating in 1960, Mesbah himself is considered an expert in Islamic 
philosophy. He is an advocate of hekmat-e mota'ali (transcendent theosophy), which was 
originated by Sadr ad-Din Mohammad Shirazi (1571-1641), popularly known as Mullah Sadra.” 
See Muhammad Sahimi, “Hojjatiyeh, Mesbahiyeh, and Ahmadinejad,” PBS Frontline: Tehran 
Bureau (29 September 2010), 

 https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/tehranbureau/2010/09/hojjatiyeh-mesbahiyeh-and-
ahmadinejad.html 
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changed to Haghani. Mesbah was a junior partner in the school, working 
closely with Beheshti. He also taught there for a decade between 1966 
and 1976.997 

In its latest iteration, the school consists of six departments including a Department of 

Philosophy and Logic (Goruh-e Falsafa va Manteq). There are three streams of studies 

within the Department, all dominated by Morteza Motahheri’s philosophy: 1. Logic: 

Introduction to the Logic of Martyred Motahhari (Manteq: Ashnayi ba Manteq-e Shahid 

Motahhari) 2. Manteq-e Ta’limi  (Instructional Logic) 3. Ashnayi ba ‘Ulum-e Eslami-ye 

Shahid Motahhari: Bakhsh-e Falsafa (Introduction to Shahid Motahheri’s Philosophy of 

Science).998 Thus, the type of philosophy created and propagated by Motahhari in the 

1950s and 1960s carries intellectual currency in 2019.  

The greatest contestation to Sadrian philosophy’s dominance at the Howzeh, 

according to Rizvi, is fielded by “a hadith-based alternative rationality known as the 

maktab-e tafkik (School of Epistemological Distinction) that considers religious and non-

religious (and indeed foreign) sciences to be mutually exclusive”.999 Adherents of 

Maktab-e Tafkik, “insist that knowledge and faith only derives from the teachings of the 

Shi’a imams and cannot be contaminated with Aristotelianism.”1000  

The maktab-i tafkik was known as the school of the teachings of the Ahl 
al-Bayt (ma’arif-i ahl-i bayt) and was founded by a triumvirate of scholars; 
the first two were both trained in Najaf but never met and the third was an 
important student of theirs: Sayyid Musa Zarabadi (d. 1353/1934), Mirza 
Mahdi Gharavi Isfahani (d. 1365/1946), and Shaykh Mujtab’a Qazvini 
Khurasani (d. 1386/1966)… It was Shaykh Muhammad Rida Hakimi who 
supposedly coined the term “maktab-i tafkik” and his book of that name 
which has undergone over eight printings and editions remains the 
manifesto of the school.1001 

                                                
997 Muhammad Sahimi, “Hojjatiyeh, Mesbahiyeh, and Ahmadinejad,” PBS Frontline: Tehran 
Bureau (29 September 2010), 
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/tehranbureau/2010/09/hojjatiyeh-mesbahiyeh-and-
ahmadinejad.html 
998 Haghani School official website, programs of study: 
http://www.haghani.hawzahqom.ir/index.aspx?fkeyid=&siteid=106&pageid=41353 
999 Sajjad H. Rizvi, “Only the Imam Knows Best,” 488. 
1000 Sajjad H. Rizvi, “Only the Imam Knows Best,” 487. 
1001 Sajjad H. Rizvi, “Only the Imam Knows Best,” 492. 
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According to Rizvi, the School is a Fideist movement seeking to separate the line 

between faith and reason.1002 In post-Enlightenment Western philosophy, this idea is 

represented in the “evidential ambiguity and limits of human reason,”1003 as appears in 

the philosophies of Soren Kierkegaard and Ludwig Wittgenstein.  

The school of tafkik separates out the language and discourses of 
scripture, philosophy and mysticism, deliberately opposing the synthetical 
approach of the Sadrian school reflected in the teaching of hikmat and 
irfan dominant in the hawza…The school distinguishes between one 
legitimate form of intellectual inquiry that is described as rooted in 
revelation (wahyani) and two man-made forms of inquiry that represent 
the ‘deviations’ of philosophy and mysticism: namely, the rational 
(ratiocinative) philosophical method (al-manhaj al-falsafi al-aqlani) and the 
intuitive, gnostic approach (al-manhaj al-irfani al-kashfi).1004 

Thus, the general trend in twentieth century madrasah-based instruction of academic 

philosophy in Iran has been one of growth and politicization. Initially taught as a minor 

discipline within the Qom Howzeh, it entered the national political discourse following 

Khomeini’s exile in 1964. While the reasoning behind the doctrine of Velayat-e Faqih is 

not without contestation in Shia jurisprudence, it has survived as the Islamic Republic’s 

legitimizing philosophy for the last four decades. The influence of this theory of state on 

post-Revolutionary academic philosophy will be discussed in the next chapter.   The 

purpose of this excursion into seminary instruction of academic philosophy was to 

demonstrate strong mystical or erfani elements used by certain academic-clerics in their 

publications.   

In conclusion, the instruction of academic philosophy in Iran benefitted from the 

expanded education program of the second Pahlavi monarch (1941-1977). This 

impacted the training and career of academics such as Nasr, Davari and Redjali. In the 

1960s, this expansion included the creation of specialized institutes and centers, 

increased participation in international conferences, as well as changes to the 

curriculum, programs of study and faculty composition at University and the Department 

of Philosophy. In particular, the philosophy of this era exhibits the synthesis of Western 

                                                
1002 “One approach to understanding tafkik is to appreciate it as a fideist movement. Fideism has 
a venerable history, going back at least to the church father Tertullian (d. 230) and articulates the 
view that the intellectual jurisdictions of faith and reason are quite distinct and can even be 
hostile.” Sajjad H. Rizvi, “Only the Imam Knows Best,” 492-3. 
1003 Sajjad H. Rizvi, “Only the Imam Knows Best,” 493. 
1004 Sajjad H. Rizvi, “Only the Imam Knows Best,” 494. 
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phenomenology and Erfano-Islamic philosophies providing for the addition of a mild 

religious identity to Pahlavi nationalism. Alongside this intellectual transformation, the 

influence of American institutions and American-trained Iranian academics tended to 

displace European-trained Iranian academics of the late Reza Shah era. 
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The Institutionalization of Philosophy, 1941-1977 

The general discussion for the institutionalization of philosophy in the 1941-1977 

period centers on the question of orientation, in particular, as it concerns the processes 

of internationalization, Americanization and Iranianization. The 1940s and early 50s 

witnessed increased internationalization with increased institutional affiliations through 

the UN, UNESCO and other post-War international institutional orders. At the same time, 

Iran’s political relations with the United States in the Cold War period accelerated the 

Americanization of institutional philosophy involving specialized projects and institutions 

created through American academics such as Cuyler Young, Richard Gable and Henry 

Kissinger. This process was facilitated through economic and career incentives in Iran, 

as well as the United States. Meanwhile, the politics of the White Revolution was used in 

the restructuring of Iranian higher education in the 1960s culminating in the Education 

Revolution of 1968 and in the politicalizing of higher education in the 1970s, in specific 

reference to the monoculture of the Rastakhiz Party. Thus, this section covers 

institutional changes up to 1968, with the following section on the politicization of 

philosophy continuing the analysis of this unfolding process. However, the genesis of 

this process can be traced to the 1940s and the Allied occupation of Iran.  

The 1940s witnessed measurable expansion in Iran’s higher education and 

university system. At University of Tehran, the number of colleges increased from six to 

ten, accompanied by a sixty-three percent increase in enrolment from 1814 to 2960 

students for the 1942-43 academic years.1005 The expansion of higher education 

included the building of provincial universities, a project, which was accelerated in the 

1940s. Thus, by 1953, Iran had five national universities in Tehran, Tabriz, Isfahan, 

Mashhad, and Shiraz, as well as twenty-three additional colleges or centers of higher 

education with a total enrolment of 9168; albeit, eighty-three percent or 7610 of students 

were concentrated in Tehran.1006  

This expansion was mostly the work of the second generation of educator-

statesmen of this study. Hekmat, Sadiq and Siassi replaced the first generation of 

Foroughi and Vali Nasr. These three men, in the main, navigated Iran’s higher education 
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system through the turbulent socio-political waters of the period. The 1941-53 period 

was one of general political instability accompanied by a politicization of culture at 

government institutions. Within this twelve years, nineteen governments were formed 

and replaced accompanied by twenty-one changes in the Minister of Education position, 

albeit, some people served several times a Minister of Education.1007  

Hekmat was the senior among the three, and we have already been introduced 

to his efforts in both education and as an architect of Iran’s Bastangarai’ nationalism. 

Three months after the Allied invasion, Hekmat returned to politics among ministers and 

was soon sent abroad, his main arena of activities in the 1940s. He called himself Iran’s 

ambassador of culture (safir-e farhangi).  In 1945, Hekmat and Gholam Hossein Sadighi 

(and others) traveled to London to take part in the creation of UNESCO, Hekmat was 

part of the founding signatories to its constitution.1008 Hekmat was out of favor during 

Mosaddegh’s tenure, but returned to political power after the 1953 Coup as Iran’s 

ambassador to India and moved to Delhi in 1953.1009 Although he remained a prominent 

figure in Iranian academics and culture into the 1970s, his influence and stewardship of 

Iran’s cultural institutions continuously diminished.  

Isa Sadiq, on the other hand, saw his power and influence increase at the 

Ministry of Education as well as at the University of Tehran. Between 1941 and 1960, 

Sadiq was appointed Minister of Education six times and elected President of University 

of Tehran for one term, all while teaching at the College of Literature as Professor.1010 

Crossing the threshold between academics, politics, and business, Sadiq was also a 

member of Farhangestan-e Iran, Showra-ye ‘Ali Farhang, Anjoman-e Meli Tarbiyat 

Badani, Showra-ye Daneshgah-e Tehran, and Anjoman-e Athar-e Meli. As well, he 

served on the board of directors of: Iran-British Cultural Society, Iran-US Cultural 

Society, Bank Meli of Iran, Iranian Oil Company, Aircraft Club, and the Iranian National 

Telephone Co.1011  
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Siassi meanwhile ran and expanded programs at the University of Tehran. His 

primary concern was keeping the university free of political influence. Additionally, in the 

1940s and 1950s, Siassi created several institutes at University of Tehran, including the 

Social Research Institute with Gholam-Hossein Sadighi and Ehsan Naraqi.1012 As well, 

Siassi worked with Dr. Mohit Tabatabai1013 in creating the Center of Philosophy and 

Humanities (Anjoman-e Falsafa va ‘Ulum-e Ensani) within the College of Literature.1014 

However, the bigger story, one that influenced Siassi’s power at University of Tehran 

and academic philosophy in Iran, was the decline of European political influence in Iran, 

in favor of the emerging American one following the Allied invasion and Reza Shah’s 

abdication in 1941.   

In 1942 Siassi was appointed Minister of Culture. Reasoning that, “academics 

don’t necessarily make good administrators” he promptly fired his five closest 

subordinates at the Ministry. Next, as President of the University and Minister of Culture, 

Siassi was in position to request the full independence of the University.1015 In his 

memoir, Siassi reflected that upon his return to Iran during WWI, he understood that the 

primary cause of Iran’s backwardness was illiteracy. Thus, being Minister of Culture 

afforded him the opportunity to enact the “Free Public Primary Education Act.”1016 Doing 

so, however, entailed the consent of the monarch. 

As Minister, Siassi met the monarch on a monthly basis and the young Shah was 

impressed by what Siassi told him on one occasion:  “Today you rule over a people who 

are eighty percent illiterate, whereas after the enactment of this law, you will, in ten to 

fifteen years, have in for your self a literate (ba savad) and enlightened (roshan fekr) and 

patriotic (vatan parast) people.”1017 According to Siassi, the monarch seemingly agreed 
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to the proposal. However, Siassi encountered problems in enacting the compulsory 

measure, and inquired about it at his next meeting with the Shah: “The young Shah was 

very honest and frank with me in those early days and said, ‘I am told that enacting this 

law is not in our interest and will lead to difficulties in the future… if the children of 

ordinary folks become educated, they will come to read the communist writings and 

become communists and invite others to join them.’”1018 Ever defensive of the monarch, 

Siassi wrote in his memoir that “it is important to note that at this time the majority of the 

representatives of Majles were landlords and wealthy folks who saw the enactment of 

this law as detrimental for their and their children’s futures.”1019 Siassi gave a reply to the 

Shah that is indicative of his teaching philosophy:  

Ta’lim va tarbiyat is not only the instruction of writing and reading, but the 
growth of the mental faculty. A person that studies geography will be 
enamored by his ancestral land and grows fond of it through this 
familiarity…. [by] reading about the services of our great kings from Cyrus 
onwards, [becoming familiar with] the names of great minds 
(daneshmand) such as Ibn Sina, Biruni, Tusi, and the great poets/orators 
(guyandegan) Ferdowsi, Sa’di, Hafiz and Mo’lavi, …. All this will instill 
patriotism in him (in ha hameh ou ra be mihan ‘alaqe’mand 
mikonnand).1020  

Apparently, the speech worked, as there was a last minute support for the law, which 

was then approved and enacted by the Majles. Between 1943 and 1956, the university 

would remain independent with Siassi as President, a period that witnessed the rise and 

toppling of Prime Minister Mohammad Mosaddegh.1021  

With the fall of Mosaddegh, Iranian politics witnessed some stability and the new 

oil consortium deal provided economic and geostrategic guarantees for Iran. With 

considerably less turnover and interruptions, educational and administrative programs 

continued their Qavam-era realignment process with American interests. This stability 

and increased American involvement manifested in education and university institutions 

as well. For example, from 1953 to 1963 there were only five changes to the position of 
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Prime Minister accompanied with five ministers’ of education.1022 At the same time, US 

Title IV aid and Fulbright programs opened the door to US academic involvement in Iran, 

as well as increased training of Iranian students at US universities.  

US social engineers in the service of the Shah 

In the aftermath of the Second World War, Iran’s strategic value, from US 

geopolitical perspective, lay in continued access to its vast oil reserves and the 

containment of Soviet expansion. Securing both objectives depended on a strong and 

stable Iranian government. Thus, starting in the Truman administration, the United 

States provided material and intellectual support to the government of Iran (Mosaddegh 

conflict notwithstanding). Since the US government had very little information on Iran, it 

turned to American missionaries and academics.1023 

By the late 1940s, American missionaries were, once again, actively working and 

researching in Iran. T. Cuyler Young was perhaps the most influential missionary-

academic-statesmen in shaping US-Iranian educational cooperation and exchange in 

the second Pahlavi era. According to Shannon, “Young had lived in Iran from 1927 to 

1935 as a missionary in the Presbyterian education system…Young’s time in Iran 

compelled him to seek the roots of Irano-Islamic culture in the academic study of its 

past.”1024 As such, he had an affinity for philosophy and ethics, and, “prioritized calories, 

roads, education, and democratization. As early as 1950, he called for a ‘modern social 

revolution’ and a program of ‘political and economic reform’ in Iran that was not based 

on the logic of the Cold War.”1025 His rhetoric aside, Young was a CIA operative with 
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established connections to operations TPBEDMAN (undermining the Tudeh party) and 

AJAX (undermining Mosaddegh’s premiership).1026  

For the purposes of this study, however, Young’s primary contribution was the 

creation of the Iranian Studies program in the US: “Young helped to build the 

infrastructure for Iranian studies in the United States and influenced a generation of 

scholars that came of age during the 1950s and 1960s.”1027 These scholars included 

Leonard Binder, Richard Cottam and James Bill.1028 The intellectual outcome of Young’s 

approach on Iranian Studies programs in the US was twofold. First, it directed the focus 

of their scholarship on the dynamics of Cold War ideologies, in its liberalist and Marxist 

verities. Second, it influenced the perspective of Iranian students who attended these 

institutions in the 1960s and 1970s and would be known as the Massachusetts clique 

within certain Iranian intellectual circles. It must be mentioned, however, that US 

strategic interest negated Young’s intellection about the significance of Irano-Islamic 

values in Iran’s socio-political development. Additionally, the Shah’s efforts to influence 

the domestic politics of its patron to Iran’s advantage further tilted the US foreign policy 

establishment towards “Pahlavism.”1029 Still, Young’s contributions and expertise were 

demonstrative of continued American missionary influence in Iran.  

East coast missionaries such as the Presbyterians were by no means the only 

American missionaries involved in Iran at this time. In fact, the core of US aid to Iran in 

the 1950s fell under the Point Four technical assistance program with Iran’s being its first 

recipient on 19 October 1950.1030 Another group of missionaries, the Church of Utah was 
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involved in this project, which provided agricultural assistance and knowhow to Iranian 

farmers. In the 1950s Iran agreed to accept American technicians under the Point Four 

Program. The US government appointed Franklin S. Harris as director of the Program in 

Iran. Harris was a Mormon-educator who had lived in Iran in 1939-1940, assisting with 

agricultural development at Reza Shah’s request.1031 In the 1950s, he oversaw the 

implementation of Point Four program in Iran, a process that entailed the hiring of 

contractors and university academics. In fact, “US law provided for direct hires and 

university contracts,”1032 Thus, the program was expanded to include technical support in 

other academic areas such as public administration.  

This was the period when the reorientation of administrative personnel towards 

an American model took shape. It coincided with the creation of the University of 

Tehran’s School for Public Administration by Richard W. Gable,1033 and increased 

participation of Iranian graduates at Harvard’s Department of Government, leading to the 

influence of Professor Henry Kissinger. The graduates of these and other East Coast 

universities would hold positions within Iran’s administrative and/or academic institutions 

in the 1960s and 1970s and be known as the Massachusetts crowd or clique.  

Since 1953, Richard Gable was associate Professor of Political Science at the 

University of Southern California’s School of Public Administration. He is known for his 

contributions to the development of public administration as a sub-discipline of political 

science, in particular in the Cold War dynamics following the Second World War. “From 

1955 to 1957 he was member of the USC faculty team which assisted the Faculty of 

Law, University of Tehran, in establishing the Institute for Administrative Affairs.”1034 
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Gable summarized his view of Iranian education in an article title, “Culture and 

Administration in Iran.” As the name suggests, the article is an account of ‘shortcomings’ 

within Iranian culture that negatively impacted public administration. Dr. Gable identified 

several areas in society such as family structure and the role of religion as problematic 

for modern public administration. Furthermore, certain Iranian personal traits such as 

individualism (which Gable assures readers is not the same as Western individualism), 

subjectivity, traditionalism, attitude towards authority, attitude towards work and a 

general sense of pessimism as prominent Iranian cultural traits to be augmented in 

improving public administration.1035  

Gable’s observations were based on empirical data collected by his team of 

researchers who arrived in Tehran in 1954, a year before the start of the actual mission. 

He mentioned that, “the first-hand observations reported here are frankly impressionistic 

and speculative. They are presented as the raw material which may be helpful in 

constructing models for the comparative study of administration.”1036 Essentialist and 

deficient as it may seem to current academic standards, Gable attempted to combine 

sociology, urban studies and political science in developing nation-specific models for 

effective public administration. While Richard Gable represented one avenue of 

increased US influence in Iranian academics and administration, Henry Kissinger 

worked with and trained an entirely different group of Iranian academics and 

intellectuals.  

Kissinger was a graduate student and Professor of Political Science and 

Government at Harvard in the 1950s with considerable interest in the affairs of Iran. He 

received his PhD in International Studies in 1954 and subsequently became a faculty in 

the Department of Political Science. He was the co-founder of the Center for 

International Affairs in 1956. According to Nasr, Kissinger was the director of the 

Harvard International Seminar (1951-1971), an annual summer school program that 

catered to about two-dozen young intellectuals from various countries (Nasr uses the 

example of Ghana). Hanhimaki observed that, 
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The Harvard International Seminar started in 1951, which Kissinger would 
direct throughout his subsequent years at Harvard. The program, which 
received funding from the Ford and the Rockefeller Foundations, as well 
as— unknown to Kissinger at the time— the CIA, fit nicely into the 
broader aims of American foreign policy. Its task was to bring together 
every summer a group of young leaders— mostly politicians, journalists, 
or civil servants— from countries allied with the United States. While at 
Harvard the visitors were treated to a program that Kissinger, as the 
leader of the seminar, had always designed with great care. The 
participants, also carefully selected by Kissinger, were addressed by 
eminent Americans (one of the speakers was Eleanor Roosevelt), took 
classes in humanities and politics from Harvard scholars, and socialized 
with each other. In short, the Harvard International Seminar was like a 
fast-track, elite, and miniature version of the famed Fulbright exchange 
program, aimed at passing on the benefits of American education and 
values to a generation of carefully selected European, Latin American, 
and Asian leaders.1037 

While at Harvard between 1954 and 1958, Nasr was Kissinger’s summer program 

assistant and put together the academic portion of the program. Nasr maintains that it 

was part of US policy to support the government as well as the opposition of its client 

states (as a measure of extra control).1038 According to Nasr, Jalal Ale Ahmad was 

invited and participated in the 1955 summer program; Nasr even assisted Ale Ahmad 

with the writing of his speech in English.  

In 1959, Dr. Shahpour Rasekh was selected to represent the University of 

Tehran’s College of Literature at this summer program, although he refers to it as a 

conference.1039 Rasekh briefly describes the university, student body and systems of 

study. His most significant observation was “the ever-present efforts of university 

administrators in locating and obtaining new donors.”1040 Rasekh observed that the 

practice of philanthropy kept the university free and independent of state influence. This 

spirit of philanthropy was a necessary ingredient of the Protestant ethics that the 

missionaries were unable to pass on to their Iranian students. The consequences of its 

omission became apparent as this new institution (university) in the Middle East 
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attempted to find its location within the public, the church and the state. Whereas, under 

the imperial models of the Ottoman, Safavid and Moghul, higher education was mainly 

relegated to the ulema and provided for by Waqf donations. In the Iranian state, the 

University is a direct vestige of the state, in financial as well as political terms. Thus, as 

Rasekh argued, the independence of this institution must come from its own financial 

sources.   

The seminar itself consisted of three parts. In the first section, participants from 

around the world would engage in round table discussions regarding their respective 

countries’ economic, political, philosophical and literary conditions, a sort of snap shot of 

the countries overall wellbeing with an emphasis on growth and development. The 

second part of the conference consisted of lectures given by prominent American 

academics in each of these fields, explaining the latest social, economic, political and 

educational trends in America. The final part of the conference consisted of visits to 

various American institutions such as schools, government buildings, newspaper 

companies and industrial factories, and prisons.1041  

Dr. Rasekh mentioned meeting with Kissinger and discussing Iran with him 

during the program. Rasekh informed Kissinger of Iran’s shortcomings in the availability 

of research institutions and archives, as well as lack of proper literature and books on 

the subjects of development of education. Kissinger promised to discuss the matter with 

the Ford and Rockefeller Foundations, instructing them to create new books on 

sociology for the College of Literature.1042  

Kissinger’s expanded role in foreign affairs, as well as the International Seminar 

at Harvard has to be understood from a Cold War framework. Just as international and 

domestic political realities of the 1950s had introduced institutional and personnel 

changes at University of Tehran, their effect on American universities such as Harvard 

was a shift from scholarly to policy-oriented research. According to Jeremi Suri, Harvard 

became known as the Cold War University: 

                                                
1041 “Akhbar-e Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani Daneshgah 
Tehran, Vol. 7.2, (1959): 77. 
1042 “Akhbar-e Daneshkadeh-ye Adabiyat,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani Daneshgah 
Tehran, Vol. 7.2, (1959): 77. 



288 

In the aftermath of the Second World War, Kissinger benefited from a 
crucial transformation in the American intellectual environment. The 
mobilization of society for a global conflict, and the creation of a 
transatlantic “Judeo-Christian” identity, opened academic institutions to 
German Jews, who had generally been marginalized in the past. 
Kissinger’s insights into military affairs and German society received 
unprecedented attention among intellectuals (and their government 
sponsors), pursuing policy-relevant scholarship as they had not before. 
Kissinger’s knowledge held great currency after 1945. Other equally 
gifted thinkers, from more privileged backgrounds, did not possess 
similarly privileged knowledge. The Cold War University Harvard 
University, the most distinguished American academic institution in the 
mid-twentieth century, stood at the center of this process. More than any 
of its Ivy League counterparts, it embraced the new personalities and the 
new knowledge of the postwar world… Although other institutions— 
particularly the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and Stanford 
University— received more direct funding from policymakers, Harvard 
moved most effectively into a position of direct policy influence. This 
intellectual and institutional transformation from traditional scholarly 
detachment to contemporary political empowerment created the “Cold 
War University.” It operated more as an extension of government than as 
an independent academy. When American military servicemen returned 
from the Second World War, universities integrated them back into 
society through expanded enrolments, orchestrated socialization, and 
professional training.1043 

Thus, greater American involvement in Iranian government and security, starting in the 

1950s, influenced intellectual production in Iranian academics, in particular higher 

education. Important to note here are the continued missionary presence, as well as the 

role of Iranian academic philosophers, who in this generation were increasingly 

associated with Nasr and his philosophic circle. For its part, the Pahlavi state initiated 

further consolidation measures in higher education in the 1960s in aligning its programs 

and personnel with US institutions, as well as politicizing its educational policy. 

Institutional Changes to Higher Education in the 1960s: 

Institutional changes accompanied personnel and pedagogical changes in this 

process of reorientation. The 1960s was arguably the most stable decade of Pahlavi rule 

in Iran. The 3rd and 4th five-year economic plans took place in this period with an 

emphasis on education. By 1963 the number of universities and higher education 

institutions had grown to fifty-one, with seven universities with a total enrolment of 
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22,242.1044 In 1964, the Ministry of Education (Vezarat-e Amuzesh va Parvaresh) was 

created as an institution dedicated to education. In fact, the Ministry of Culture (Vezarat-

e Farhang) which was responsible for education, cultural institutions and endowments 

was broken up into three ministries: Ministry of Culture and Arts (Vezarat-e Farhang va 

Honar), Ministry of Religious Endowments (Vezarat-e Oqaf) Ministry of Education 

(Vezarat-e Amuzesh va Parvaresh).  

In a further sign of specialization, the Central Council of Universities (Showra-ye 

Markazi-ye Daneshgah-ha) was created in 1965.1045  The Central Council of Universities 

(CCU) was under the co-leadership of the Minister of Education and the President of 

University of Tehran. The CCU “was a hybrid institution with bureaucratic, academic, 

and intellectual dimensions.”1046  Ten out of the fifteen members of the CCU had to be 

tenured professors; the remaining five served three-year terms and were selected from 

among Iran’s elite scientific and public intellectuals. The Minister of Education, upon the 

orders of Mohammad Reza Shah, appointed members.1047 Furthermore, based on article 

eleven of CCU charter, all university presidents had to attend one meeting of this body 

every two months, and every president of a college was to attend at least one meeting 

once a year. This is was an important committee; most of its structure and function will 

be reconstituted in the High Council of the Cultural Revolution, in the mid-1980s.  

The stated mission of the Central Council of Universities was the coordination 

and centralization of higher education efforts. It was given superseding powers over 

University of Tehran including: implementation of the philosophy of education (national 

and higher education), educational planning, entrance criterion, salary and 

compensation of staff and faculty, tuition and fees.1048 In 1967, another institution was 

created within the Ministry of Education for the purposes of overseeing higher education 

in Iran: The Ministry of Higher Education and Sciences (Vezarat-e Ulum va Amuzesh-eh 

‘Ali).1049  
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It must be noted that centralization of higher education institutes in the 1960s 

also led to the development of private and the re-emergence of foreign colleges and 

universities in Iran. By way of example, it is worth discussing the history of Iran’s first 

private university, in that it also involved Dr. Simin Redjali who, after returning to Iran 

from Heidelberg in 1961, discovered the limitations of Iran’s educational institutes and 

her career options: 

Every day I followed the same pattern. I would start with the Ministry of 
Education to check on the evaluation of my education and PhD so that I 
would be eligible for employment. There were three local universities that 
presented employment possibilities— the University of Tehran, National 
University of Iran, and the Teachers College (Daneshsara-ye ‘Aliyeh, later 
named the University of Teachers Training). I decided to visit each one 
and meet students, professors, department heads, and the president to 
decide which one offered the best possibility for good service to the 
country. I started with the University of Tehran, the oldest university, 
where I did my undergraduate studies. When I met with my former 
professors, they seemed delighted and wanted me to work with them. 
The president was Dr. Ahmad Farhad, my father’s first cousin, who had 
also graduated from the University of Heidelberg, so he was both a 
relative and an alumnus. He was friendly, but seemed surprised at my 
achievement as a woman.1050   

Redjali noted that she was conflicted between the feelings of paternalism prevalent 

within University of Tehran’s departments she visited and the feelings of nepotism in that 

the President of the University, the person who would hire her, was also a close relative. 

She decided to visit Dr. Ali Sheikholislam, the President of Iran’s National University,1051 

and a private institution.  During the visit and interview, Sheikholislam shared some of 

Redjali’s concern about the bureaucratization of University of Tehran: 

He (Dr. Ali Sheikholislam) criticized the University of Tehran, claiming that 
his university was reformed and free of red tape and other formalities. He 
explained that the method of teaching was patterned on American 
universities. He had graduated from New York University. When I asked 
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him about his concept of the unity of research and teaching, he 
responded only about teaching, and there was no mention of research.1052 

Ultimately, Redjali accepted a position at the Teacher’s Training College with Isa Sadiq, 

explaining that her sense of duty outweighed her concerns about the red tape of public 

employment. As well, the concept of a private university was new to Iran as she 

explained:  

The president of the National University, Dr. Ali Sheikholislam, had 
bought a large parcel of land from the government at a very low price for 
the campus in the village of Evin, a village near Tehran Mountain. He 
thought it was better to pay for the land in order to keep the university 
private and independent and free from government influence. The 
concept of a private university was a new one in Iran. Gradually others, 
especially the high-ranking employees of the National University, began 
to open other private non-profit universities and colleges because there 
was great need for them. However, without permission and support from 
His Majesty the Shah or a member of the Royal family who understood 
the need for the expansion of higher education of Iran, establishing a 
college or university was difficult or near impossible.1053 

The institutional changes and additions to Iran’s education system mentioned 

thus far, including the breakup of the Ministry of Culture, the creation of the Central 

Council of Universities and the Ministry of Higher Education and Sciences, were 

consolidated in a 1967 conference titled Iran’s First Educational Revolution (Kongereh-

ye Enqelab-e Amuzeshi). The political lead up to the conference is staged with Prime 

Minister Hoveida’s attack and criticism of Iranian universities and higher education 

system in a series of discussions (goftegu) called Jangal ya Gandom (Forest or Wheat) 

and broadcasted on the radio.1054  

According to Ghasem Mo’tamedi, former President of Isfahan and Tehran 

Universities, and Minister of the newly established Ministry of Higher Education and 

Sciences, the educational revolution (Enqelab-e Amuzeshi) was the reaction of the 

Pahlavi regime to the independence of universities. In 1967 it was decided that a 

committee would be formed to investigate activities at universities. The three-person 

committee consisted of Minister of Urban Development (Vazir Abadani va Maskan), 

Minister of Education (Vazir Amuzesh va Parvaresh) and Minister of Endowments 
                                                
1052 Redjali, Symphony of Life, 108. 
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(Vazir-e Moshaver-e Waqf). Later in the year, this committee reported back to the 

cabinet which led to the creation of Vezarat-e Ulum va Amuzesh-e ‘Ali (Ministry of 

Higher Education) headed by Majid Rahnama. This institution would coordinate the 

inaugural Congress of the Educational Revolution. Jalal Matini attended this Congress 

and a party to the fifty-three articles ratified by the body that effectively put all higher 

education institutions under the control of the Ministry of Higher Education.1055  

According to Afshin Matin-Asgari,  

Incorporating the educational system within the unfolding frame of the 
White Revolution had become a regime priority. Thus, in October 1967, it 
was announced that Iran would launch an “Administrative and 
Educational Revolution,” as the twelfth plank of what was increasingly 
referred to as the Shah-People Revolution.1056 

The conference convened in the Caspian city of Ramsar. According to Nasr, “this 

conference was about the future of universities in Iran.”1057  The inaugurating conference 

was selective with only about a dozen professors from University of Tehran in 

attendance. Nasr gave a presentation on the importance of maintaining both tradition 

and quality of education in Iran, alongside growth. The monarch was also in attendance 

and the event seems to be in part an opportunity for him to meet and promote his best 

educators. Nasr’s presentation made an impression on Mohammad Reza Shah and he 

was chosen to become the dean of a university in Iran.1058 According to Nasr, he was 

offered posts in both Shiraz and Mashhad but refused due to the small number of 

students at both institutions. Instead he argued that he could make the greatest impact 

in Tehran, as Dean of College of Humanities. Thus, in 1968, at the age of thirty-five, 

Hossein Nasr became the Dean of the College of Literature at the University of Tehran. 

Jalal Matini was promoted to Dean of College of Literature at University of Mashhad that 

same year. This was a position that Nasr had turned down.  

Nasr and Matini’s promotions were inline with the changes introduced following 

the conference. Shortly after its conclusion, an order is issued for the resignation of all 

university presidents across Iran. Matini made detailed observations of these changes in 
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his memoir. He noted that the President of Mashhad University, Dr. Zia al-Din Ismail 

Begi had to resign and was replaced by a government appointed scholar named Dr. 

Mohsen Zia’i. In addition, the position of vice president of the university was split in two: 

research and instruction, administrative and financial.1059 According to Matini, even Dr. 

Jahanshah Saleh, the President of University of Tehran was not immune to the purge 

and had to resign his position.  

Matini stated that one of the reasons for Education Revolution and subsequent 

purge was the replacement of French educated senior scholars with more junior but 

American educated scholars.1060 Like Nasr, Matini pointed out intellectual clustering at 

the university, including the exclusion of non-American scholars from full professorships 

and specialty chairs. Furthermore, Matini contended that this was part of a concerted 

effort to “fully establish the American University Model in Iran” (Dowlat bar sadad bar 

amad nezam-e amuzeshi-ye Daneshgah-haye Amrika ra be tor-e kamel dar Iran piyadeh 

konad.)”1061 

Part of the structural changes resulting from the educational revolution was the 

changing of chairs (ostad-e korsi) to teaching groups (grouh-e amuzeshi). Each teaching 

group was comprised of assistant, associate and full professors who now held equal 

votes on matters formerly decided by the former chair. Furthermore, the nine-months 

annual academic program was divided into two four-month semesters. As well, three-

year Bachelor degree programs were extended to four years and the 120 credits system 

expanded to 140 credits, now consisting of 50 units of general education, 60 units in 

major and 30 units in minor (previously, the undergraduate degree consisted of 20 

general education and 100 units in the major).1062 In short, a program similar to the one 

inaugurated at University of Tehran by Safa’ in 1964 was nationalized with the added 

emphasis of American and American-trained academic appointments.  

According to Matini, these changes, in particular the decrease in specialization 

from 100 to 60 units harmed the overall quality of education such that “in the College of 

Literature the degree of literacy significantly decreased” (hasel-e in ta’qirat chizi joz in 
                                                
1059 Jalal Matini, 135. 
1060 Jalal Matini, 124. 
1061 Jalal Matini, 124. 
1062 Jalal Matini, 125. 



294 

nabud ke sat-he savad la’aqal dar daneshkadeh-ye adabiyat be nahv-e mahsusi payin 

amad).1063 He emphatically added, “from this point forth, American educated Iranians 

would control every aspect of Iranian universities” (nagofteh nagozaram ke az in pas, 

fareq al-tahsilan-e Irani-ye Daneshgah-haye Amrika zamam-e omur-e Daneshgah-haye 

Iran ra az har jahat dar dast gereftand).1064   

Beginning in 1969 the hiring process for American and English university 

graduates was streamlined. These graduates would be hired under the “Mo’alemin Tarh-

e Sazman-e Barnameh” (Teachers Conforming to the Institutional Program) as 

educators and not as professors (ostadyar).1065 These educators were paid a 

substantially higher salary than their more senior non-Anglophone educated scholars. 

Still more astonishing, Matini contends that some of these Mo’alem’s were also 

appointed as leaders of specialty groups (modir-e goruh-e amuzeshi), vice president and 

even president of universities [in Iran] from day one.1066 Matini argued that this group’s 

lack of administrative experience (most were newly minted PhDs) with both American 

and Iranian university systems created structural problems at Mashhad and other 

universities across Iran.1067 These structural problems were an extension of an emerging 

cultural phenomenon in which academic philosophy was increasingly politicized in 

legitimizing the national and cultural identity of the state as discussed in the following 

section.   
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The Politicization of Academic Philosophy, 1941-1977 

Most of the 1941-1953 historiography emphasizes the formation of the Tudeh 

party, the abdication of Reza Shah, or the Oil Nationalization movement and subsequent 

1953 Coup of the Mosaddegh era. The general historiography of this period, narrates a 

long decade of expanded socio-political participation, democracy and the tragedy of a 

failed opportunity for freedom (the fall of Mosaddegh). This account of history views the 

period from August 1941 to 1953 Coup as a return to constitutionalism, and although 

many of the constitutional era reforms were accomplished in Reza Shah’s reign, from a 

political perspective, an independent parliament and a responsible government were far 

from realization at the time of his abdication in 1941. Still, educational, cultural and social 

changes of the Reza Shah period had created a new generation of modern educated 

Iranians who expanded their political activities in this new climate. Some, particularly 

those who were imprisoned during Reza Shah’s tenure, became part of the newly 

formed Tudeh party, while others joined nationalist social parties such as Hezb-e Iran 

and Jebeh-ye Demokratik-e Meli (the National Democratic Front), while a smaller group 

were attracted to radical nationalist parties such as Pan-Iranist and Sumaka. While all 

aforementioned political parties supported one or another type of foreign politics, for 

example, the Tudeh Party’s ties to the USSR, some Iranians favored the Third-Force 

Party (Niroy-ye sevom) as a nativist alternative.1068  

From one perspective, the existence of these groups and their accompanied 

publications and other media, suggests real contestation for political power (1941-1953). 

However, from a geopolitical perspective, Iran was never fully independent during this 

period of transition from its British patronage to an American one. Therefore, save for the 

brief Mosaddegh moment, real contestation in this period was in the ideological realm 

involving both culture and education. In fact, there was another more significant 

contestation occurring during this era; this was an administrative contestation involving 

the weakened Europeanists, the emerging Americanists, and the independent minded 
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educationalist, such as Siassi and Mojtahedi. A survey of personnel and protocol 

changes in educational and administrative institutions of this period presents realignment 

from traditional European (Anglophile or Francophile) orientation towards an American - 

ideological pragmatist – orientation. This shift, involving administrative and cultural 

changes, was initiated during the period of the Allied Occupation but was checked in the 

1940s by nationalist and at times British interests, as demonstrated through the following 

two examples. 

In 1942, after the replacement of Foroughi’s government by that of Ali Soheili, 

Siassi was appointed Minister of Culture. However, Soheili’s government fell in a few 

months and he was replace by Qavam whom Siassi despised.1069 Qavam forced Siassi 

to continue his post in his government. Being short of funds to run the Ministry and with 

no help from his rival Qavam, Siassi met with Millspaugh, the American who was in 

charge of finances during occupation, and was told that no extra funds could be 

allocated in the middle of the budget year and efforts will be made for greater allocation 

the following year.1070 Without giving further detail in his memoir as to how, Siassi 

discovered that the Americans were using monetary control to achieve their political 

objectives in Iran. Siassi publically accused Millspaugh of effectively controlling Iran’s 

government through its financial-budgetary stranglehold.1071 Siassi, in conjunction with 

his contacts in the parliament, drafted a letter pointing out the unconstitutionality of 

Millspaugh’s interference in the educational budget; the issue was resolved in Siassi’s 

favour and Millspaugh left Iran shortly after.  

British influence likewise was pronounced during the occupation. With the fall of 

Qavam’s government, Siassi became advisor to incoming Prime Minister Morteza Qoli 

Bayat (who was his wife’s uncle). At the same time, his rival Issa Sadiq became Minister 

of Culture. Sadiq wanted to send thirty students to India for education at the 

recommendation of the British ambassador Sir Reader William Bullard (1885-1976),1072 
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which Siassi strongly opposed. In his rebuke, Siassi suggested that Sadiq inform Bullard 

that Iran would gladly send one hundred students to England instead of thirty to India.  

Bullard was not amused and pressured Prime Minister Bayat and several members of 

his cabinet into concession. In a display of continued British influence in Iranian 

government, the thirty students were sent to India in the middle of the Second World 

War.1073  

These early example not withstanding, the process of Americanization began in 

the government of Ahmad Qavam (1946-47) and with the help of senior statesmen such 

as Ali Amini and Ali Asghar Hekmat.1074 Isa Sadiq, who assumed key positions 

concerning higher education beginning in the Qavam government, led much of this 

process.  

In the case of Sadiq, the relationship with American educationalists extended 

earlier, involving his relation with Columbia University where he completed his thesis on 

Iranian education in 1931. Sadiq’s thesis was titled, Modern Persia and Her Education 

System, and was submitted in fulfillment of his Doctorate in Philosophy in the Faculty of 

Philosophy, International Institute of Teachers College at Columbia University. His 

dissertation was an incredibly accurate account of Iran’s early twentieth century 

education system and provided a blueprint for identification of structures and processes 

for American reorientation, with an affirmation of Dewey’s pragmatist educational 

philosophy. The following is an excerpt from Sadiq’s concluding remarks and 

recommendations:    

With the changing political conditions and with the recognition of the 
importance of an expanding economic development, new educational 
ideals are essential. Curriculum and methods must be selected with a 
view to promoting social aims and purposes. These aims and purposes 
must be determined by the needs of the community. The very fact that the 
same course of study is at present prescribed for towns, villages, and 
tribes, for hot and cold regions, for mountains and seashore, is enough to 
indicate that it has not been chosen with a view to social usefulness. The 
result is that the work in the schools is formal and lifeless, and the 
elementary school graduates do not know how to apply their store of 
learning to activities around them. Worst of all, they abhor manual work. 
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Those who complete the secondary school course show no initiative, no 
aggressiveness; they cannot act and lead, but of bookish knowledge they 
have a great deal. Such methods and curricula are also condemned from 
the point of view of modern psychology, which has shown that activity, 
physical as well as intellectual, is the essence of child life, that interest is 
the best stimulus for calling forth effort, that true learning must be 
accompanied by action. In the present curriculum there is almost nothing 
that appeals to the child, there is not the slightest real motivation or room 
for activity; but of drudgery and effort there is plenty, in reading what he 
does not understand and in memorizing what is of no real interest to him.  

For twelve or fifteen years the child is compelled to submit to the difficult 
tasks of the school, to load his memory with as many facts as possible, to 
acquire as much knowledge as he can in order that he shall lead a happy 
life when he is a graduate; and, just at the moment when he leaves the 
school, his real difficulties begin with the realization that he is not 
prepared for life. Dewey’s theory that education and school are life 
themselves, that the child is living in school and that the best way to 
prepare him to participate in adult life is to ensure his participation in the 
life that is around him—that theory is totally unknown in Persia. 

Education, instead of stimulating development on the part of the child, 
instead of taking him as the center of school life, instead of considering 
his capacity and interest, is a process of cramming information and skills 
that are assumed to be useful to grown people. It is true that the same 
process has prevailed until lately in Europe and America, but thanks to 
the power and influence of Dewey’s philosophy in the United States and 
of the philosophy of other leaders in the European continent, the activity 
school is becoming more and more universal.1075 

In short, Sadiq was criticizing the positivist nature of modern education in Iran in which 

memorization and routinization were enforced while praising the new philosophy of 

education in the United States in which a holistic approach to education is followed, 

leading to inquisitiveness and independence of thought, at least in theory. We can also 

trace the Protestant influence in his references to building character and the importance 

of physical training.   

With the passing of Nasr and Foroughi in the early 1940s, Hekmat was now an 

elder Iranian statesmen, defining himself as “Iran’s ambassador of culture (Safir-e 

Farhangi),”1076 He would direct Iran’s internal educational policy in the early years of 

Mohammad Reza Pahlavi’s reign, as well as represent Iran’s cultural heritage on the 
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world stage in the post World War II emerging American led international order. It is 

important to note, that Hossein Nasr (Vali Nasr’s son) would use the same title “Iran’s 

ambassador of culture” to describe his international role within the Pahlavi monarchy in 

the 1960s and 70s.  

As Iran’s cultural representatives, Hekmat, Gholam Hossein Sadighi and Isa 

Sadiq traveled to London in 1945 to take part in the creation of UNESCO (The United 

Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization). Hekmat was part of the 

founding signatories to the organization’s constitution.1077 Overall however, the 1941-

1953 period was a quiet political time for Hekmat. In 1949, in the Prime Ministership of 

Mohammad Sa’ed Maraghe’i there was an opportunity for Hekmat to become Foreign 

Minister, however, the position went to Ali Akbar Siassi.1078 Hekmat’s politics and 

philosophy also put him out of favor during Mosaddegh’s tenure as well, but he returned 

to political power after the 1953 Coup and increased American involvement in Iranian 

affairs.  

Among our cohort, Ali Akbar Siassi was most intimately involved with the 

University and its Department of Philosophy from its inception in the mid 1930s to 

perhaps 1960 when Hossein Nasr altered the faculty and curriculum at the Department. 

In addition to his political activities as minister and as Iran’s representative to the United 

Nations, Siassi’s tenure as President of University of Tehran often involved the practice 

of politics. As mentioned, Siassi was the first President of the University and held the 

office for four consecutive three-year terms. The University’s consultative body elected 

the President of the University, which was announced to the Shah by the Minister of 

Culture.1079  

Siassi contended that he fell out of favor with the Shah before his fifth term as 

president. As a result legislative measures were passed to ensure he could not run 

again. In his memoir, Siassi recounts that these endeavors deteriorated the 

independence of the university.1080 Siassi’s passion for an independent University, 

stemmed from the uniqueness of the institution as a symbol of knowledge and power. 
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This uniqueness brought it endearment from Iranians and was only ensured through its 

independence from other state institutions:  

The university had to be accepted as an exceptional apparatus (dastgah-
e estesna’i) without similarity to any governmental or non-governmental 
institution… and from acceptance to respect was a short road that was 
soon completed… from then on, faculty and in general those associated 
with the university earned a kind of endearment from Iranian society to 
the point that those who were qualified in knowledge, decided upon 
relinquishing their higher posts for a lesser one as instructors at the 
university … one of them was Seyyed Hassan Emami [the future Imam-e 
Jome’ (Friday’s Prayer Leader of Tehran].1081 

This was not an easy task and Siassi recalled that during his tenure as president he tried 

to keep the University free of religious and political influence, arguing that it was an 

institution for knowledge. In fact, political conservatives accused him of being a “Lefty” 

(communist) and the Left accused him of being a conservative.1082  

Siassi’s efforts to maintain a neutral and independent university were made 

particularly difficult in the mid 1940s. There were known sympathizers and members of 

the Tudeh Party among faculty at University of Tehran including Dr. Radmanesh, Dr. 

Keshavarz, Dr. Kiyanuri and Dr. Frutan. Siassi recounted the Shah ordering him to fire 

these Tudeh instructors: “What are you waiting for, try them, find them guilty and expel 

them, they are traitors to our nation.”1083 Siassi replied that this will disturb the current 

political peace in the university, and if we don’t manage to find them guilty then they will 

promote their ideas openly. “The shah fell silent and finally said, ‘you know best, I want 

complete pacification from the university (khod danid, man aramesh-e kamel-e 

Daneshgah ra az shoma mikhaham!).’”1084  

Unfortunately, the matter of Tudeh sympathizer professors did not entirely go 

away and would create problems for Siassi three years later in 1948.  In another meeting 

with the monarch Siassi is asked about the expulsion of Tudeh professors. 

The Shah said that if the University goes against the Tudeh the effects 
would be everywhere [the street will follow]…. If the university wants to 
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remain independent it must cleanse/filter itself (tasfiyeh), otherwise, its 
independence must be revoked, you can take this message to the 
university [community].1085 

There are two items to note here. First, Mohammad Reza Shah was acknowledging the 

neutrality and power of the University. He reasoned that if a neutral institution adapted 

his conservative policy that would send a signal to the ‘street’ that the Tudeh Party was 

truly harmful to Iran’s interest. Second, the monarch was placing conditions on the 

University’s independence, stipulating political congruity with the Imperial court (darbar).  

A week later Siassi was called to report to the newly formed Committee for 

National Security. At the inaugural meeting, the Shah informed him “the committee had 

been created for the maintenance of security and independence of the nation from the 

Russians, meaning Tudeh sympathizers, who are active in government agencies 

including the Ministry of Culture and the University of Tehran.”1086 Siassi replied that 

there were only a limited number of Tudeh supporters among University faculty and that 

“they have promised to maintain the neutrality of the University and not follow any party 

activity within this pool of knowledge.”1087  The shah was unfazed giving Siassi one week 

to provide the name of Tudeh workers at the Ministry of Culture in addition to presenting 

(to the committee) a method for the expulsion of Tudeh professors at the University, 

Adding that “the Ministry of Culture and the University of Tehran must have an 

investigative intelligence apparatus.”1088 

The following week, Siassi was called in to report to the Shah. He presented the 

monarch with two methods: 

One [method] is to use the judiciary to find them guilty of treason and thus 
they would be disqualified and terminated from the University… Second 
[method], the government could declare that those with Tudeh affinity are 
no longer needed for employment and issue a blank directive which 
would also include Tudeh professors at University of Tehran…. I wanted 
to remove the University and the person of the monarch from this 
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decision and advised the Shah to make the government the leader of this 
crusade.1089 

Siassi was thanked for his opinion and dismissed. A few weeks later during a Ministerial 

meeting, Siassi asked the Shah if this episode had caused him to be less interested in 

the University: “The Shah replied that he had always provided for the University and 

given it his utmost attention and even protected its independence; and that it was the 

University that had failed to recognize the Shah’s favor and failed to show its 

appreciation of its patron.”1090 Siassi was of the opinion that the monarch’s personality 

changed after a few years due mainly to court intrigue and this shift influenced his 

relationship with his ministers. 

A few weeks later the Shah called in Siassi to get his opinion on whether to close 

down opposition newspapers. Siassi warned him that the real problem was bad advice 

and that a distance was growing between the people and the Shah, which will become 

worse with the closing of newspapers: Siassi recommended moving ahead with the 

mandatory free education, to which the monarch replies,  “You always say that, but the 

people who are fooled by Tudeh advertisement will surely be affected many times more 

if they were literate.”1091 

The situation changed drastically a week later on 21 January 1949. There was an 

assassination attempt on the Shah as senior faculty and administrators at University of 

Tehran were receiving him. Siassi as President of University of Tehran and host of the 

event felt both threatened and responsible, rushing to the hospital. The Shah would 

survive the attempt but Siassi recalled the glances and gestures of many colleagues 

lined up in the hospital hall: “Dr. Shayegan said ‘of course, this is how you should run the 

University.’”1092  

The next morning, Siassi was met by a colonel at his house and taken to police 

headquarters (Shahrbani) for questioning. He was questioned and released the following 

day.  Shortly after, at the request of Dr. Furuzanfar (the President of the College of 

Theology), Siassi received an audience with the Shah, along with Furuzanfar, who 
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inquired why was the President of University arrested?1093 Siassi felt that regardless of 

the goal and agenda of those responsible, the effects of the assassination would create 

a rift between the Shah and the University.  

He was correct on both accounts, as circumstances surrounding the 

assassination attempt could have easily implicated the emerging SAVAK security 

apparatus in a false flag operation. As well, in the 1960s and 70s, control of the 

University and its pedagogical orientation would increasingly be dominated by the 

darbar. However, political turmoil interrupted the reorientation of Iranian education for 

the next decade. In particular, the rise of the National Front and Mosaddegh’s 

nationalization campaign thwarted the Americanization process following Ahmad 

Qavam’s government (1946-47) and resumed in the second Prime Ministership of 

Hossein ‘Ala (1955-1957). The matter was further complicated through the loss of Iran’s 

senior educators.  

1960s – Contested Philosophies and a Question of Orientation 

 From the late 1950s to the eve of the Iranian Revolution in 1976, the instruction 

of and research in Western academic philosophy was reoriented in two ways: the 

pedagogical shift from a French model to an American one; and, the change in 

emphasis from positivists Enlightenment philosophies to phenomenology and existential 

philosophies. The shift to an American higher education model was in some respect the 

continuation of Sadiq’s efforts at the Teacher’s Training College: to use philosophy in 

training ideologically specific educators and administrators. The academic shift was at 

the recommendation of Nasr and involved Mohammad Reza Shah.  

 Additionally, the monarch was weary of the university, a double edge sword that 

could train his personnel and spread his preferred ideas; yet, an unstable institution, that 

could be used as a weapon against him and his rule. He had valid reason for his 

weariness as both attempts on his life involved the university.  

The first attempt, mentioned in the previous section, occurred during a founding 

ceremony of University of Tehran in 1949. Siassi was the president of the University, 

which was at this time independent of the Ministry of Education and the monarchy. A 

                                                
1093 Siassi, Yek Zendegi Siyasi, 269. 
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student by the name of Fakhr-Arai fired five shots at the monarch before being shot by 

attending officers. The Tudeh communist party of Iran was blamed for the incident, 

Siassi was stripped of his presidency and the University was stripped of its 

independence and placed under the direct supervision of the Ministry of Culture and 

Mohammad Reza Shah, personally.     

The second attempt occurred in 1965 at the Marble Palace. The assailant was 

again killed in the failed attempt and later linked to pro-Marxist sympathizers at the new 

Polytechnic Academy and professors Nikkhah and Poorkashani. In the aftermath, a 

SAVAK led purge of Polytechnic led to the dismissal of suspicious faculty and students. 

Mojtahedi, the founding President of the university, and then President of Aryamehr 

University, was replaced two years later, and the universities’ curriculums and hiring 

independence brought under the supervision of the Ministry of Culture. 

Thus, Mohammad Reza Shah personally experienced the threat to the state as a 

result of the ideological space Marxism was given in Iranian universities beginning in the 

1940s.  The reason for this, according to Nasr, was both political and philosophical:  

After the 1941 invasion, the central government was weakened and as a 
result the Tudeh with Soviet support grew in power and prestige. Many of 
the intellectuals and the meaning of the word [Tudeh] during the 1940s 
Iran almost came to be synonymous with Leftist Intellectuals…They tried 
to reorient Iran’s culture through their infusion into cultural and 
educational institutions under the guise of intellectuals (roshanfekran).1094 

Nasr argued that the nineteenth century science that informed Marxism had become the 

philosophical underpinning of socialist and Leftist thought in Iran. “Yet, if you read 

Hegel’s Historicism and Idealism and compare it to Marx’s philosophy, you see how 

garbage Marxist philosophy is with its sole reliance on materialism.”1095  

  Thus, for Nasr, Marxism was another iteration of positivist philosophy, deficient 

and out-dated, and not beneficial to Iranian interests. Nasr viewed Iranian supporters of 

the Left as a type of Gharbzadeh elite, who believed in a foreign ideology that served 

foreign interests. In fact, Nasr is an anti-Enlightenment philosopher, opposed to both 

liberal and Marxist interpretations. He argued that European Enlightenment is the 

                                                
1094 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 289. 
1095 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 290. 
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opposite of Iranian ishraqi tradition for in the European context the illumination of 

knowledge occurs independently (secular) as opposed to ishraq where illumination takes 

place within the world of light and active intellect (dar Farhang-e Iran monavvar shodan 

ya’ni Ishraq, ya’ni fekr adam baz mishavad be suy-ye ‘alam-e nur, inja ya’ni enkar-e 

‘alam-e nur va ‘aql-e elahi).1096  

 Nasr’s views on Enlightenment are important to note here, as are his conceptions 

of enlightened intellectuals and historical progress. In dualistic fashion Nasr posited 

Roshanfekri (Intellectualism) as the opposite of its original connotative meaning 

associated with the ishraqi tradition due to Roshanfekri’s independent, non-divine 

nature. He saw the rise of intellectualism as a Western phenomenon associated with 

European masonic lodges such as Lodge Luminaire (France) and Af Kelrun (German); 

as well as eighteenth-century European philosophers like Denis Diderot (materialism) 

and Marie Jean Condorcet (moral historicism). Nasr argued that these institutions and 

philosophies informed Iranian ‘Enlightened’ thinkers:  

In Iran ‘roshanfekran’ were divided into the Western and Marxist (Chapi) 
camps… [It] was not enough just to know Western sciences like 
chemistry, medicine and biology or mathematics; that didn’t make a 
roshanfekr…You must also be immersed in the social, political, cultural 
and philosophical ‘thoughts’ of the West.1097  

In short, Enlightenment philosophies imparted a European orientation in modern Iranian 

thought that was in contestation with the Irano-ishraqi tradition.  In the twentieth century, 

this European orientation was initially promoted and later tolerated (until 1940s) in the 

name of progress and tempered through co-immersion into Persian literary tradition.  

However, Nasr argues that ‘progress’ like ‘enlightenment’ has a different meaning in 

Islamic epistemology: “Progress (pishraft) in its Western philosophical sense cannot be 

confused with completion (takamol) in its Islamic philosophical sense”.1098 Thus, the 

intellectual-philosophical tradition of the 1930s-1940s, tried to solve one problem by 

creating another from Nasr’s erfani-Islamic point of view.  

                                                
1096 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 236. 
1097 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 283. 
1098 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 287. This is actually a play on word, as in the Islamic paradigm, the 
goal of progress is completion, thus they are not equated in meaning as Nasr posits.   



306 

 The problem at the universities was that the newer generation of educators and 

students were becoming further removed from the ishraqi tradition and its socio-cultural 

approach to philosophy and education. This problem was the result of ‘Enlightenment 

thinking’ intellectuals of the Reza Shah era, training the second generation of 

intellectuals and intelligentsia in this Western sense as described by Nasr.1099 Now, while 

Marxist sympathizers could be subjected to state pressure, Westernized educators and 

administrators required a different approach. As we saw, Nasr hired new academics to 

dilute the influence of positivist philosophy at the University. But that was essentially 

replacing one type of Western orientation with another. Worse yet, while the older 

generation of prime ministers and cabinet members were experts in Iranian adabiyat and 

were connected to the religious classes by blood or by training, the new generations, the 

1960s-era Iranian ministers and cabinet members were no longer familiar with these 

cultural peculiarities, a change Nasr attributed to the Prime Ministership of Hassan-Ali 

Mansur and the Massachusetts clique.1100  

According to Nasr, these new technocrats (which he calls the Massachusetts 

clique) were unfamiliar with Iran’s traditional culture as they grew up in Iran but in 

‘modern’ circles and completed their higher education abroad; thus never had the 

opportunity to ‘experience’ Iran’s traditional culture and by extension its priorities and 

necessities.  Jalal Matini adds that this clique was not popular among all intellectual 

circles and often referred to using slurs such as “Masachuseti-ha” or “Kot do-chaki ya 

Kot se-Chaki-ha (two-buttoned or three-buttoned suits).”1101  

This group viewed statecraft from a Western Orientation with an emphasis on 

technology and economics. This approach was contrary to Irano-Islamic cultural values. 

The consequence, to many, would be that Iran’s monarchy was no longer an Islamic 

monarchy in that it no longer supported the religion and religious institutions and culture 

                                                
1099 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 236. 
1100 Nasr ascertains that the problem started with Hassan Ali Mansur and Kanun-e Motaraqqi 
(Society for Progress) what he calls the Massachusetts crowd. See Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 
271. 
1101 Jalal Matini, 149. Referring to the post Educational Revolution regime in Iran, Matini jokes 
that the root of the problems in Iranian universities, according to the older French speaking crew, 
was the change in the pronounciation of the word doctor (az Doktor be Dakter) [referring to the 
French and American pronunciations of the word doctor].  
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of 12er Shia.1102  In other words, the monarchy was no longer a provisional government 

serving in the absence of the Mahdi, something that was the duty of the monarch since 

Shah Ismail Safavi and still had wide popular support among Iranian traditional religious 

classes. State reform projects in the 1960s including the White Revolution reflected this 

new approach.  

With increased American involvement in Iran, a group of young American trained 

intellectuals and government workers such as Hassan Ali Mansur and Amir Abbas 

Hoveida, formed the Committee for Progress in 1961 (Kanun-e Motaraqi), which was the 

precursor for Hezb-e Iran-e Novin (The New Iran Party).1103 In 1963, members of this 

committee launched the Referendum of 6 Bahman 1341, popularly known as the White 

Revolution.1104 Nasr was vocally opposed to the Referendum: 

I was opposed to reformation (tajaddod), opposed to modernism 
(modernisem), opposed to many of the works that was being 
done…because in my heart I did not agree with their philosophy, I mean 
many of these men were fine administrators and intellectuals but not good 
Iranian intellectuals (karmandan va motefakeran-e khobi bodand vali 
motefakeran-e khob-e Irani nabudand).1105  

However, Mohammad Reza Shah continued or was compelled to utilize and promote the 

American oriented persons within the state (within political, military and in particular, 

intelligence institutions). The 1960s also witnessed the changing of the intellectual guard 

from the old Reza Shah politico-intellectual elite to the new Anglo-American variety. The 

monarch was pressured by American interests into this alignment, and tasked Nasr with 

the creation of an Iranian oriented countermeasure to this intellectual incursion.  

Around 1958, the twenty-six-years-old Nasr was tasked by the Monarch, through 

his minister ‘Alam, “to create a new college of theology and become its president… [The 

monarch] wants a new institution for the teaching of Islam in Iran so that seminary 

students become familiar with new thoughts (yek bab-e jadidi dar ta’lim-e Islami dar Iran 

                                                
1102 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 271. 
1103 Hezb-e Iran-e Novin (1964-1975) was a royalist political party with an affinity towards 
American interests in Iran.  
1104 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 92. 
1105 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 92. 
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ijad beshavad ke tolab bishtar ba tafakor-e jadid ashena shavand).”1106 Nasr agreed with 

the stipulation that he first select and train the faculty “or else it would become like the 

College of Theology that Reza Shah built.”1107 He was referring to the College of 

Theology and Islamic Studies of Sepahsalar Mosque that became part of University of 

Tehran in 1934. It operated for about five years at the mosque before closing in 1939. 

Following the Allied Occupation, the Faculty resumed their activities in 1942 and the 

college was relocated to the University of Tehran grounds and was renamed Faculty of 

Rational and Contemplative Sciences. The original mission of the Faculty in the 1930s 

was the same as that which was being asked of Nasr in the late 1950s: to create a new 

state institution for the training and certification of the clerical class, as well as the 

preparation of the curriculum which was meant to teach them new languages, sciences 

and philosophy.  

The problem in 1958 was that Qom’s seminary (Howzeh-ye ‘Ilmi-ye Qom) did not 

approve or sanction the new college.1108 More difficult still, was that the rest of the five 

faculties in University of Tehran wanted to disassociate with the Faculty of Theology. So 

in a way both the old and modern higher education streams did not approve of this 

hybrid institution. Nasr said that he felt bad about the Dean of the College, Badi’ al-Din 

Furuzanfar and others who really tried to make it work but were unable to create a 

modern Islamic intellectual movement in Iran. “The other problem was that the only good 

faculty at the institute were from the Howzeh like mister Morteza Motahhari.”1109 Nasr 

was alluding to the negative stigma associated with the college that prevented more 

cooperation and collegiality from other faculties and disciplines and led to the intellectual 

isolation of the College of Theology during this time.  

This initial plan to realign the College of Theology at University of Tehran with 

Mohammad Reza Shah’s intended vision fell through, partly due to the ‘lack of proper 

personnel’ Nasr was eluding to. However, it is conclusive that the monarch wanted to 

use this method to remake the clergy into his autocratic servants at the University, rather 

than introduce his autocratic servants to the clerical intellectual tradition at the Howzeh 

                                                
1106 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 95. 
1107 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 95. 
1108 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 95. 
1109 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 95. 
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(and by extension, culture). Thus, he wanted control of the space and curriculum where 

training was to take place, and perhaps the creation of a Ministry of Dinayat to oversee 

the process, as existed in the Turkish Republic.  The Shah’s request also demonstrated 

that since 1934, the state’s strategy in mediating between the ‘modern’ and ‘traditional’ 

methods and practices in Iran [minding the intellectual gap] had been the creation of a 

single-viable higher education institution to grapple with and reconcile, through hybrid 

philosophies, a new socio-economic political order.     

Nasr’s reply to the monarch revealed his philosophy of higher education: the 

need for expert labour. He believed that the primary problem with Iranian higher 

education was lack of properly trained personnel:  

We first build the university and when the last building is finished we start 
looking for instructors. And then we enroll students without adequate 
faculty, and we rush in second-tier educators; it will take thirty years from 
this point for any real progress to take place at this institution.1110  

Nasr envisioned this labour force to be a cadre of seminary students (tolab) whom after 

completing their training in Islamic Studies (Ma’aref-e Eslami) and traditional sciences 

(‘Ulum-e Sonata) in Iran would travel to the west and study ‘Western knowledge’ 

creating individuals with dual-orientation (zu-janbatin).1111 Nasr’s social engineering 

program, through cultural and educational training at the Faculty of Theology, never 

came into fruition in the Pahlavi era, though Nasr would attempt this project again with 

the launching of the Imperial Academy of Philosophy in 1975.  

The subject of dual-orientation – zu-janbatin – or the dual-natured intellectual 

was of concern to Nasr and is among three concepts, Roshanfekri and gharbzadegi 

being the other, that influenced the politicization of philosophy in the Mohammad Reza 

Shah era. In short, Nasr argued that the reform movement’s intellectualism 

(Roshanfekri) was a failed modernization project that led to the condition of 

                                                
1110 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 96. Nasr adds, “But this is not what I did at Aryamehr (now known 
as Sharif University), meaning I first trained the labour force and that is the reason why Sharif is 
the best university in Iran today. Because at the time of the Revolution from the four hundred and 
twenty professors that I had only seventy remained and the rest left Iran. But this was exactly at 
the time that the students I had sent to MIT, Harvard and Stanford in 1974-75 to get their PhDs, 
all of those students were completing their PhDs and eighty percent of them returned to Iran 
[suggesting many of them found their way to Sharif]. The people of Iran are very fortunate for 
this,” 96.  
1111 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 98. 
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Westoxication (gharbzadegi) in Iranian society that could be remedied through the 

training of dual-natured (zu-janbatin) scholars.  

Thus, Nasr was somewhat conflicted about sending students abroad for 

educational training, and cautions by saying that his father Vali Nasr was responsible for 

sending students abroad in the later Qajar and Reza Shah period,  

Ninety percent of the students that went abroad lost a good deal of their 
religiosity, and not withstanding the radicals within this group that became 
Tudeh or communists, the remaining three to four hundred that returned 
to Iran took hold of the reigns and built Iran, but from a cultural sense, 
most of these men were strangers to Iranian culture.1112  

It is not clear to whom Nasr is referring here, for the previous generation of educators, 

Hekmat, Siassi and Sadiq among them, do not fall into this category. In fact, Nasr’s 

observation about the cultural impact of Marxism in Iran falls within the American 

perspective of the Cold-War ideological dynamics, shared by the monarchy, and 

suggestive of Kissinger’s influence from his Harvard years. Of course, a philosophical 

discussion of cultural orientation would be incomplete here without addressing the topic 

of Gharbzadegi, and although its political currency reached its zenith following the 1979 

Revolution, its intellectual origin trace back to he second Pahlavi era and the discourses 

around intellectualism (Roshanfekri) and nativism.  

Ahmad Fardid is credited with being the first Heideggerian academic philosopher 

in Iran and for having coined the term Westoxication or West-struckedness 

(Gharbzadegi) which was popularized by Jalal Al-e Ahmad in his so named monograph 

and by Khomeini as the ideological basis for ‘othering’ the perceived enemies of the 

Revolution. According to Fardid, Gharbzadegi is a process through which the native or 

local thought and material culture is forcefully overtaken by Western thought and 

materialism.1113  An exploration into the history and evolution of the term Westoxication, 

as understood by, Reza Davari, a student of both Fardid and Nasr in the 1960s, reveals 

the relationship between Iranian academic philosophy and cultural orientation. 

                                                
1112 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 101. 
1113 Being mostly an oral philosopher, there is little written by Fardid on the topic; however, the 
term has been used and reinterpreted by three of his students in their subsequent works: Ale 
Ahmad, Daryoush Shayegan, and Reza Davari Ardakani; coincidentally, all three use 
Heideggerian philosophy in their interpretations of Gharbzadegi. See Mehrzad Boroujerdi’s, 
“Gharbzadegi: the Dominant Intellectual Discourse of Pre and Post-Revolutionary Iran,” 30- 56. 
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Gharbzadegi is a process that occurs at both the personal and societal level and 

has had two historical precedents in Iranian history.1114 According to Davari, the first 

level of Gharbzadegi begins with the absence of thought and the loss of self: “the worst 

type of loss is the loss of self due to the absence of thought,”1115 a condition that has 

come to an unfortunate reality in modern Iran as a direct consequence of European 

contact. The West, in Davari’s argument, strives for the imposition of a universal and 

unobjectionable regime through a transformation in the realm of philosophy and thought. 

This process entails the separation of the natural person from the spiritual world existing 

within his being. Thus, the Westoxication of self occurs by separating man from his link 

to God. 

This separation, then, affects the second level of Westoxication: “the modern self 

devoid the natural person of his religious, historical and cultural links thus denying him 

his true essence [i.e. his identity and by extension his human rights].”1116 At the same 

time, the function of knowledge becomes the attainment of comfort and security while 

losing its independent pursuit towards ethics and Truth. According to Davari, political 

modernity in the form of Western secular democracy represents the last stage of this 

Western utopian philosophy.1117  

In other words, the appearance and constitution of a Hegelian model of modern 

government causes knowledge’s subordination to politics, making philosophy a political 

tool. This tool was ill suited for political implementation in Iran.1118 Davari states that 

previous attempts at modernization did not work in Iran because it was the 

implementation of solutions based on Western philosophical methodologies to address a 

European problem at the time of the Renaissance and Enlightenment, namely 

                                                
1114 According to Davari, Westoxication first happened with the infusion of Greek thought into Iran 
(Hellenism) and was accelerated, secondly, in the Iranian encounter with European modernity. 
1115 Saeed-Reza Shakeri, “Andisheh Siyasi-ye Reza Davari Ardakani,” Falsafa Nameh, 1 (2005): 
71. 
1116 Saeed-Reza Shakeri, “Andisheh Siyasi-ye Reza Davari Ardakani,” Falsafa Nameh 1, winter 
(2005): 85. 
1117 Reza Davari, Farhang-e Kherad va Azadi (Tehran: Saqi, 1999), 360-363. 
1118 Reza Davari, Farhang-e Kherad va Azadi (Tehran: Saqi, 1999), 367. 
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Christianity. The incompatibility of Islam with Christianity at various levels caused this 

failed modernity.1119  

According to Davari, the transplantation of European political models without 

their philosophical understandings caused Iran’s ill encounter with modernity through a 

loss of self or native identity, thus being Westoxified. In addition, the imposition of 

Western knowledge had a debilitating effect on the Irano-Islamic philosophical tradition 

by extinguishing the ‘spark’ of knowledge in Iran: “By substituting their [the West’s] 

solution [to our modernity] we also impaired the production of our own way. The 

philosophical underpinnings of modernity were ignored in Iran, by extension affecting or 

producing unstable political regimes.”1120  

Thus, Western philosophy and the ‘enlightened’ Iranian intellectuals, who brought 

it to Iran, were directly responsible for the propagation of Westoxication; academic 

philosophers were patient-zero. As radical as this idea may seem for Fardid and Davari, 

the negative impact of Western cultural orientation on the Iranian intellectual tradition 

has been proposed by other Iranian academic philosophers such as Nasr and 

Shayegan. Nasr argued that Iranian intellectualism (Roshanfekri), stemmed from a 

feeling of deficiency towards the West: “Enlightened thinking means accepting the 

rational scientific tenants that brought about European modernity…Nationalist leaders 

who fought against Western colonialism themselves were trained and proposed Western 

ideologies [that excluded Islam].”1121 Nasr faulted modern higher education institutions 

such as Dar al-Funun for weakening traditional Iranian medicine and for slowly creating 

a Francophile culture among Iran’s administrative elite.1122  

According to Nasr, the deficiency informing their affinity for Western knowledge 

also fuelled their need to ‘return to self,’ itself a symptom of Westoxication: 

Ehsan Naraqi’s idea of return to self wanted to reform the historic Iranian 
self…Daryoush Shayegan argued that it is impossible to ‘return to self’, 

                                                
1119 Reza Davari, Farhang-e Kherad va Azadi (Tehran: Saqi, 1999), 81. 
1120 Reza Davari, Vaz’-e Konuni-ye Tafakor dar Iran (Tehran: Soroush Publications, 1984), 48. 
The use of the word “spark” by Davari most probably refers to the Socratic spark as a symbol of 
inquisitiveness or love of knowledge. 
1121 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 423. 
1122 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 424. 
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Whereas, in his earlier work like Asia Against the West he seems to have 
taught that it was possible to return.1123 

Of course, the ‘return to self’ was the main idea of another Iranian intellectual, 

Jalal Al-e Ahmad (1923-1969). Al-e Ahmad promoted the idea of the return to self as the 

method for achieving his vision of an Irano-Islamic modernity as a cure for 

Westoxication. In fact, Al-e Ahmad is best known for his 1962 publication Gharbzadegi 

(Westoxication), in which he criticized Western modernity and its impact on Iranian life 

and identity. However, his other publication, Dar Khedmat va Khiyanat-e Rowshanfekran 

(On the Service and Treason of the Intellectuals, Tehran, 1977), was more revelatory of 

his views on Iranian intellectualism (Roshanfekri) and Fardidian influence. 

In this book, Al-e Ahmad criticized the formation of Iranian intellectuals starting in 

the Constitutional Revolutionary era, associating them with elitism and Europeanism; 

both factors in their, “alienation from their native traditional environment and having a 

‘scientific worldview.’”1124 More interestingly, Ale-Ahmad points to the dualism in Iranian 

education as being detrimental to the propagation of native intellectuals.1125 Both of Al-e 

Ahmad’s criticisms point directly to the aforementioned intellectuals who played a role in 

the creation of modern education in Iran, including the founders of the University of 

Tehran. Ironically, Al-e Ahmad was trained within this system, having received his 

primary and post secondary education in Iran. 

While criticizing Westernized intellectuals and education in Iran, Al-e Ahmad 

proposed the abandonment of universalism and a return to the roots of an Iranian 

identity, in order to create a localized synthesis for modernity.1126 He used the term 

“liberation to describe reconciling of Islamic tradition with industrial and technical 

modernity,”1127 without the adaptation of Western values. Liberation through 

reconciliation of native identity (in this case Irano-Islamic) with industrial and technical 

modernity (in this case Western methods and practices) is exactly the form of pragmatist 

philosophy Nasr argues is at play in American dominated Islamic countries from 

                                                
1123 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 430-31. 
1124 Ali Gheissari, Iranian Intellectuals in the Twentieth Century, 90. 
1125 Jalal Al-Ahmad, Dar Khedmat va Khiyanat-e Rowshanfekran (Tehran, 1977), 45. 
1126 Mirsepassi, Intellectual Discourse and the Politics of Modernization, 100-108. 
1127 Mirsepassi, Intellectual Discourse and the Politics of Modernization, 108. 
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Morocco to Malaysia. Nasr sees a different version of Gharbzadegi for Islamdom, one 

that has entrapped even the mind of Ale-Ahmad. According to Nasr:   

The ‘ailment’ (dard) of all governments in Islamdom from Islamic 
kingdoms of the Gulf to the Islamic Republic of Iran and Pakistan to the 
Socialist Islamic Republic of Algeria, all share their glorification of new 
knowledge and techniques (parastesh-e ilm va fanavari-ye jadid).1128  

To this he adds, “the Americans wanted to systematize governance into a technocratic 

regime unprecedented even in its English and European sense, and this plan was put 

into effect after WWII from Morocco to Pakistan. They wanted to transform the old 

administrative structures of these countries into their own new administrative structures, 

(in sakhtar-haye edari-ye qadimi mamalik ra tabdil be sakhtar jadid-e khodeshan 

bokonand).”1129  

To sum up the discussion on Westoxication, it is an intellectual deviance 

resulting from a perceived deficit. According to these academic philosophers, it is both 

reflexive and self-inflicted based on its historic iterations. It is a reaction to the intellectual 

dimension of European encroachment, presented as philosophies of the Enlightenment, 

Marxism, positivism and idealism.  After the 1953 Coup, American pragmatism is the 

silent progression of Westoxication in Iranian intellectualism. As another Iranian 

academic philosopher Manuchehr Jamali stated:  

For a nearly a hundred years (since 1900) our intellectuals and writers 
denied themselves their self-creativity through the adaptation of 
Communist-oxication (Komunism-zadegi) and in the next century it will be 
their adaptation of Pragmatism-toxication. (nazdik be yek sad-e (1900s) 
roshanfekran va nevisandegan ma dar athar-e Komunism-zadeghi az 
khishafarini baz dashteh shodand, va dar sad-e ayandeh dar athar-e 
Pragmatism-zadegi az khishafarini baz khahand mand)1130  

Nasr proposed the ‘making’ of a new type of intellectual trained according to specific 

methodologies producing what he termed the dual-oriented or multi-essence (zu-

janbatin) scholar. The 1970s finally provided him with the opportunity to initiate this 

project.   

                                                
1128 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 201. 
1129 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 404. 
1130 Jamali, Tokhmeh-ye Khodza ya Surat-e Khoda, 54. 



315 

1970s – Nasr and the Turn towards Mystical Philosophy 

 Nasr’s understanding of mystical Islam came from three intellectual streams: his 

early training in the madrasah with Muhammad Hossein Tabatabai1131 and Abol-Hassan 

Rafi’i Qazvini at Qom’s Madrasah Fatemieh;1132 his association with an intellectual 

society known as the Traditionalists while at Harvard; and his collaboration with Henry 

Corbin into European phenomenological explorations of Sufism at the University and 

beyond. 

Henry Corbin (1903-1978) was a philosopher, and Professor of Islamic Studies at 

the École Pratique des Hautes Études in Paris, France. He had studied Suhrawardi’s 

ishraqi philosophy with Louis Massignon at the Sorbonne in the 1930s. It is important to 

note, that coming from a Western ethno-cultural background, Corbin’s understanding of 

ishraqi philosophy was informed from a Western, phenomenological point of view. In 

particular, Corbin had studied with Karl Barth, author of Protestant Theology in the 

Nineteenth Century: Its Background & History.1133 Scholar Nile Green contends that 

Corbin  

Achieved the same distinction with regard to the writings of Karl Barth [as 
he did with his Translation of Heidegger’s Being and Time], and with the 
Protestant ‘spirituals’ remaining a theme throughout his life’s work, it is 
important to bear in mind this Protestant element in his thought.”1134  

                                                
1131 Tabatabai received his primary education in his native city of Tabriz, mastering the elements 
of Arabic and the religious sciences. At twenty he attended the Shiite university of Najaf to 
continue more advanced studies. At Najaf, he trained with Mirza 'Ali Qadhi (in gnosis), Mirza 
Muhammad Husain Na'ini, and Sheikh Muhammad Hossein Qaravi Esfahani (in fiqh and 
jurisprudence). More significantly, he was a student of two of the most famous Shia scholars at 
the time: Seyyed Abu'l-Hassan Jelveh and Aqa 'Ali Modarres Zunuzi. In his later years he held 
study sessions with Henry Corbin and Seyyed Hossein Nasr, discussing the classical texts of 
divine wisdom and gnosis, but also a whole cycle of what Nasr called comparative gnosis, in 
which in each session the sacred texts of one of the major religions, containing mystical and 
gnostic teachings, such as the Upanishads, Tao Teh Ching, the Gospel of John, were discussed 
and compared with Sufism and Islamic gnostic doctrines in general. Tabatabai, in turn, trained 
two of the most influential Islamic jurists in the Iranian Revolution: Morteza Motahhari and 
Muhammad Beheshti. 
1132 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 96; Sedgwick, 155. 
1133 Karl Barth, Protestant Theology in the Nineteenth Century: Its Background & History (London: 
S.C.M Press, 1972) [translated from German]. 
1134 Nile Green, “Between Heidegger and the Hidden Imam,” 220. 
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Barth and Massignon’s influence made Corbin’s phenomenology different from that of 

Martin Heidegger. Corbin’s phenomenological understanding of Islam, in turn, would 

inform mystical elements in Nasr’s Irano-Islamic philosophy. In short, Nasr’s 

understanding of Ibn al-Arabi and Suhrawardi are more informed from a Western 

phenomenological point of reference than erfani notions in Sadrian philosophy practiced 

by the School of Tehran.  

After spending the War years in Istanbul, continuing his research into 

Suhrawardi, Corbin moved to Tehran in 1945.1135 In 1947 Corbin became the founding 

director of Institut Francaise d'Iranologie de Teheran, funded by the French government, 

where he remained until 1954.1136 According to Frye: 

It has [in 1948] a small library of 1,300 volumes, two film reading 
machines and film of about 120 manuscripts, principally on mysticism and 
philosophy. The Ritter system of cataloguing is being used. There is also 
a printing press, which has printed the first volume of the Bibliotheque 
Iranienne, published by Henry Corbin. This volume is the text of the Kashf 
al-Mahjub, Questions de philosophie Ismaelienne, of Abui Yacqiub 
Sejestani (d.942). There will be two series: texts and studies.1137 

After the 1953 Coup and the signing of the 1954 Oil Consortium agreement, American 

interest in Iranian Studies acquired strategic value. Corbin limited his activities with the 

Institut, which continued to exist until the 1980-83 Cultural Revolution, and was hired to 

teach philosophy at University of Tehran in 1955.  

From 1955 to 1973 he taught regular courses on Islamic philosophy in the 
faculty of letters at the University of Tehran, where in 1958 he was 
awarded an honorary doctorate. Between 1949 and 1978 he was also an 
active participant in the Eranos circle, a heterogeneous society of 
international scholars that met annually in Switzerland; he delivered many 

                                                
1135 It is important to note that Corbin continued to be involved in European philosophic circles, in 
particular with Mircea Eliade, the Romanian born scholar who began teaching religious sciences 
at the Sorbonne in 1945. Like Corbin, Eliade’s work was funded by Bollingen Foundation (Paul 
Mellon of Gulf Oil) who “also sponsored an influential series on religion published by the 
Princeton University Press (the Bollingen Series), as well as the annual Eranos Meetings held 
from 1933 at Ascona, Switzerland… In 1958 he [Eliade] was appointed Chair of History of 
Religion at the university of Chicago, a post he occupied until his death in 1986.” Sedgwick, 190. 
Eliade is credited with the creation of Religious Studies as an independent discipline from 
Theology and Sociology.  
1136 Richard N Frye, “Report on a Trip to Iran in summer of 1948,” Oriens, Vol. 2.2 (1949): 207.  
1137 Frye, 207. 
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lectures at its meetings, on themes that he later developed in his 
publications.1138 

At the same time, he began working with Nasr on a project to bolster the legitimacy of 

the monarchy using erfani mystical tropes. According to Michael Muhammad Knight: 

Corbin’s work was sponsored by the Bollingen Foundation of Paul Mellon, 
whose vast oil interests in the country were facilitated by the Shah. In 
turn, Corbin crafted an image of the Shah as a living embodiment of the 
Sophia Perennis. Corbin’s most significant ideological support for the 
Shah came in his work to depoliticize Islam. Corbin located the essence 
of not only Sufism but Shi’ism beyond time and space and thus outside of 
human history, far removed from petty concerns of social equality or 
economic justice.1139  

In short, Nasr (and Corbin) strove to create a new form of socio-religious identity in Iran, 

by harnessing the emotive and ethical aspects of Islam, as found in its Irano-erfani 

expression, and applying it in veneration of the monarch.1140 This, depoliticized iteration 

of Islam found congruency in the orthodox Twelver Shia Doctrine of Awaiting (passive 

entezar) and Nasr hoped to illicit the cooperation of Iran’s clerical class in this 

endeavour.1141 As well it resembled Foroughi’s efforts in the construction of erfan-e 

monfa’el (inert Sufism) during the Reza Shah period as argued by Mohammad Reza 

Fashahi.1142 

                                                
1138 Daryoush Shayegan, Encyclopedia Iranica, Vol. VI, Fasc. 3, pp. 268-272. 
1139 Michael Muhammad Knight, William S. Burroughs vs. The Qur'an (Soft Skull Press, 2012) 64 
1140 According to Knight, “Iran’s Aryanism persisted even after the 1941 abdication (under Allied 
pressure) of Reza Shah to his son, Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi, and the later fall of Nazi 
Germany. Henry Corbin, who arrived in Iran in 1945, found resonance between the royal 
racialism and his own thought. Corbin integrated the Shah’s self-image as Aryamehr (“ Light of 
the Aryans”) into the “Prusso-Persian” spiritual synthesis (described by scholar Steven 
Wasserstrom as an “unreconstructed Aryan triumphalism”) that drove his work.” Knight, 63. 
1141 In ideological opposition, Khomeini, using the same Irano-Erfani tradition, advocated for a 
politicize iteration of Islam, active entezar. This was part of a larger discourse around contested 
Islamisms. In the 1960s and 1970s, the state was promoting the philosophically inspired mystical 
Islam of Sufism to the elite advocating for a modernist-quietist Islamic political ideology. 
Meanwhile, the populist Islam of Shariati and Hosseiniyeh Ershad was promoting a revolutionary, 
socialist version of Islam, advocating for a modernist-activist Islamic political ideology. At the 
same time, the younger clerical establishment, led by Khomeini and Tabatabai was advocating 
for a reformist-fiqhi inspired Islam advocating a traditional-activist political identity. See Nasr, 
Hekmat va Siyasat, 184. 
1142 Mohammad-Reza Fashahi, Az Shahriyari Arya-i be Hokumat-e Elahi Sami 1800-2000 
(Spanga: Baran, 2000), 167-169. According to Fashahi, Reza Shah intended to undermine the 
religious authority of the Ulema, replacing their projected Irano-Islamic identity with a new form of 
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Nasr concurred with the view that Mohammad Reza Shah was sincere in his 

affection towards the clergy and Islam, for example when he visited Mashhad or Qom to 

kiss the hands of Boroujerdi. However, according to Nasr, the Shah’s own cultural 

orientation was European and his lifestyle made the clerical class’s cooperation with him 

seem like a liability.  According to Nasr, the monarch believed that “if an individual did 

his job well and was loyal, his personal character was private and remained his 

business…. However, in an Islamic society personal private character is very, very 

important.”1143 The moral compass of Mohammad Reza Shah, according to Nasr, was 

incongruent with the concept of an Islamic enlightened monarch and with the identity 

that he and Corbin were trying to develop. Ironically, Nasr faults the monarch with being 

educated at an early age in Switzerland (hinting the significance of individuality in 

Western culture) and in a sense was being Westoxified. (be yek ma’ni halat-e 

gharbzadegi dasht).1144 The Shah had the wrong kind of dual-orientation (zu-janbatin) 

envisioned by Nasr. More importantly, Nasr’s concept of gharbzadegi was Euromania1145 

in that he defended American cultural values, informed by Protestant ethics, but 

disguised within his esoteric Islam. Nasr noted that American political culture and Islamic 

political culture both admonished fitness for public duty based on private persona, while 

European political culture did not.  For example, cheating on personal taxes or having a 

mistress can end the career of an American politician but not a French one.1146  

Nasr’s concept of Euromania extended to European philosophy: “Generally 

speaking, I am critical of the foundations of Western philosophy, for if there were no Kant 

and Descartes, there would be no Marxism.”1147 Nasr claimed that one of his life goals 

was to spread Islamic philosophy in the West and in 1964 Nasr and Corbin would 

publish, The History of Islamic Philosophy.1148 However, it would be another decade 

                                                                                                                                            
national mysticism. Doing so would create a national religion that was more conforming to 
modernizing reforms and undermined the ability of the Ulema to project an independent form of 
national identity. 
1143 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 125. 
1144 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 125. 
1145 Through Euromania he excluded American influence from gharbzadegi, unlike most Iranian 
intellectuals. 
1146 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 125. 
1147 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 158. 
1148 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 158. 
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before their project is gifted with its own center with the creation of the Imperial Academy 

of Philosophy in 1974.  

At the same time as Corbin and Nasr were busy promoting Islamic philosophy to 

European academic circles, Nasr was involved with a secret intellectual movement, 

Traditionalism: the second ideological pillar informing Nasr’s understanding of Islamic 

philosophy.  

Traditionalism: 

Traditionalism was an anti-modernist philosophy developed around the idea that 

tradition “as belief and practice transmitted from time immemorial – or rather belief and 

practice that should have been transmitted but was lost to the West during the last half 

of the second millennium AD. According to the traditionalists, the modern West is in 

crisis as a result of this loss of transmission of tradition.”1149 This belief in a ‘primal truth’ 

became known as perennial philosophy (philosophia perennis), and although often 

contested in academic circles, managed to gather a select following such as the 

Theosophical Society (established 1875) and The Universal Gnostic Church (established 

1888).1150  In 1929 Rene Guenon (1886-1951),1151 traveled to Cairo, and was introduced 

to Islamic and Hindu mystical philosophies.1152  There, he married and “lived as a pious 

Muslim and a Sufi.”1153 He seemed to have had limited contact with the future Shaykh of 

al-Azhar, ‘Abd al-Halim Mahmud and Taha Husayn, whose secular modernist views 

were in opposition to Traditionalism.1154  

Guenon remained in Cairo and in 1939 met Frithjof Schuon, a Swiss-born 

Alawiyya Order deputy (moqaddam) who had permission (izaja) to “proselytize for Islam 

and to accept conversions.”1155 Schuon had read Guenon’s work and traveled to Cairo to 

meet with him. However, Schuon and Guenon would part ways in 1948 due to 

                                                
1149 Mark Sedgwick, Against the Modern World (Oxford University Press, 2004), 21. 
1150 Sedgwick, 40, 42, 55. 
1151 Rene Guenon was a French scholar and philosopher of the Traditionalist variety.   
1152 Sedgwick, 74. 
1153 Sedgwick, 75. He first joined the Hamdiyya Shadhiliyya Order, 76.  
1154 Sedgwick, 78-79. 
1155 Sedgwick, 88-89. 
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ideological differences with Schuon developing the Maryamiyya Sufi order that came to 

influence Nasr and Corbin’s philosophy. According to Knight: 

Like Guénon, Schuon held that all religious traditions sprang forth from 
the same Sophia perennis, the “perennial wisdom,” thus sharing an 
essential and trans-historical unity beneath their external forms and 
cultural contexts; he even claimed to feel Allah’s Name vibrating through 
him as he read the Bhagavad Gita. Guénon, however, remained a firmly 
committed Alawiyya and accused Schuon of stripping all traces of Islam 
from his order. In contrast with Guénon’s Islamic orthodoxy, Schuon 
accepted Christian rites such as baptism and confirmation as valid 
initiations, and was accused of reducing the requirements of wudhu 
(ablution), waiving the pillar of fasting in Ramadan and allegedly allowing 
disciples to drink beer when in mixed company. Schuon and Guénon 
parted ways, and Schuon named his new order the Maryamiyya, inspired 
by a vision in which his statuette of the Virgin Mary came alive.1156 

Nasr’s association with Schuon and Traditionalism began with Giorgio de Santillana, the 

philosopher of science at MIT, in the early 1950s, who was not himself a 

Traditionalist.1157 Before returning to Iran, Nasr visited Morocco in 1957 where, according 

to Sedgwick, he was initiated into the Maryamiyya Sufi order. Henceforth, Nasr would be 

instrumental in the development of Islamic Traditionalism in Iran, a philosophy that grew 

in popularity within a small elite and academic circle.  In the 1960s and 1970s, “between 

Corbin and another disciple, Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Schuon’s teachings were finding an 

audience among Iran’s political elites.”1158 The Imperial Academy of Philosophy was, in 

part, created to fulfill this project.  

The Imperial Academy of Philosophy 

The creation of the Imperial Academy of Philosophy involved directives from both 

Mohammad Reza Shah and Empress Farah. The Shah and the Empress seemed to 

have a different understanding of the nature of the Institute. In 1973, Nasr was granted 

membership into L'Institut International de Philosophie.1159 This led him to invite the 

German-Canadian philosopher and President of the Institute, Raymond Klibansky, to 

Iran at the request of the Empress Farah who wanted to meet him. In the meeting 

                                                
1156 Knight, 59.  
1157 Sedgwick, 155. 
1158 Knight, 60. 
1159 The Institute’s membership was selective and capped at one-hundred members. 
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Klibansky suggested that the Empress create a dedicated academy of philosophy in 

Iran. The Empress agreed and tasked Nasr with the job.1160  

In 1974, the Shahbanou (Empress) commissioned Nasr create the Imperial 

Iranian Academy of Philosophy (Anjoman-e Shahanshahi-ye Falsafa-i Iran). After getting 

royal consent from the shah and the empress, Nasr discussed the issue with Corbin and 

together they created the founding committee comprised of Yahya Mahdavi, Abdollah 

Entezam, Mahmud Shahabi, Mohammad Mohaghegh (Fardid’s protégé) who were 

academics from Tehran and Aryamehr Universities, as well as a number of advisors 

such as Ayatollah Motahhari and Seyyed Jalal Ashtiyani (taught philosophy in traditional 

howzeh).1161  

As the first president of the institution, Nasr would describe the 
Academy’s mission as a presentation of the “intellectual treasures . . . in 
the fields of philosophy, mysticism, and the like” found in both Islamic and 
pre-Islamic Persia. He also declared his intention for “encouraging 
intellectual confrontation with the modern world” and “discussing from the 
point of view of tradition various problems facing modern man.”1162 

The Academy boasted some prominent international scholars such as Henry Corbin, 

Toshihiko Izutsu and Elemire Zolla, as well as, Islamic jurist-academics such as 

Motahhari and Ayatollah Mehdi Haeri Yazdi (1923-1999).1163 

The Academy was prolific relative to its short four-year existence, publishing 

more than fifty monographs, including Nasr’s own works, such as Sadr al- Din Shirazi 

and His Transcendent Theosophy, and his edited volume Isma’ili Contributions to 

Islamic Culture. The Academy also published Toward a Philosophy of Zen Buddhism by 

Toshihiko Izutsu, who had produced the first translation of the Qur’an into Japanese.”1164 

True to his Traditionalist nature, Nasr named the Academy’s publication Sophia 

Perennis, even published articles by Frithjof Schuon, a German academic of Islamic 

philosophy and founder of the Traditionalist order Maryamiyya.  

                                                
1160 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 159-160. 
1161 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 161. 
1162 Knight, 60-61. 
1163 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 165. Yazdi had a PhD in Philosophy from the University of 
Michigan, as well as being a trained jurist (mujtahid). He was professor at Faculty of Theology, 
University of Tehran. 
1164 Knight, 61. 
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The Academy was fully funded by the Pahlavis, and offered research fellowships, 

as well as MA and PhD degrees.1165 In addition to Nasr, Corbin, Ashtiyani, Izutsu, 

Pourjavadi and Wilson, the Academy acquired Gholam-Reza Avani, an American-Iranian 

scholar who was teaching at AUB, and William Chittick, who became an authority on 

Ibn-Arabi.1166 Another figure that survived the Academy’s transformation following the 

Revolution was Gholam-Ali Haddad Adel, a Mujtahid trained by Motahhari and a 

professor of philosophy at University of Tehran. According to Sedgwick, 

The Academy established itself in a pleasant and substantial house which 
it had received as a gift, on the same street as the French embassy… 
under imperial sponsorship the Academy had the financial resources to fill 
them [its buildings] with students and teachers… the academy’s 
personnel were in general Maryamis, belonging to an Iranian branch of 
the Maryamiyya that was established and headed by Nasr…. Two of its 
most eminent members [The Academy’s members not members of the 
Traditionalist Order] were Ayatollah Jalal al-Din Ashtiyani and Professor 
Henry Corbin.1167 

Thus, the intersection of Traditionalists and other academics at the Academy including 

Corbin, Ashtiyani, and Izutsu,1168 was erfan, a religious system “that emphasized 

esoteric knowledge as a pre-requisite for human salvation… characterized by a 

dichotomy of the exoteric (zahir) and the esoteric (batin).”1169 In the pre-modern period, 

erfan was associated with Iranian Sufi orders. In the modern period, jurists such as 

Khomeini occasionally taught it at the howzeh seminaries. The emphasis on Sufism was 

                                                
1165 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 153. 
1166 Avani would become the director of the Academy after Nasr, in the post-Revolutionary period.  
1167 Sedgwick, 156. 
1168 Toshihiko Izutsu was a retired Professor of Islamic Studies from McGill and was in Tehran as 
part of the McGill Institute for Research. He was part of Nasr’s Tehran scene, and can be found in 
the 1975 group picture from Mashhad. He is credited with publishing, Sufism and Taoism: A 
Comparative Study of Key Philosophical Concepts. The revised edition of Sufism and Taoism 
was originally supposed to be published by the Imperial Iranian Academy of Philosophy, but was 
published in America following the Revolution. 
1169 According to John Esposito, erfan “was the name given to a variety of movements or trends in 
various Near Eastern religions that emphasized esoteric knowledge (Greek gnosis) as a 
prerequisite for salvation. Gnostic ideas influenced many Shia movements of Iraq during the 
eighth and ninth centuries, including Isma’ili-Shia thought. Gnosticism is characterized by a 
dichotomy of the exoteric (zahir) and the esoteric (batin). It is reflected in the Isma’ili cosmology, 
letter symbolism, and cyclical views of history. The anonymous tenth-century Rasail Ikhwan al-
Safa (Epistles of the brethren of purity) also reveals the impact of Gnosticism. Various strands of 
Sufi thought and teachings have also been influenced by, and contributed to the further 
development of, ideas of a Gnostic origin.” See, John L. Esposito, “Irfan," The Oxford Dictionary 
of Islam (Oxford University Press, 2003). 
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further evidenced through the cooperation of the Ne’matullahi Sufi Order in Iran, through 

a practitioner-academic named Nasrollah Pourjavadi, in the Academy’s knowledge 

publications.  

In 1975, Peter Lamborn Wilson1170 was working as a journalist at the Tehran 

Journal. Nasr offered him a position as director of English-language publications and 

editor of the Academy’s journal, Sophia Perennis. In 1978, Wilson coauthored Kings of 

Love, the history of the Ne’matullahi Sufi Order, with scholar and Ne’matullahi 

practitioner Nasrollah Pourjavadi. According to King, the publication was a timely 

produced book, indicative of the Pahlavi’s preferred Islam: Erfan.  

‘The enemies of Sufism are no longer the exoteric mullahs,’ Kings of Love 
argues, ‘but rather the intangible though very real forces of secularization 
and modernization which threaten tradition, the Tradition, everywhere in 
the world.’ Sufism, as opposed to the form of Islam espoused by ‘Doctors 
of the Law,’ [jurists] will therefore provide Islam’s greatest response to the 
problems of modernism; Sufis are ‘the guardians of the heart of Islam, 
just as the saints in any religion contain the essence of that religion.’1171 

Thus, modernity and secularization are degenerative forces unleashed upon Iranian 

culture and while the juristic interpretation of Islam is no longer the enemy, it is in the 

way of the more effective remedy: the establishment of Sufism as a national religion. 

Nasr and the Academy were tasked to provide the philosophical underpinnings of this 

national religion. Meanwhile the provision for the political underpinnings of this 

philosophy, what Matin-Asgari calls the philosophy of the resurrection (Falsafa-ye 

Rastakhiz), was tasked to Ehsan Naraqi.1172  

According to Matin-Asgari, “In Naraqi’s estimation, the Resurgence Party was the 

political manifestation of indigenous national culture, including its mystical dimensions, 

thus capable of securing Iran’s autonomy from Eastern or Western paradigms.”1173 Thus 

a more specific project called the Philosophy of Resurrection was implemented, “in the 

                                                
1170 Also known as Hakim Bey, Wilson is an American scholar of Islamic mysticism. He spent part 
of the 1970s in Tehran before moving to America following the 1979 Revolution. Peter has written 
a book about initiate dreams in Sufi and Taoist tradition. 
1171 Knight, 67. 
1172 Matin-Asgari, Both Eastern and Western, 224. 
1173 Matin-Asgari, Both Eastern and Western, 237. 
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fall of 1975, a few months after launching the Resurrection Party.”1174 In particular, the 

Shah tasked a group of one hundred scholars to, “develop the general philosophy of 

these principles, as an intellectually comprehensive ideological system, based on a far-

sighted dialectical and scientific vision, to declare and clarify the logic of our progress in 

spiritual life and national culture.”1175 Among the hundred scholars were Nasr, Fardid and 

Naraqi. Naraqi presented the Shah, “with a preliminary draft of a text titled The 

Dialectical Philosophy of Resurrection.”1176 According to Matin-Asgari, the text 

“presented the dialectic as a divine principle. That was because we did not want to 

associate the dialectic with materialism. Therefore, all social and natural transformations 

were called tradition, a divine tradition.”1177  

In short, the politicization of academic philosophy and the mystification of politics 

in the 1970s, as demonstrated through the Imperial Academy of Philosophy and the 

Philosophy of the Rastakhiz party provided an intellectual space and methodology for 

Khomeini’s philosophy of velayat-e faqih.  In fact, from an intellectual point of view, the 

historic conflict between jurists and mystics was, in the main, manufactured with 

historical causes.1178 And Khomeini, a major jurist, had developed his philosophy and 

public persona as a an admirer of mystics such as al-Hallaj, “if you consider references 

to al-Hallaj in poems by the supreme revolutionary jurist- mystic, Ayatollah Khomeini: “I 

forget my own existence and proclaim the slogan, ‘I am al-Haqq,”1179 In my view then, 

the triumph of Khomeini’s political philosophy was more a factor of the set-up and failure 

of Pahlavi’s philosophy of modernization than the victory of an Irano-Islamic political 

philosophy over its Western counterpart.   

                                                
1174 Matin-Asgari, Both Eastern and Western, 237. 
1175 Matin-Asgari, Both Eastern and Western, 237. 
1176 Matin-Asgari, Both Eastern and Western, 238. 
1177 Matin-Asgari, Both Eastern and Western, 238. 
1178 For a discussion on the origin of Sufism and its relationship to juristic Islam and political 
power, see, Tanvir Anjum, “Sufism in History and its Relationship with Power,” Islamic Studies, 
Vol. 45.2 (2006): 221-268. 
1179 Knight, 118. 
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Chapter 5. A Brave ‘Old’ World: Academic 
Philosophy in Republican Iran, 1978-2012 

The Iranian Revolution of 1979 ushered in a new political order that altered 

Iranian socio-cultural orientation. The new order drew its legitimacy from a variation of 

jurisprudential ijtihad within the Usuli School of Ithna ‘Asharia – the emulation of a living 

mujtahid – as established by Behbahani, extending into the realm of Islamic political 

theology – the guardianship of the jurist – as established by Khomeini. Around this core 

ideology, the new order established a preferred identity and public discourse in the 

1980s.  Pahlavi era institutions and practices – the instruments of state – were employed 

in this transformation. The new regime implemented change through the Cultural 

Revolution and empowered sanctioned bodies such as Showra’-ye ‘Aliyeh Enqelab-e 

Islami, (the High Council of the Cultural Revolution, established in 1984, HCCR) in its 

efforts to monopolize cultural reorientation. Increasingly, cultural and political dissent 

was not openly tolerated resulting in the omission of free dialogue in civic institutions and 

diminishing free dialogue in the public sphere. As a situation more politically repressive 

than the last decade of Pahlavi rule quickly emerged, open political dissent found 

alternative means of expression. In particular, philosophy became a disguised medium 

for contestation of the imposed political order. The Fardid televised disputations and the 

Davari-Soroush published debates exemplify early regime efforts (1980s) in the use of 

national media in curbing political dissent. This chapter is the story of how academic 

philosophy became the language of soft power in the Islamic Republic of Iran.   

In the 1990s, cultural-political discourse expanded from academic and 

governmental institutions into the streets of Tehran and other major Iranian cities. A new 

phenomenon emerged in which Western philosophy became the methodological agent 

through which cultural-political discourse on the nature of the Iranian state and its 

relation to civil society was expressed in the public sphere. By the early 1990s, book 

sales on the works of Immanuel Kant, Karl Popper, Jürgen Habermas, and Martin 

Heidegger skyrocketed. In Tehran, you could hear teahouse conversations about the 

ideals and roles of government, extracted from the writings of these philosophers.1180 At 

                                                
1180 See Roman Seidel, “Reading Kant in Teheran: Towards a reception of the Iranian reception 
of European Philosophy,” Asiatische Studien, 64.3 (2010): 681-705; Ali Paya and Mohammad 
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the same time, popular journals and periodicals published in Iran contributed to the 

discourse by printing informative articles on the works of these philosophers, as well as 

printing the views of Iranian intellectuals on this topic.1181 

The Islamic Republic responded to this rising phenomenon by encouraging its 

own intellectuals at state-sponsored institutions of higher education to produce 

Islamizing philosophic narratives. The Department of Philosophy at University of Tehran, 

and the Iran Research Institute for Philosophy (formerly the Imperial Iranian Academy of 

Philosophy) served as sites for this purpose. Certain scholars have used the term 

Heideggerian-Muslims to refer to some of the Iranian intellectuals involved in the 

production of Islamizing philosophic narratives at these institutions.1182  

Khatami’s 1997 victory in the presidential election promised a new era of political 

reform and economic progress for Iranian society. A new type of contestation of order 

emerged in the Islamic Reform Movement. In particular, Islamic philosophy was used in 

the justification of proposed changes to government. Intellectuals such as Mohsen 

Kadivar and Mohammad Shabestari employed Islamic philosophy as a basis for the 

applied reasoning (ijtehad) in their fiqhi argumentations for greater freedom and political 

participation. Again, the regime responded through direct intervention measures such as 

publication closures, arrests and the murder of dissident intellectuals and journalists 

(known as the chain murders).  

The events surrounding 9/11 and the War on Terror muted both supporters and 

reformers of the regime in the early 2000, until Ahmadinejad’s presidency in 2004.1183 

                                                                                                                                            
Amin Ghaneirad, “The Philosopher and the Revolutionary State: How Karl Popper’s Ideas 
Shaped the Views of Iranian Intellectuals,” International Studies in the Philosophy of Science, 
20.2 (2006): 185-213. 
1181 The famous Soroush-Davari disputation regarding the role of government and centering on 
the philosophies of Karl Popper and Martin Heidegger was printed in several issues of Keyhan-e 
Farhangi in the mid 1980s. 

 1182Ali Mirsepassi, Intellectual Discourse and Politics of Modernization: Negotiating Modernity in 
Iran   (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000); Ali Paya and Mohammad Amin Ghaneirad, 
“The Philosopher and the Revolutionary State: How Karl Popper’s Ideas Shaped the Views of 
Iranian Intellectuals,” International Studies in the Philosophy of Science, 20.2 (2006): 185–213; 
Farzin Vahdat, God and Juggernaut: Iran's Intellectual Encounter with Modernity (Syracuse, NY: 
Syracuse University Press, 2002). 
1183  With messianic overtures, the Ahmadinejad presidency reformed one of the core legitimizing 
factors of the Islamic Republic: neo-liberal economic policies replaced distributive Islamic social 
justice. 
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The victory of the conservatives shifted most of the intellectual opposition to foreign 

intelligentsia. Thus, in the 2000s proponents of the regime’s political philosophy such as 

Davari and Khosrowpanah engaged with Euro-American academics such as Mehran 

Kamrava, Ali Paya, and Ramin Jahanbegloo in defending their position.  

The combined effect was the development of a philosophic discourse 

surrounding the nature of Iranian government and the role of civic society that influences 

politics of knowledge and cultural orientation in modern Iran. This process is exhibited in 

the interaction of these institutions and intellectuals, and contested to the present.  

This chapter examines the role philosophy played in the establishment, 

contestation and maintenance of the new political order in Iran. As such, it entails a 

historiographical account of the causes of the 1979 Revolution with an emphasis on the 

impact to higher education. If a goal of the Revolution was cultural reorientation, then the 

impact to higher education and the reasoning provided in support of these changes offer 

a new interpretation of the Revolution based on a philosophic approach. The impact of 

the Revolution and subsequent Cultural Revolution on the University system in Iran in 

general and on academic philosophy in particular is examined in the next two sections of 

the chapter. The chapter concludes with a case study in the utilization of academic 

philosophy in the practice of politics in the Islamic Republic. 

In the era of Reza Shah, Mohammad Ali Foroughi dominated academic 

philosophy to such a degree that he was unofficially the philosopher of the state and 

Iran’s cultural ambassador.  In the era of Mohammad Reza Shah, Seyyed Hossein Nasr 

dominated academic philosophy as he assumed the mantle of philosopher of state and 

cultural ambassador. Accordingly, in the Islamic Republic, Reza Davari emerged as the 

philosopher of state and to a lesser degree Iran’s cultural ambassador.  Thus, the last 

section of this chapter traces the career and philosophy of Davari from the 1979 

Revolution to the aftermath of the Green Movement in 2011.  Through his involvement in 

academic and governmental bodies, especially his evolving publications in public 

discourse, the political role of philosophy in post-revolutionary Iran is made clearer.  
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Into the Eye of the Storm: 1975-1980  

The causes of the 1979 Iranian Revolution 

The 1979 Revolution is perhaps the most studied event in Iranian history, 

supporting a lengthy and multi-disciplinary historiography. Scholars envisioned it as 

ground zero, constructing their arguments with its cause and effect stretching backwards 

and forwards in time. Its causes have been argued and its transformative affects studied 

and disputed in Western academic publications and conferences. The importance of 

education and the role of academic philosophy are seldom presented in the 

historiography of the ’79 Revolution. Thus, the interpretive explorations of the Revolution 

in this section allow for the understanding of new changes and continuities in post-

Revolutionary Iranian society that occurred in the 1980s and 90s, such as the Cultural 

Revolution, the Islamization of academics, the Politicization of Philosophy and the 

mystification of fiqh. As well, this approach accounts for the popularity and utilization of 

academic philosophy in Iranian political discourse, including cultural orientation. Thus, 

this chapter begins with a historiographical account of the Revolution and its eventual 

Islamization paying attention to the role played by academic philosophy and 

philosophers.  

According to John Foran, there are four historiographical schools on the theories 

of causation of the 1979 Iranian Revolution: “Political economy, structural disequilibrium, 

politics-oriented resource mobilization approaches, and conjunctural, multi-causal 

analyses, of various emphases.”1184   

Weakness of a rentier state was one cause of the Iranian Revolution. The state’s 

dependence on the sale of oil affected its relationship with Iranian society in that, “the 

state’s main relationships to Iranian society were mediated through its expenditures on 

the military, on development projects, on modern constructions, on consumption 

subsidies, and the like.”1185 Thus, the Shah did not depend on taxes to fund his state 

machinery and did not have to work with various social groups to secure his reign or 

revenue.  As a result, a growing incompatibility was forming between the Shah and the 

                                                
1184 John Foran, “The Iranian Revolution of 1977-79: A Challenge for Social Theory,” in, A 
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larger Iranian society.  The state had increasingly become an absolutist form of 

monarchy with an extreme bias in top-down governance and no accountabilities towards 

the populace, even those in the military and civil service.1186  According to Arjomand, the 

Shah combined “the weaknesses of the neo-patrimonial states with the old 

vulnerabilities of monarchy.”1187 The regime was extremely personal in governance and 

contained an artificial elite with no political power. The gap created from this 

arrangement significantly weakened the regime without any apparent signs. 

The modernization projects funded through the sale of oil in this rentier state, 

itself created a form of incompatibility.1188 Revolutionary scholars refer to this 

incompatibility as structural disequilibrium theory:1189 This theory, advocated by Ervand 

Abrahamian and M.H. Pearson, stresses the importance of economic inequalities and 

political suppression of the populace as a cause of the Revolution. In the 1960s-70s, 

rapid social and structural modernization was funded by oil profits, which in turn created 

a state-dependent middle and upper class.  These classes were artificial in the sense 

that their existence was dependent on the survival of the regime and continued oil rent. 

However, these projects and modernization efforts failed to cement the support of the 

middle class due to lack of unions, political parties, and bias towards the upper class.1190   

Structural disequilibrium theory and the fragility of the dependent social classes 

that it produces, however, does not account for intangibles such as the cultural impact of 

modernization, the social impact of mass modern state education, not to mention direct 

cultural directives of both Pahlavi monarchs in fostering a modern national identity. 

Instead, most scholarship in the historiography of the causes of the Iranian Revolution 
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adapt a methodology that incorporates, in the main, the political-economy, best 

exemplified in James Davies’ J-curve theory.1191   

The J-curve theory analyses the frustrated expectations of the newly created 

Iranian middle class.  According to Keddie, the oil boom of the early 1970s, which had 

increased the per capita income of the middle class, paid for expensive state projects, 

and caused rapid inflation. This rate of growth gave way to a world economic downturn, 

which severely reduced oil exports and prices.  As a result, many grand projects were 

put on hold, which caused unemployment of many working class Iranians. At the same 

time, the middle class was hit with its own unemployment and loss of buying power as 

salaries froze while inflation continued to soar.1192  This economic turn affected the 

expectation of the middle class who had become accustomed to rapid economic gain.  

Charles Issawi, concurs with Keddie on the economic causes of the revolution; however, 

he stresses that this analysis should encompass a greater span of time.  He sees the (J-

curve) timeline starting in 1960 and attributes J-curve dynamics to include rapid 

industrialization as well as per capita growth of the middle class, which is argued by 

Keddie.1193   

However, it is hard to maintain the position that three years of economic 

downturn caused enough social dissatisfaction to cause a revolution. Thus, the J-curve 

is often offered as explanation for the participation of the urban middle class in the 

revolution. I think this is a weak argument and runs counter to the moral nourishment 

argument, which posits that social alienation created “disoriented and dislocated 

individuals and groups who could not be successfully integrated into a societal 

community without the creation or revitalization of a moral order.”1194  Islam served as 

the moral filter of a society, which weighed the worth of political and social ideas of 

                                                
1191 Bakhash, 1487, Arjomand, 397, Nikki Keddie, “Iranian Revolutions in Comparative 
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short period during which expectations continue to rise while gratifications fall off sharply, the 
probability of civil violence against government rises rapidly. A gap that widens quickly makes 
revolution likely,” James Chowning Davies, "The J-Curve Theory." American Political Science 
Review 72, no. 4 (1978): 1357.  
1192 Bakhash, 1490. 
1193 Bakhash, 1488. 
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modernity. This role was strengthened by the ulema’s position as owners of spiritual and 

material knowledge which was challenged by modernity’s own source of knowledge: 

science.1195 This created a situation where forces of modernization alienated its targeted 

society, while attempting to dislodge the traditional owners of knowledge in the same 

society.  The result was the return of the newly modernized classes to Islam for moral 

nourishment.   

However, Iranian society was modernized artificiality and the speed with which it 

was introduced to Iranian society is made evident with a brief look at the type of social 

and economic changes middle and upper classes experienced in this period. For 

example, education and consumption were modeled on Euro-American countries as 

luxury goods flooded Iranian markets.  Cars, televisions, furniture and even Western 

literature were injected into the lives of middle-upper classes through a combination of 

State provided jobs and institutions modeled on modern technocratic urban lifestyles. In 

short a neo-provisional command economy had taken form to complement the 

infrastructural modernization of the state.  

High state intervention in economics led to economic destabilization as another 

cause of the revolution. This was due to the emergence of economic conflicts in the 

political arena, because no independent arena for economic conflicts existed in a closed 

political system. It also caused the transformation of ordinary political conflicts into 

economic conflicts since the two were now inseparable.1196 

This type of social, political and economic control created “inevitable alienation 

from cultural roots engendered by the Western complexion of Pahlavi modernization; 

and the generation in this process, of a political and cultural elite with a secular historical 

consciousness and a commitment to the systematic overhaul of the social and political 

structure.”1197 In short, the “atomization of society; the bureaucratization and 
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centralization of authority, and the homogenization of culture,”1198 were artificially created 

and enforced causing inherent instability. As we have seen, the influential 

Massachusetts clique comprised the most influential among this group.1199  

The other aspect of structural disequilibrium theory credits a lack of political 

participation as a cause of social instability. The rapid modernization of the social 

structure was not accompanied by a modernization of the political structure.1200 There 

were no political parties other than the state sponsored Rastakhiz Party; no public 

channels for political discourse or criticism existed after 1963.1201 In the 1970s, the 

Rastakhiz mono-party culture was introduced to educational institutions. The second 

Pahlavi monarch was deliberately erasing the space afforded to men of the pen and men 

of the sword in Iranian tradition, something Vali Nasr had warned Reza Shah about. 

Thus, it was the Pahlavi state that politicized the university campus years before 

Hezbollah and MKO set up their political headquarters on the grounds of University of 

Tehran. 

The imposition of the Rastakhiz party on Iranian society and institutions proved 

consequential for the state. The Shah wanted a unique state in which modern citizens 

lived the social and economic lives of their Euro-American counterparts under the 

traditional absolutist umbrella of his political structure.  This approach caused alienation 

of the educated middle class who was being exposed to modern ideologies such as 

democracy and socialism at the university. It is no surprise then to find Iranian 

universities as a major site of discontent with the regime during the 1960s and 1970s.1202 

The state responded with a two-pronged approach. First it expanded the Islamic content 

in the social science and humanities programs. Second, the regime severely repressed 

student and intellectual protests were which lead to the radicalization (Leftist guerrilla 

                                                
1198 Ibid, 675. 
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movements) of the former and the alienation of the latter.  The suppression of political 

modernization through denial of citizen agency had an overall alienating affect on the 

sections of society which were suppose to compromise the base of the regime’s 

support.1203    

Along with the alienation of these newly created classes, another cause of the 

Iranian Revolution can be attributed to uneven distribution of benefits from the regime’s 

state centered modernization projects. This is consistent with Samuel P. Huntington’s 

gap theory, a sub-category of social disequilibrium theory.  Gap theory attributes causes 

of revolution to the uneven benefits derived from a post-colonial rentier state.1204 

Generally speaking, the rural population and laborers benefitted less from economic 

gains associated with state funded projects in the 1960s and 70s.  Even though the 

Shah attempted land reform under his 1961 White Revolution, agricultural and rural 

developments were not as significant as urban and middle class development for the 

regime since they did not display the Euro-American secular modernization the Shah 

was trying to impose. In short, they did not project the identity of the Great Civilization 

envisioned by the Shah. This approach caused progressive alienation among farmers 

and workers who experienced erosion in their standard of living stemming from the 

forces of inflation induced by uneven petrodollar distribution.1205     

In addition, rather than pursuing a divide and conquer strategy by embracing the 

bazaari class, their alienation forced them into closer ties with the ulema.  As Keddie 

argued, this bazaari-ulema alliance was a significant factor in the success of the 1906 

Constitutional Revolution.1206 The Shah had not learned the lessons of history as the 

bazaari-ulema alliance played a significant role in the formation of the multi-class 

coalition, which contributed to the success of the 1979 Revolution.  Furthermore, their 

continued alliance after the revolution ensured the victory of the Islamic factions of this 

movement and helped ensure the Islamization of the Revolution. 

                                                
1203 Abrahamian, 26. 
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The ulema’s role in the causes of the Iranian Revolution was itself significant.  

According to historiographical interpretations of the causes of the revolution, the 

regime’s suppression of secular intellectuals in the early 1960s created a political 

vacuum of oppositional ideologies.1207  Liberal and socialist opponents of the regime 

were arrested, tortured and many were executed.  As a result, the ulema represented 

the only viable source of criticism. Their position as sole heirs of resistance to the regime 

was complimented by social alienation resulting from the modernization and 

centralization projects of the regime.  

As mentioned, the ulema’s role as the regime’s critics and revitalizers of a moral 

order enjoyed historical precedent. In past Iranian monarchical dynasties such as the 

Safavid or the Qajar, the ulema provided religious legitimacy for the state.  In other 

words, one of their functions was a proto-judiciary branch, which validated the Islamic 

congruity of the monarch’s rule and rulings.1208  As such, they enjoyed a small but 

important autonomous sphere, which allowed them to voice their criticism on both 

Islamic and popular matters (as the voice of the people against the oppression of the 

state) or the voice of the state against popular movements opposed to the clergy.   

Some among the ulema started to actively criticize the legitimacy of the regime 

based on Shiite theory of state.  According to Lambton, in Twelver Shiite political 

ideology the only legitimate form of government is that of the Prophet and his 

descendants known as the imams.1209  After the occultation of the last imam Mahdi, 

subsequent forms of government were deemed as illegitimate.  In the absence of the 

Mahdi, some clerics such as Khomeini argued that only the ulema had the right to 

govern the faithful. Some scholars such as Arjomand dispute this interpretation known 

as the doctrine of the Hidden Imam by arguing that it was merely “a formula for 

quiescence, not political action, and served as utopian substitute for political theory, 

devoid of direct implications for political rule.”1210 Regardless, the political vacuum 

created by the Shah’s suppression of the secular opposition in the 1960s and 1970s 

fermented the growth of clerical opposition as a cause of the Iranian Revolution.   
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While the alienation of the population was eroding the Shah’s social support, the 

regime’s external source of political support, the United States, began to demand human 

rights changes from its client state.1211  The Carter administration pressured the Shah 

into granting political concessions such as the inclusion of political parties and release of 

political prisoners.  The Shah had little choice but to comply. The problem was that after 

decades of state directed political suppression, modernization and bureaucratization; the 

state machinery lacked the capacity for democratization.1212 The situation quickly 

devolved from its anticipated trajectory as a small safety valve of political participation 

into an enlarging hole in the dam of political suppression.  

Democratization through minor political participation quickly widened its 

dimensions to mass political opposition.  Thus, one of the causes of the Iranian 

Revolution can be attributed to the Carter administration’s demands for human rights in 

Iran; what John Foran calls the world-systemic opening principle.1213 In this model, the 

frustrated political aspirations of many societal classes catalyze into revolutionary 

movement by a sudden lapse in the political superstructure, which governs relations 

between the core and its peripheral client state.  In theoretical terms, it is like a reverse 

J-curve caused by sudden political emancipation.  

There is another way, however, to interpret this history. The problem in 1976 was 

not a lack of willpower of the monarch, nor the lack of political participation among Iran’s 

alienated middle classes, it was the elite’s dependence on American culture: “The Shah 

was too cautious and trusting of the Americans, not their puppet… also, two-thirds of his 

educated elite were now Ameriophiles.1214 The demands of the Carter administration 

were, in fact, in line with the pragmatist philosophy the US was implementing in Middle 

East and North Africa. According to Nasr, the Americans wanted to systematize 

governance into a technocratic regime unprecedented even in its English and European 

sense, and this plan was put into effect after WWII from Morocco to Pakistan. “They 

wanted to transform the old administrative structures of these countries into their own 
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new administrative structures, (sakhtar-haye edari-ye qadimi mamalik ra tabdil be 

sakhtar jadid-e khodeshan bokonand).”1215  

By 1977 severe political suppression, resentment and alienation, combined with 

an economic recession, sparked protests, which turned into strikes, demonstrations, and 

eventually open but sporadic revolts.  However, in the absence of external threats and 

the availability of the state’s suppressive tools (the military, the secret police, etc.), the 

success of the revolution seemed unlikely. 

The causes for the success of the 1979 Iranian Revolution 

The historiography of the success of the revolution is rather straightforward as 

compared to the causes for its development and its Islamization. The weakness of the 

rentier state led to a real loss of legitimacy in the wake of political non-participation and 

economic hardships.  With its non-mediated rule based on oil revenues and reliance on 

the United States, the Shah had undermined his own legitimacy.1216 From a geopolitical 

perspective, the regime was held up through selective distribution of oil income.  When 

oil income was negatively affected through world demand, and the United States 

pressured Iran for political reform, the fragile legitimacy of the Shah’s regime became 

apparent to the Iranian people.  At this point the question became who and what would 

replace this illegitimate regime, contributing to the success of the revolution. 

The question of legitimacy created two shared goals for the revolutionary 

coalition.  These goals were the end of despotism and the end of external influence.1217 

While representing various ideological dimensions of Iranian society such as 

nationalism, democracy, socialism, Islamic fundamentalism, liberalism, and radicalism; 

the coalition formed around the tenets of these two common goals.1218  As a result, a 

mass populist movement focused on the removal of the current regime along with its 

source of external support was formed and grew with each protest and strike.   

The formation of this populist coalition was crucial to the success of the 

Revolution.  Some scholars such as Misagh Parsa and Val Moghadam cited the politics 
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oriented resource mobilization theory as the fundamental reason for the success of the 

revolution.1219 Abrahamian also cited the formation of a viable coalition as reason for the 

Revolution’s success;1220  

While representing many cross sections of Iranian society, this coalition was 

primarily urban.1221 And while, becoming increasingly modern and Westernized, this 

segment of the coalition was exposed to a less juristic and a more mystical side of Islam, 

the Islam of Rumi and Hafiz, favoring an ethical-spiritual dimension. Meanwhile, feelings 

of social dissatisfaction were prevalent among the rural people due to lack of 

modernization yet, they did not partake in the revolution. At the same time, the Islam that 

came to dominate the political scene was conservative and populist in nature, not the 

kind of Islam the urban middle and upper classes were being groomed for which was 

mystical-erfani in nature. There is a paradox in that dissatisfied peasants and rural 

workers did not mobilize in the urban centers to partake in the revolution,1222 while their 

form of Islam was the basis of mobilization in urban areas. At the same time, the urban 

population who took part in the revolution were the main beneficiaries of a state-

sponsored quietist mystical Islam (Erfan-e Monfa’el).  

The reluctance of the Shah to use his armed forces against revolutionary 

protestors has led to speculations about his indecisiveness as a contributing factor to the 

success of the revolution. Furthermore, many analysts of the revolution have pointed out 

that the Shah relied on the U.S. for political decisions, especially those, which involved 

human rights, after Carter’s criticism of his regime’s practices.1223  To further complicate 

matters, the Carter administration itself suffered from indecisiveness by sending several 

high level emissaries to Iran during the turmoil without providing a recommended course 

of action.  Foran explains this concept well by stating: “the shah relied on the U.S. but 
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the U.S. provided non-action when action was needed.”1224 Zonis has cited psychological 

dependence on the U.S. and lack of leadership qualities of the Shah in arguing that the 

revolution could have been averted by a more decisive regime response.1225  Similarly, 

Walt states that “the Shah’s regime fell because his reformist policies alienated a broad 

spectrum of Iranian society that he was unable to co-opt yet unwilling to suppress by 

brute force.1226 In any case, his indecisiveness about the use of armed forces and his 

over reliance on the U.S. for policy assistance are undisputed factors in the 

historiography of the Revolution. 

Another reason for the Shah’s indecisiveness, were his informal negotiations with 

senior members of the ulema to mitigate the situation. According to Nasr, while serving 

at the Office of the Empress, he was chosen as the bridge between the darbar and 

Qom’s ulema during the revolutionary period due to his personal relations with some of 

Iran’s ulema at the time, such as Motahhari and Jalal al-Din Ashtiyani who were both 

Khomeini’s students.1227 The plan was to mitigate the revolution in creating a 

constitutional Islamic monarchy, with some power arrangements between the darbar and 

Qom.1228 Thus, Nasr claims that the senior echelons of clergy both in Iran and in Najaf 

sat on the sidelines during the Revolution and did not take sides out of fear that the 

toppling of the Shah and Army would lead to an MKO-Fedayeen regime and not an 

Islamic Republic.1229 Nasr believes what drove the clergy into action was not Khomeini’s 

proposals but a common belief among Motahhari and his cohort that most of the highest 

echelons of Iranian government were at this time filled with former communist 

sympathizers and this could lead the way to a communist Iran in the event of a 

successful revolution.1230 While the validity of this account cannot be verified beyond 
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Nasr, it is consistent with previous attempts by the darbar to appeal to the clerics in 

restoring order, as well as, Motahhari and other clerics views regarding Marxist 

ideologies. This brings forth the importance of Islam in the success of the Revolution.  

Islam played three important roles in the success of the revolution.  First, it 

provided the charismatic figurehead of the revolution in the person of Ayatollah 

Khomeini.  Second, it served as the primary agent of identity in the formation of the 

coalition whose goals (destruction of the regime and an end to foreign influence) were 

already discussed. Finally, its language and rituals were instrumental in gathering 

momentum in the early stages of the revolution. As well, Islam enabled the primary 

organization through networks of clergy and students as well as with the use of mass 

media in the revolutionary coalition.  Foreign media was managed by the revolutionary 

coalition in delivering their message to foreign viewers. Pictures of public demonstrations 

and mass strikes were shown on European and American TV.  Internally, cassette tapes 

and printed texts of speeches of revolutionary leaders such as Khomeini were distributed 

and played at mosques, and during protest marches. Together, they represented the use 

of modern media in disseminating an often-Islamic message of discontent with the 

current regime.1231   

In the 1979 Revolution, Khomeini provided the mixture of charisma and ideology 

needed to fulfill his leadership role. The most important proof of his pivotal role as the 

leader of the movement is his assumption of the title of imam.1232 The title of imam has 

been historically limited to the direct descendants of the Prophet within the Shiite sect.  

To be clear, this term has three meanings: one as the head of a religious community 

such as the leader of the Friday prayers, one as the head of the political order, and an 

honorific for a major religious leader (e.g. Imam Ghazali).  The political or greater 

meaning of the term has never been applied to any person between the Greater 

Occultation of the Mahdi in 945AD and its designation to Khomeini during the 1979 

Revolution. 

Millions of people lined the streets of Tehran for Khomeini’s return.  The 

demographic analysis of the crowed, through films and pictures, quickly reveals that this 
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crowd was not entirely composed of the ultra religious and the mustazzafin (Khomeini’s 

term for the downtrodden poor of southern Tehran).  Rather, these images show people 

from every social stratum of Tehrani society.  Men with ties, unveiled secular women, 

university students, the elderly, members of the socialist (Left) parties, as well as, 

religious figures and clerics.  The second title given to Khomeini was derived from his 

first name, that of Ruh-Allah or the spirit (soul) of God.  To my knowledge and research 

no other Islamic figure has ever had that distinction bestowed upon him.1233   

These titles illustrate the commanding authority and popular support enjoyed by 

Khomeini as the charismatic leader of the Revolution.  They are also illustrative of the 

inherent Islamic identity present within the multi-class coalition of the Revolution.  The 

goals of the Revolution were the primary reason for bringing together the mass coalition, 

which paralyzed the state and ensured its success. However, it would be insufficient to 

assume that the coalition identified its cohesion simply through negative identities1234 of 

what it wanted to accomplish.  It would be more complete to assert that the Revolution 

also identified itself through positive Islamic identities.   

This Islamic identification influenced even the least religious of Iranians at the 

time of the Revolution.1235  It was not that every person started being a devout Muslim; 

rather every Iranian wanted the inclusion of some form of Islamic identity in their 

definition of an Iranian. Islam should be regarded as a moral code leading to national 

identity formation, instead of a religion in this context. The combination of Islamic identity 

and Khomeini’s leadership caused the inclusion of many groups and individuals who 

“wanted the Shah out but had no interest whatsoever in a theocracy.”1236   

                                                
1233 This reference is present in the early Republican history as the slogan “Hezb faqat Hezbollah; 
rahbar faqat Ruhollah,” a clear play on words.  
1234 John Foran’s negative coalitions: many different groups coming together under the umbrella 
of a common ideology or political vision. As explained in: Foran, John et. all, “Second Thematic 
Discussion: The Shaping of Revolutions by Culture and Agency and by Race, Class, and Gender 
– 26 January 2001.” In The Future of Revolutions: Rethinking radical change in the age of 
globalization ed. John Foran (New York, NY: Zed Books, 2003), 211. 
1235 Fariba Adelkhah, Being modern in Iran (London, England: Hurst & Co, 1999), 178. 
1236 Arjomand, 390. 
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At the same time, “revolutionary political millenarianism played a crucial role in 

the motivation of the Iranian intelligentsia,”1237 into joining the coalition.  In other words, 

Khomeini played on the Persian themes of justice, oppression and identification with the 

Mahdi doctrine to draw parallels between this revolutionary movement and sociological 

gravitation of Iranians towards the concept of millenarianism in extending the base of the 

coalition.  The fact that the Iranian intelligentsia accepted this linkage shows the deep 

roots of millenarianism in Iranian psyche, as well as the inclusiveness of the populist 

revolutionary coalition, which included academic philosophers. These factors also 

helped the Islamization of the Revolution, which will be discussed in the next section. 

Other than providing the charismatic leader and agent of identity in the success 

of the Revolution, Islamic ideology and rituals played a key role in the gathering of social 

momentum during the initial stages of the Revolution.  The concept of martyrdom was 

deployed in mosques during sermons to highlight the sacrifices of those killed fighting 

against the oppression of the regime.  The martyrs were equated with those who had 

given their lives at Karbala along with Imam Hussein in the classical Shiite struggle of 

justice against oppression. 

Religious rituals such as seventh and fortieth day commemoration of the dead 

were used to continue the revolutionary struggle against the regime.1238  In Islamic post 

burial rituals, friends and family of a deceased return to the mosque or a private 

residence to remember the dead and grieve for the loss. This ritual was given political 

weight when the ulema used their pulpits to deliver revolutionary speeches about the 

evils of the current regime that caused the death of the individual(s). The effectiveness 

of this technique was amplified by the inability of the regime’s agents to close down a 

legitimate religious ceremony. Thus, while the regime could declare protests and strikes 

illegal and control the streets, it could do little in stopping the seventh and fortieth day 

commemoration ceremonies in mosques.   

These ceremonies often poured out into streets in spontaneous demonstrations.  

The demonstrations were met with hostility from the regime since the public space for 

their occurrence was now outside of the sanctuary of the mosques.  The clashes that 

                                                
1237 Arjomand, 414. 
1238 Richard W. Cottam, “American Policy and the Iranian Crisis,” Iranian Studies, no. 13.1/4 
(1980): 298. 
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ensued between an emotionally charged crowd and the security forces of the regime 

created new martyrs, renewing the cycle of seventh and fortieth day commemorations.  

In this manner the Revolution was sustained and gathered momentum as a contributing 

factor to its success.  

Consequences of a Stolen Revolution: 1980-1989 

 The success of the revolution and its Islamization are governed by alternate 

dynamics and must be understood as separate occurrences. “The political dynamics of 

revolution primarily explain the collapse of the structure of domination, while the moral 

dynamics of revolution underlie its teleology – i.e. its direction and consequences.”1239 

This important fact is often overlooked given the misleading title of the movement as the 

Iranian Islamic Revolution.  Even though Islam played a role in the composition of the 

coalition’s identity, for the vast majority of participants, it was never meant to lead to an 

Islamic form of governance. The process, which caused the Islamization of the 

Revolution, and its historiography, will be the subject of this section.   

The coalition that brought down the Shah in 1979 was made of five distinct 

groups.  John Foran calls them the five political cultures of opposition, and they were: 

Khomeini’s militant Islam, Shariati’s’ radical liberation theology, Bazargan’s liberal-

democratic Islam, socialism of guerrilla groups, and the secular nationalists.1240  Of the 

five mentioned groups, only Khomeini’s militant Islam presented an ideology resembling 

the type of regime, which came to power after the Revolution. And, even within 

Khomeini’s militant Islamic group there was no consensus for the adaption of Velayat-e 

Faqih (Guardianship of Islamic Jurists). A publication by a former prominent member of 

the regime, Mr. Akbar Ganji, uncovered this minority view within the ulema.1241  

The historiography of the Iranian Revolution suggests that the uniting force of the 

coalition was the removal of the Shah and foreign influence. This was at once the 

greatest strength and weakness of the coalition. Val Moghadam’s politics-oriented 

                                                
1239 Arjomand, 383. 
1240 Foran, “The Iranian Revolution,” 171. 
1241 Akbar Ganji, “Another Look: Thirty Years of power struggles in Iran – Part One (through 
four),” http://www.bbc.co.uk/persian/lg/iran/2009/11/091102_na_ganji_power_struggle1.shtml, 
interview transcript: section 2 pg 1. 
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resource mobilization theory refers to this weakness and tendency of multi-ideological 

coalitions to disperse upon the success of revolutionary movement.1242 No sooner than 

the Shah had left Iran and Khomeini had returned that the coalition started to unravel 

and Khomeini began “liquidating the Western intelligentsia.”1243 In my view, this 

historiographical narrative overlooks an identity marker of the revolutionary coalition.  It 

is important to note that the overwhelming majority of the coalition, save some radical 

Leftist or nationalist groups, displayed a particular Islamic affinity. This affinity stemmed 

from hybrid ideologies, specific to each group, with a common thread: Islamic mysticism. 

Khomeini built upon this mystical affinity through his own specialization in erfan 

and Islamic philosophy to bestow absolute political power on the Iranian Shia hierocracy, 

essentially stealing the revolution by coopting erfani elements within the coalition’s 

ideological spectrum. The consolidation of clerical power occurred in three stages: 

against Bazargan, against Bani-sadr and against the Mujaheddin.1244 The key in this 

interpretive approach is the exposure and training of each group’s social base in Islamic 

mysticism.  

Bazargan’s liberal democratic Islamists, as well as the pure secularists, were the 

first targets of Khomeini’s bid for political hegemony. They represented the remnants of 

the Pahlavi era political party, the National Front. The National Front’s social base 

consisted mainly in middle class urban Iranians who were a product of the Pahlavi 

education system that heavily propagated mystical Islam, erfan and Sufism. The 

previous chapter discussed methods and institutions through which the Pahlavi state 

projected their preferred identity, a modern monarchy supportive of Shia Sufism. The 

Imperial Iranian Academy of Philosophy served as the latest specialized site for this 

endeavor, thus a look at the intellectual productions of this institution reveals its strong 

specialization in mystical Islam.   

 The Imperial Academy was the brainchild of Hossein Nasr and Henry Corbin. 

The institute promoted erfani-mystical philosophy in the ishraqi tradition (Suhrawardi’s 

philosophy). Corbin’s specialty was the use of Suhrawardi’s philosophy (and Ibn al-

                                                
1242 Foran, “The Iranian Revolution,” 162-164. 
1243 Arjomand, 392. 
1244 Walt, 216. 
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Arabi) in conjunction with Heideggerian hermeneutics.1245  It was Corbin that introduced 

Nasr to Heideggerian phenomenology.1246 While an elite institution, the Academy was at 

the pinnacle of a modernizing education system that employed mystical tropes in 

allegiance to the state and royal family.1247     

 While Bazargan was negotiating with the Americans for the return of the Shah 

and normalization of relations, a crisis was caused by university students, who called 

themselves “Follower’s of the Imam’s Line,” taking the American embassy hostage. In an 

instant Bazargan’s credibility was destroyed; he was seen as pro-American inside Iran 

and as an ineffective ruler in the eyes of Americans.   Bazargan was forced to resign and 

Bani-sadr succeeded him as president. Bazargan’s resignation spelled the political end 

of the Liberal Front. His supporters had to choose between the Left, represented by 

Bani-Sadr, or the Islamist, represented by Khomeini.  

Ideologically, Bani-Sadr could be linked to both Shariati’s’ liberation theology and 

the Mujaheddin (MKO) and he found supporters from among both. Shariati’s ideology 

can be defined as a nativist-modern-Islamist approach, also referred to as Islamic-Left, 

against the forces of imperialism and pure secularism.1248 It found support among 

university students and the middle class, which was also a recruiting ground for the MKO 

and their brand of Marxist Islam.   

The chief theoretician of Marxist Islam in Iran was Ehsan Tabari. Born in 1916 to 

a traditional religious family, he found affinity with the philosophy of Taqi Arani in the 

1930s and was a founding member of Tudeh Party in 1941. He spent the next three 

decades in self-imposed exile, “where he began to accomplish advanced graduate 

studies in history of philosophy, obtaining the highest scholarly ranks in the communist 

                                                
1245 Nile Green, “Between Heidegger and the Hidden Imam,” 221.  
1246 Corbin was introduced to Suhrawardi through his teacher Louis Massignon According to 
Green, “Some time during the early 1930s, the great French scholar of Sufism, Louis Massignon 
presented his young student Corbin with a gift of an early copy of the Persian philosopher-mystic 
Shihabuddin Suhrawardi's Kitab Hikmat al-Ishraq (Book of Oriental Illumination),” 222. 
1247 See chapter four for a discussion of this process. 
1248 Mirsepassi, Intellectual Discourse and the Politics of Modernization, 13. 
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world, such as the membership in the Academy of Social Sciences.”1249 According to 

Noroozi, 

While living in the Soviet Union from 1948 to 1957 and in East Germany 
during 1957-1979, Tabari gradually distanced himself from the dogmatic 
interpretation of orthodox Marxism. His vast intellectual capacity and his 
penchant for free thinking as opposed to "Marxist Neo-Scholasticism" 
enabled him to write on a humanistic Neo-Marxism with particular 
reference to the transcending thinking of Persian sages like Rumi, 
Khayyam, Hafiz and Suhrawardi. This trend of thought can be witnessed 
in his second volume of Philosophical and Social Writings where he uses 
a unique philosophical terminology peculiar to Marxist thinkers and 
particular to theosophers, while he remains a non-believer of spiritual, 
subsistence and eternity.1250 

Like Tabari, Shariati also employed erfani-mystical tropes in his version of Islam. 

Ali Shariati (1933-1977) was a twentieth-century Iranian intellectual who promoted the 

return to self, in his conception of an authentic Iranian identity. He became a popular 

intellectual in Iran during the 1960s-1970s and was an ideological influence for many 

urban middle-class Iranians who gravitated towards his ideas of the Irano-Islamic 

modern. Shariati wanted to reconcile Shi’ism with modernization by regaining Shi’ism’s 

cultural and religious traditions as a precursor to modernization on its own terms, thus 

opposing the Pahlavi vision for modernization.1251 

There is an apparent contradiction in Shariati’s ideology that needs to be 

addressed here. Shariati is opposed to Western cultural, economic, and political 

hegemony; but he is not opposed to Western science or theory. In fact, Shariati was 

trained in and employed Western social-scientific methodologies in his writings, even to 

attack traditional Islamic sciences. This is due to the fact that Ali Shariati’s Islam was 

“Shi’ism combined with an eclectic synthesis of non-Muslim and non-Iranian ideas, 

                                                
1249 Touraj Noorozi, “The Ideological Encounter between Shia Islam and Marxism,” 39-54. 
1250 Noorozi, 48. In particular Noorozi notes: “In his terminology, one can find expressions such as 
"Oneness of the essence of existence" and "Oneness of Man's carnal essence" which are 
incompatible with Georgi Plekhanov's notion of "Monism" where "the spiritual activity of man is 
subjected to the laws of material necessity" which are at the same time laws of action of the spirit. 
Meanwhile, when he writes on "the Secrets of Spirit" and "Man and Death", he actually 
propounds idiosyncratic ideas of man's eternity and the perpetuity of virtues. In this framework, 
one, of course, is reminded of Antonio Gramsci's cultural Marxist approach where the 
superstructure or the complex of ideological and cultural relations, spiritual and intellectual life, 
represents the active and positive factor in historical development within a dialectical relationship 
with the economic structure,” 49. 
1251 Ali Mirsepassi, Intellectual Discourse and the Politics of Modernization, 13. 
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including socialism, Marxism, existentialism, the writings of certain third world theorists, 

and esoteric themes and metaphors from the Perso-Islamic mystic tradition of Sufis.”1252 

He stated that a nation must regain its cultural and religious heritage before it can 

fight imperialism and incorporate Western technology.1253 The use of Western and Irano- 

Islamic knowledge in developing an alternative to Pahlavi models of an Iranian identity 

by Shariati displays a hybrid quality.1254 According to Mirsepassi, Shariati was influenced 

by the “anti-Enlightenment philosophical tradition of Heidegger, Corbin, and so forth,”1255 

putting him closer to Davari, methodologically, through use of anti-Enlightenment 

philosophy infused with erfan than to Ehsan Tabari. His political philosophy, however, 

differs somewhat from Davari’s philosophical support of Velayat-e faqih. Shariati, 

borrowing from Marxism, postulates collective agency in arguing that the role of 

government is to cultivate society and individuals towards perfection. Thus, while limiting 

individual freedom, the concept of ‘government’ here implies a popular (socialist or 

Leftist) form of government.1256 

Bani-Sadr’s tenure as President ended after sixteen months (4 February 1980 to 

20 June 1981). Khomeini declared Bani-Sadr’s government void and he was forced to 

flee Iran in high fashion.  His mishandling of the Iran-Iraq war and his collusion with the 

MKO were cited as reasons for his disqualification as president. 

The MKO were the last major political opposition to the Khomeinists. Their 

abstention from the Islamic Referendum and subsequent fallout with Khomeini led to 

bloodshed and street battles which strengthened the military wing of Khomeini’s ardent 

supporters (who would later become the Islamic Republican Party). The famed 

Revolutionary Guards owe their existence to this period and in conjunction with the 

Komiteh (revolutionary committees) provided the coercive instruments utilized by 
                                                
1252 Ali Gheissari, Iranian Intellectuals in the 20th Century, 97. 
1253 Ali Mirsepassi, Intellectual Discourse and the Politics of Modernization, 121. 
1254 “He freely used a wide variety of arguments, concepts, and terminologies from both the 
Islamic tradition and Western philosophies and social theories (notably Marxism and 
existentialism).” Ali Gheissari, Iranian Intellectuals in the 20th Century, 98. 
1255 Ali Mirsepassi, Political Islam, Iran and the Enlightenment, 40. Please note that the “anti- 
Enlightenment” characterization of Shariati is problematic and is contextualized here within the 
specific time and debates pertaining to a rise in the use of philosophy in support of political Islam. 
1256 Please note that Ali Mirsepassi views German nihilistic thought (Heidegger and Junger) as 
having the dominant effect on Shariati’s envisioned role of government. 
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Khomeini in his hegemonic bid to remove all ideological competitors from the political 

scene.  

Another factor in the success of the Revolution’s Islamization was the presence 

of an Islamic identity, overlapped in the ideologies of the multi-class coalition, exerting 

influence on the epistemological and political contour of a shared revolutionary ideology.  

Combined, these two factors extended by their organized efforts (through existing 

mosque and religious networks) to, “mobilize, and manipulate mass popular support, 

including the unemployed as well as workers and lower-middle-class people in Tehran 

and other cities.”1257 In this manner, Khomeini eliminated all rivals in the creation of an 

Islamic republic. 

The Iran-Iraq war played a role in the consolidation of power by the Islamists and 

by extension the Islamization of the Revolution. On September 22nd 1980 the Iraqi forces 

invaded Iranian territory officially starting the Iran-Iraq war.1258 The confusion of the 

Revolution, the purging of military officers and the internal power struggles of the 

dismembered coalition quickly gave way to united defense of the nation. This direction is 

better understood within the context of the second goal of the Revolution, the elimination 

of foreign influence in Iran. The threat of foreign occupation caused a temporary truce 

among various ideological classes of Iranian society in a nationalistic response to an 

invasion. Hundreds of thousands of volunteers answered the call of defensive Jihad by 

Khomeini against the secular, imperialist puppet of the West (Saddam Hussein).  As the 

war brought together the splintered nation, the Khomeinists once again took the 

prominent position and used it as justification in eliminating rival ideologies.   

Khomeini and his party quickly Islamized the war with the use of rhetoric and 

imagery, which placed the struggle in religious rather than nationalistic or strategic 

contexts. The use of the imagery of martyrdom and jihad, as well as the Karbala 

paradigm facilitated this endeavor.1259 Anyone who opposed the rationalization of 

defense based on Islamic tenants was portrayed as a traitor to Iran.  Thus, nationalism 

was equated with Islamism, albeit Khomeini’s version of Islamism.  This force was then 

                                                
1257 Skocpol, “Social Revolutions,” 165. 
1258 There were many small border skirmishes and raids by both sides before this date. 
1259 Saskia Gieling, Religion and War in Revolutionary Iran, (New York, NY: I.B. Tauris, 1999), 
115. 
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unleashed on the political opposition and Khomeini’s opponents quickly disappeared, on 

their own or with force, from the political scene. That the war played a major role in the 

success of the Islamization of the Iranian revolution cannot be overstated.   

While the coalition dispersed and the war cemented the political leadership of 

Islamic factions, the role of Islamic identity continued to be a collective force among 

Iranians.  Having an Islamic tradition, which spanned over fourteen hundred years, 

Iranians took sanctuary in the leadership of Khomeini as a symbol of justice against 

imperialism and foreign occupation.  Khomeini, for his part, did not reveal his intentions 

at the outset. He spoke of an Islamic Republic modeled after the French Republic while 

abroad.1260  Once in power, he initially moved to Qom not to the capital (Tehran) and had 

the affairs of the state run by the secular provisional government of Mehdi Bazargan.  

However, as he gained political power he started to change his rhetoric and then the 

constitution to fit his grand plans.1261 He met opposition from within clerical circles1262 

and it took a long time before he could finally cement the ideals of Velayat-e Faqih into 

the constitution (the final version of it was ratified in 1988 about a year before his 

death).1263   

Thus, Iranians were introduced to his brand of Islamic government in stages 

congruent with Khomeini’s consolidation of power in the 1980s, making the 

transformation more illusive and more palatable. More importantly he kept a facade of 

representative government by speaking of equality and social justice, while continuing 

with the use of modern representative institutions such as the Majles (parliament).1264  

Denial of Islam in the public sphere played a key role in this progressive Islamization of 

the Revolution by drawing upon the emotive Iranian concept of Shi’ism as enshrining 

and validating “the sense of uniqueness that characterizes the Iranian national identity... 

(Shi’ism) testifies that the Persians accepted Islam from Arab invaders only on their own 

                                                
1260 Nikki Keddie, Roots of Revolution: An Interpretative History of Modern Iran, (Binghamton, NY: 
Vail-Ballou Press, 1981), 251-253. 
1261 Akbar Ganji, interview transcript: section 1, page 2. 
1262 Goldstone, 64. 
1263 Akbar Ganji, interview transcript: section 2 pg 3-4. 
1264 Arjomand, 409. 
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terms.”1265 By the time the majority of the people realized that they had replaced one 

form of authoritarian government for another, there was little any one could do about it.    

Part of Khomeini’s strategy lay in the continuation of the bazaari-ulema alliance 

as the core of his social base. The bazaari’s were Iran’s internal bourgeoisie whom were 

suppressed by the Shah in favour of his own client merchant class. The bazaari had 

maintained their financial and familial linkage to the ulema throughout the Pahlavi 

dynasty. Khomeini enjoyed the economic support of this almost monolithic group.  By 

having their support Khomeini now had economic, political, charismatic, and Islamic 

power, all the ingredients needed to extend his version of governance on the population.   

In addition, Khomeini did not dispose of the modern institutions such as parliament or 

the judiciary.1266  Learning from the mistakes of the Shah in denying any form of political 

participation, Khomeini disguised de facto authoritarian rule by allowing the nominal 

participation of Iranians in political matters. In a complete reversal, modern institutions 

were used to support traditional Islamic governance.  To be fair, Velayat-e Faqih can be 

seen as a modern innovation since it was never instituted as a form of government, yet 

its originality cannot be confused with modernity. In this manner, Khomeini and the 

militant Islamists succeeded in defeating their rivals and forcing an authoritarian 

theocracy on the people of Iran.  The Iranian Revolution had become the Iranian Islamic 

Revolution. 

The Revolution and the University: 1979-1983  

The University of Tehran was created during the reign of the first Pahlavi 

monarch, Reza Shah, in 1934. It promised to be the nation’s premiere site for the 

acquisition and exchange of Western knowledge.  As a Pahlavi project, conceived and 

directed by the royal court (darbar), University of Tehran was closely associated with the 

Iranian state. In addition to its function as the center of higher education, the University 

was used as a site to create, promote, and disseminate ideologies congruent with the 

Pahlavi’s preferred national identity and modernity. The faculty of social sciences 

including the Department of Philosophy played a key role in this endeavor.    
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Concurrently, however, University of Tehran became a recurring site of criticism 

of, and protest against, the monarchy, with the voices of social justice and liberatory 

politics dominating student movements, up to the 1979 Iranian Revolution, a testament 

to the Pahlavi state’s failure in providing social justice while modernizing the country. 

There were almost immediate student strikes in 1934 and again in 1936 about the cost 

of tuition, extra costs of royal “visits” to the university and other “political issues of the 

day.”1267  The state’s influence on the University hindered, not eliminated, student and 

faculty desire for a free and independent university as demonstrated through Siassi’s 

efforts to keep the institution politically neutral. However, the University was often at the 

forefront of political turmoil in Iranian society. The University of Tehran and its student 

body were engaged in the events surrounding Mosaddegh’s Premiership and oil 

nationalization in the early 1950s, as well as, serving a site for recruitment of students by 

militant organizations in the 1960s and 1970s. In particular, Leftist and Islamist critical 

and liberation theories of the 1970s made an impact on the thought and actions of 

students leading up to the Iranian Revolution of 1979. The expansion of student 

organizational activities of the period confirms this view. 

A function of university student organizations before the Revolution was to teach 

students about civic and democratic procedures, such as weekly meetings, orderly 

discussions, and electing leaders and spokesman.  Most importantly, students were 

acquiring, through these organizations, the practice of democracy, how to disagree, 

debate and develop policy without authoritarian pressures, a missing factor in Iranian 

politics. Student organizations, in Iran and abroad, such as the Confederation of Iranian 

Students National Union (CISNU) helped fulfill this function among Iran’s growing middle 

class. For example, CISNU members were not a monolithic block of liberals, Leftist or 

Islamists; they were nationalist pluralists engaged in a social movement demanding a 

growing voice in Iran’s development and governance.1268 Change from autocracy to 

democracy involved, above all, a paradigm shift in the mentality of the ruling populace, 

from subject to citizen; this transformation required both ideological knowledge and a 

technical skills. The university and student organizations such as the CISNU during the 

Pahlavi era provided both. 
                                                
1267 Mohammad Reza ‘Alam, “Barresi Ta’sir Farhang-e Mobarezati-ye Imam Khomeini bar 
Jonbesh-e Daneshjui-ye Iran (1342-1357),” Pajuheshnameh Matin 43 (2009): 89. 
1268 For more information on the CISNU see: Afshin Matin-Asgari, Iranian Student Opposition to 
the Shah (Costa Mesa CA: Mazda Publishers, 2001). 
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 In short, there was a fundamentally divergent conception of the university’s 

function between the creators and consumers of the institution. The Pahlavis envisioned 

the university as an extension of their modernization program, producing technically 

superb but politically inert experts for Iranian society. The students, on the other hand, 

envisioned the university as a forum for the acquisition of higher knowledge in becoming 

active participants in Iran’s social, economic, and political development.  

Additionally, there was a qualitative difference between University of Tehran and 

Euro-American universities—namely, a visible absence of true academic “freedom” and 

“independence” from the state, hidden under the veneer of cooperation and national 

interest.1269 As Iranian society witnessed greater political repression in the 1970s, conflict 

and tension manifested across universities in Iran. The dichotomy lay in the definition of 

university as a neutral and critical site of state policy in the Western sense, that 

conflicted with the authoritarian-style enlightened monarchy that the Pahlavis tried to 

project.      

Following the repressive atmosphere and sense of malaise at the University 

leading up to the Revolution, university students welcomed and widely participated in 

revolutionary protests and activities of 1978. According to Simin Redjali, “The bulk of the 

student unrests and strikes started at that university…including the incident of November 

4, when the students wanted to pull down the Shah’s statue. It was a serious clash 

between the army and students.”1270  

The BBC kept announcing that Khomeini had called for a general 
demonstration. As a result, on November 4 and 5 [1978], we had 
demonstrations, riots, and violence everywhere: in universities, banks, 
and movie theaters. The British embassy was briefly overrun, the schools 
and colleges were closed, and students joined the rest of the 
demonstrators on the street on that day.1271  

Less than a week later, all university presidents were summoned to an emergency 

meeting with Minister of Education and the Prime Minister. The main objective of the 

session was to calm nerves among administrators, and have Prime Minister Azhari give 

                                                
1269 For example, the expansion of Title IV and Fulbright programs in the US attracted a large 
number of Iranian university students who experienced life and academics at US universities in 
the 1960s and 1970s.  
1270 Simin Redjali, A Symphony of Life, 332. 
1271 Simin Redjali, A Symphony of Life, 330. 
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personal assurances that the situation was temporary and peacefully resolvable. Redjali 

was invited to this emergency session and recalled, 

At this meeting, there were many university and college presidents and 
vice presidents. I sat in the front row next to Dr. Abdollah Sheibani, the 
president of the University of Tehran, the oldest and the largest university 
of Iran…He [Prime Minister Azhari] began by speaking about a variety of 
issues; his temporary position, a media war, the interest of the oil 
companies of the West and East, the issue of the Cold War, and their 
collective competition to influence the several opposition groups, their 
success through strong public relations, and a psychological warfare 
through the media against Iran. He then said that if it were not too late, he 
hoped that with the army’s help, he would be able to open the road for an 
elected government.1272  

The situation did not improve as Azhari predicted, and he had to move quickly in 

opening the road for an elected or unity government.  At Shemiran College where 

Redjali was both professor and administrator, she “had to respond constantly to the 

questions posed by the students and the faculty…The most frequently asked question 

from both groups was whether or not we were going to have classes.”1273  

By December of 1978, demonstrations and protests had become more violent 

and intense, flaring up in different parts of Tehran (and other cities) on a daily basis. 

Worst still, December was the holy month of Muharram with its passionate 

commemoration of Imam Hossein’s death. In this atmosphere of charged political and 

religious fervor, a lesser known opportunity in changing the course of the Revolution – 

involving another academic – presented itself. The Shah offered a long-time member of 

the National Front and professor of Sociology at University of Tehran, Gholam-Hossein 

Sadighi, the Prime Ministerial position. Both Nasr and Redjali commented on Sadighi’s 

candidacy. According to Redjali, 

The Shah noticed that his choice of a military government was not a good 
one and wanted to replace it with an opposition leader that the people 
would accept and who would be able to establish a unity government. 
There were several candidates for the position of prime minister, among 
them Dr. Gholam-Hossein Sadighi from the National Front, a former 
minister of the Interior under Dr. Mossadegh, who incidentally was my 
former professor of sociology at the University of Tehran… I mused that 
since he was a very serious, detail-oriented person and popular among 
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1273 Simin Redjali, A Symphony of Life, 333. 
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the people he might be able to help Iran if his requests were met. 
Apparently, after pondering the matter for a week, he accepted the 
assignment with only one condition — that the Shah should not leave the 
country — and because this condition was against the recommendations 
of both the ambassadors of the United States and Britain, it fell 
through.1274 

Sadighi had dual PhD’s in Philosophy and Sociology from University of Paris, and along 

with Siassi, was considered a founding father of modern sociology in Iran.1275 Nasr, who 

had personally worked with Sadighi at the University, offers greater detail about 

Sadighi’s candidacy. According to Nasr, Sadighi set three conditions for accepting the 

position: to have forty days to decide, to be in complete control of the military, and to 

have the Shah remain in Iran.1276 Additionally, Nasr contends that other faculty at the 

University, including some academic philosophers, encouraged Sadighi to accept the 

position:  “[He] had two good friends, Siassi and Mahdavi, that where onboard and this 

event could have changed Iran’s history forever.”1277  

In the end, Sadighi was bypassed for Shahpour Bakhtiyar, another leader of the 

National Front, who formed a unity government on 4 January 1979. By then however, 

the forces of the Revolution overwhelmed civic attempts at reform and reconciliation. 

Any association or cooperation with the Pahlavi regime accompanied instant loss of 

credibility among the Revolutionaries. Soon, chants against Bakhtiyar followed those 

against the Shah and United States. With the return of Khomeini on 1 February 1979, 

the matter became futile. Bakhtiyar resigned (or was deposed) as the 45th and final 

Prime Minister of the Pahlavi dynasty on 11 February 1979.1278  

On 11 February 1979, protesting students liberated the first tank of the Imperial 

Army and moved it to University of Tehran’s campus.1279  Soon after, the militant-Muslim 

People’s Mujaheddin set up their headquarters in the Faculty of Sciences while the 

Marxist-militant Fadai Guerrillas set up their headquarters in the Faculty of Engineering. 
                                                
1274 Simin Redjali, A Symphony of Life, 335. 
1275 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 267. 
1276 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 205. 
1277 Nasr, Hekmat va Siyasat, 205. 
1278 Mehdi Bazargan had already formed the provisional government as of 4 February 1979.   
1279 Sohrab Behdad,” Islamization of Economics in Iranian Universities,” International Journal of 
Middle East Studies, 27.2 (1995): 193. Please note that all facts from this paragraph are from 
page 193 of Behdad’s article. 
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Shortly after, Islamist students also created their own organization, Imam’s Committee, 

and set up headquarters in the University mosque.1280  More significantly, the 

University’s soccer field became the territory of Hezbollah militants who permanently 

changed the site into that of Tehran’s Friday prayers.1281 Ironically, the adjoining 

university mosque that Nasr had commissioned in the 1960s became the part of the 

pulpit structure.  

The student body welcomed the 1979 Revolution demanding an independent 

institution of higher knowledge, free of state influence. In the energized atmosphere of 

the Revolution, the promise of social justice through Islam seemed a reality. Ayatollah 

Khomeini’s charisma and the promise of an equitable society ruled by ‘adl (justice) and 

qest (roughly: equal shares) under Islamic guidance had led many students to anticipate 

such a condition. By 1979, student councils, representative of the ideological plurality 

that existed on universities campuses, were created and voting took place for the 

selection of governing bodies that included students and faculty. For the first time since 

its inception, University of Tehran seemed on the verge of breaking free from the arms of 

the state and following a free and independent path, with a civic-minded purpose. 

Instead, the university soon became an ideological and at times physical battleground 

between various political factions of post-revolutionary Iran, in particular between 

students, in their plurality but united, versus the regime’s forces and student supporters.   

University of Tehran’s student body was a microcosm of the coalition that 

overthrew the Pahlavi regime at the very site primarily created to train the Pahlavi 

regime’s core civic personnel and to propagate state ideology. Thus, like the coalition 

that disintegrated after the success of the Revolution and was subjected to the strict 

Islamic interpretation of state as promoted by Khomeini and the Islamic Republic Party, 

the campus of University of Tehran literally became an arena for conflicting views of the 

pro-National Front students, student supporters of the Mujaheddin and Fadaiyan, as well 

as Islamist students forming the Islamic Association (Anjoman-e Eslami).  By the spring 

of 1979, the campus was embroiled in political activity. There were cases of student 

supporters of militant opposition storing weapons in their university campus offices. The 

                                                
1280 Sohrab Behdad,” Islamization of Economics in Iranian Universities,” 193. 
1281 Sohrab Behdad,” Islamization of Economics in Iranian Universities,” 194. In the ideologically 
charged atmosphere following the Revolution, anything even remotely Western, even sports, 
could be accused of leading to Iranian cultural decay and associated with Westoxication.  
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unrest and political activity at University of Tehran’s campus, as well as other university 

campuses across Iran, caused great concern for the provisional government and 

escalated into riots and physical confrontations.  

More significant, while the Khomeinists were gaining political hegemony in state 

institutions and through the replacement of key civil personnel, they were losing the 

ideological battle within the universities where socialist, radical Muslim, and liberal views 

were popular and vocal.1282 For example, Mohammad Maleki, then University of Tehran 

President, commented that Leftist organizations had gained control of university 

councils, and this enabled the Left to design the ideological orientation (socialism, 

Marxism) at the universities.1283 That is why by 1980 Khomeini and his followers 

regarded the current situation at universities as a major impediment to their 

consolidation of power.  The impact of this process is most visible in the history of 

various student movements leading up to the Cultural Revolution. 

Prior to the success of the Revolution, many university students and faculty had 

organized for collective action in groups such as the Sazman-e Meli-ye Daneshgahiyan-

e Iran (National Organization for University Professors). This organization issued a 

statement calling for the democratic management of and greater student participation in 

the university’s affairs.1284 This organization and its demands were not unique to 

University of Tehran. Sharif University (formerly Aryamehr) also experimented with joint 

student-faculty councils (showra) demanding greater participation in the affairs of the 

university. The 1981 fall issue of pro-regime magazine, Daneshgah-e Enqelab, alludes 

to these organizations, referring to the (democratically) elected committees that formed 

following the revolution.1285 This led to the creation of the Showra-ye Hamahangi-ye 

Daneshgah (Council for the Coordination of University), consisting of students, faculty, 

and university staff. The student composition of the Council, according to the article, was 

                                                
1282 Sohrab Behdad,” Islamization of Economics in Iranian Universities,” 194. 
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fifteen members with a ratio of two pro-Mujaheddin-e Khalq (Daneshjooyeh Mosalman) 

student representatives for every Leftist (Chapi) student representative.1286  

These organizations and associations were indicative of university students’ 

desire for independent centers of higher education with a voice in Iran’s future socio-

political development. With a history of movements and opposition to preceding 

governments, and with active participation in the Revolution, students demanded and 

moved to create a university governing body reflective of this desire. As is expected, 

their vision and politics were unacceptable to the homogenizing and hegemonic forces of 

Khomeinist Islamists.  

The conflict between the Khomeinists and the universities was, in the main, 

political. The universities were proven sites of social movements through student 

organizations, which had voiced opposition to the Pahlavis. In particular, the University 

had become, since the Revolution, a forum or public space for political debate and open 

criticism of the new regime.1287  

The period between the Iranian Revolution and the Cultural Revolution, 

approximately fifteen months, is significant for it demonstrates how this political problem 

was resolved through an essentialization of the epistemological. Epistemologically, the 

university introduced a new source of knowledge in Iran outside the established bounds 

of Shia Islam. As a modern institution of the higher learning, the university challenged 

the clerical higher education system in Iran—embodied by Shi‘a seminaries or Howzeh-

ye Ilmiyeh. Khomeinists political hegemony lay in the subordination of university 

knowledge production to Shia epistemology, because the argumentation for the 

legitimacy of the doctrine of Velayat-e Faqih itself rested on jurisprudential reasoning 

derived (through ijtehad) from Islamic philosophy.  

This argument was articulated in three stages and in preparation for the Cultural 

Revolution. First, the university was increasingly viewed as chaotic and unorganized, a 

bastion of foreign ideology with contradictory views on the goals and directions of “the 

people” who used to respect the university and now viewed it as a “bastion of anti-
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1287 Reza Razavi, “The Cultural Revolution in Iran,” 2-3. 
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revolutionaries.”1288 Second, the activities of student organizations were deemed 

irrelevant to university matters, purely political and associated with external political 

organizations. This allowed the regime justification to curtail activities of university 

student organizations and councils under the guise of return to public order. “On 

February 27, 1980, the Ministry of Interior issued an order banning ‘activities of all 

political groups in universities’ and demanding that ‘cultural activities by students’ must 

conform to the government and university regulations.”1289 Finally, some curricula, 

administrative practices, and faculty were deemed to be un-Islamic, contrary to the 

ideals of the Revolution and the political doctrine of Velayat-e Faqih that had been the 

guiding principle of governance in post-revolutionary Iran. As such, the Vali-ye Faqih 

(The Supreme Jurist) who held the highest office and was de facto ruler of Iran acquired 

and disseminated knowledge, and public policy, within a Shi‘a epistemological 

framework that did not allow for what it deemed alien theories of knowledge. Thus, 

concepts such as “free” and “independent” were applied within an Ithna ‘Ashari (Twelver 

Shi‘ism) knowledge base. According to this reasoning, then, a university is free in an 

Islamic sense, a term that is conveniently ambiguous and expedient to political 

advantage.  All sciences, natural and social, all curriculum and cultural orientations must 

reflect this Islamization, which the Khomeinists claimed to be the bedrock of the 

Revolution. This is not to suggest that there are qualitative differences between Islamic 

and Western sciences, rather a desire to add a level of political control through 

Islamization, again vaguely defined, to university curricula.   

After the passing of the referendum for an Islamic Republic (1 April 1979) and the 

ratification of the Constitution that upheld the principle of Velayat-e Faqih (3 December 

1979), Imam Khomeini and his supporters initiated the Cultural Revolution (Engelab-e 

Farhangi) in advancing their hegemonic position over the Iranian university.  According 

to Mehdi Salari, Dean of Research at Tehran Polytechnic University, “the Imam of the 

people, in his Noruz message of 1980 initiated the Cultural Revolution” and his student 

following “descended upon these centers [universities] of decay [fesad], conspiracy 
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[towte’eh] and the watershed of satanic thoughts [sarcheshmeh-ye andisheh-ye 

sheytani], meaning the dependent university [daneshgah-e vabasteh].”1290 

The Cultural Revolution: Continuity and Change 

The Cultural Revolution changed the direction of higher education in Iran, 

including academic philosophy. A historic analysis of the academic philosophers and 

philosophies that emerged following the Cultural Revolution offers new understandings 

in political contestation in the Islamic Republic. The politicization of philosophy and its 

concurrent rise in popularity outside of academic circles are indicative of this 

transformation. At the same time, the Cultural Revolution as a weaponized ideology 

exhibited certain continuities congruent with its political objective. It is within the 

Department of Philosophy, again, that we see the application of certain specificities 

regarding the purging of students and faculty. While all Faculty and students deemed, as 

Westoxified appeared to be the target of the Cultural Revolution, I argue that the Cultural 

Revolution was designed to specifically purge, in the main, the American-trained faculty 

and their institutional and cultural influence. This was the Massachusetts clique referred 

to by Nasr. The institutions that were closed down were, in the main, post-1960s 

colleges dealing with cultural education in the form of arts and social sciences, which 

influence cultural orientation. Similarly, the faculties that were purged were, in the main, 

American university graduates.  

At the same time, the Cultural Revolution exhibits certain continuities in the 

Islamization and politicization of education, a process that began in the 1960s. The 

structural politicization of education arguably began with the first Educational Revolution 

of 1967 as discussed in chapter four. More importantly, the required pledge to Rastakhiz 

political party from all faculty and administrators set a precedent for the politicization of 

the university in the Cultural Revolution. Similarly, the second Pahlavi monarch initiated 

the Islamization of education in an attempt to maintain the cultural loyalty of his subjects 

(against the cultural orientations offered by Western Marxism and Democracy) and set a 

precedent for its expansion and reformulation in serving the state ideology of the Islamic 

Republic.  
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As well, the Cultural Revolution led to the creation of new institutions of higher 

education. By way of example, Tarbiyat Modarres University (established in 1982, TMU) 

became an important post-revolutionary institution for training of educators and college 

professors. TMU is currently the only exclusively graduate university in Iran founded to 

train university professors with a selective and competitive entrance process. 

Historically, it serves the function of the original Teacher’s Training College (Dar al-

Mo’alemin, 1918), albeit for a new regime and with heavier reliance on Islamic doctrine. 

Therefore a detailed discussion of the events and ideas surrounding the Cultural 

Revolution is warranted.  

Khomeini initiated the Cultural Revolution in his Noruz (Persian New Year) 

message on March 21, 1980. He stressed the necessity for the creation of an “Islamic 

Revolution in all of Iran’s universities” for the purpose of “cleansing Eastern and Western 

lecturers” and “the conversion of the university into a healthy environment for the 

teaching of Islamic sciences.”1291 He continued, “My dear students, you must strive in 

saving yourself from Westoxication and find what has been lost (within you).  The ‘East’ 

(mashreq) has lost its indigenous culture and you who want to be free and independent 

must resist [Westoxication].”1292 Khomeini explicitly called for the Islamization of 

education: “Colonial education must be uprooted; the Islamic university must be 

instituted.”1293 

The play on words, using floating signifiers, helped Khomeini in this endeavor: 

the meaning of free (azad) and independent (mosta’qel) from the Imam’s perspective 

meant being independent from Westoxication or Western cultural and political 

influences.  This meaning is qualitatively different from the meaning of “independent” as 

free from outside interference (as in independence of university and academic freedom). 

Thus, an Islamic concept of independent was superimposed on the University, 

interrupting and reversing the students’ calls for a free and independent institution on par 

with Euro-American universities.   

Khomeini, as the leader of the Revolution, initiated the criticism of Iranian 

universities: “This kind of university will make us dependent on the foreigners....  We 
                                                
1291 Khomeini quoted in Farasatkhah, The Adventure of University in Iran, 527. 
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want university lecturers to favor neither the West nor the East, neither Ataturk, nor 

Taqizadeh.”1294 The views of key figures in the regime supported this Islamic conception 

of university. 

Ali-Akbar Hashemi-Rafsanjani, then Chairman of Majles, stated that he was not 

opposed to student engagement in political activity; however, centers for education 

should have not been converted into political headquarters: “Now that we have initiated 

the Cultural Revolution, the curriculum itself needs to be changed, students need to be 

chosen based on new conditions, and lecturers must show sufficient qualities for 

teaching.”1295  

Ali Khamenei, Iran’s current Supreme Leader, stated, “the interests of the United 

States are represented by loyal elements in Kurdistan, at the universities, and some 

elements in the Bazaar,” adding, “the enemies of this revolution have taken refuge in the 

universities and [are] against the people of Iran and are using sticks, rocks, and bullets 

to silence the people.”1296 

Ironically, key figures in Iran’s current opposition also supported the radical 

reorientation of Iranian universities in the Cultural Revolution, effectively accepting 

Gharbzadegi’s tenets and favoring the Islamization of education, academic philosophers 

being chief among them. Abdolkarim Soroush describes his efforts in the Cultural 

Revolution: 

Branches of knowledge, which are considered false in nature, not real 
knowledge, these we eliminated from the university. Those things 
[subjects] that are not influential to the future needs of this Revolution, 
and were in fact created through the ill will of certain degree-holders in 
Iran, who are both satisfied with themselves and are expectant of the 
people of this nation, we put those subjects aside, and based on our 
understanding of Islam, we strived to promote its beneficial knowledge in 
the universities.1297  

Similarly, Mir Hossein Musavi, the 2009 presidential candidate placed under 

house arrest following the Green Movement, held similar views on universities: “As a 
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citizen of the Islamic Republic, I believe that universities are not a place for motakhasses 

[specialist] but are a place for a maktabi [religious student] person who at the same time 

is learning a profession.”1298 

In the spring of 1980, the universities were ordered closed, and the Committee 

for the Cultural Revolution (later renamed High Council for Cultural Revolution [HCCR]) 

was formed on 12 June 1980 on Imam’s orders. The HCCR was tasked to focus its 

activities on a number of issues in dealing with the affairs of the universities: “Training 

professors and selection of noble individuals for lecturing in universities; selection of 

students; Islamization of the environment of universities and changing the educational 

programs of universities aimed at rendering services to the nation.”1299  

It is important to note that since the HCCR is not defined in the Constitution of 

the Islamic Republic of Iran, its advocates argue that it was created by the Office of the 

Supreme Leader (vali-ye faqih) and is an extension of his absolute power.1300 The scope 

and structure of the HCCR, plus the power of its members who effectively represent the 

head of the most influential government institutions in Iran, amount to a shadow 

government that is the de-facto ruling body of Iran.1301  

The role of academic philosophy in the Cultural Revolution is best exemplified 

through the actions and publications of a long-standing faculty member of the 

Department of Philosophy, Reza Davari Ardakani, who has been a permanent member 

of the High Council of the Cultural Revolution (HCCR) since 1984. Davari has a voice 
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and vote on this council that effectively ensures cultural affirmation to the regime’s Irano-

Islamic identity. Davari’s perspectives on the Cultural Revolution will help substantiate 

this point. 

Davari welcomed the Cultural Revolution, evidence of which appears in his 1979 

article, “Molahezati dar Bab-e Enqelab-e Iran.” He states that at this time, Iranians 

support the Revolution with a fervent ideology and enthusiasm; of course, this condition 

will naturally weaken over time and needs to be replaced with something else that will 

guarantee the continuation of the Revolution.1302 Davari posits that this revolutionary 

fervor has encouraged people towards a new education requiring some rethinking about 

this education.1303 Specifically, Davari mentions changes to the university associated 

with the Cultural Revolution, 

Let us consider the university. In my opinion the university was seldom a 
place of teaching knowledge and now with the expulsion of a few faculty, 
staff and students you cannot reorient the university. Some of those who 
had been expelled are better than or similar to some who have 
remained…. The entire structure of universities must be deconstructed 
and reconstructed, but this reconstruction cannot be done at the hands of 
the government and those in charge of the universities; rather, this 
reconstruction must be made at the hands and to the satisfaction of the 
faculty, staff and students. Right now, few are thinking about guarding 
and teaching proper knowledge and if there has been a talk about the 
organization of universities, it is meant the organization of bureaucracy 
and the division of power in them.1304  

It is interesting that Davari in practice refutes his above statements about the 

independence of the university and need for structural reforms. Davari, recalls 

Khomeini’s directive for the Cultural Revolution: “the goal of the Cultural Revolution, as 

stated many times by the imam [Khomeini], was: ‘the elimination of Western culture and 

strife in the re-acquaintance and reestablishment of Islamic culture in its place.’”1305 He 

goes on to explain Khomeini’s vision for the Cultural Revolution using his familiar 

philosophical terminology: 

                                                
1302 Reza Davari, “Molahezati dar Bab-e Enqelab-e Iran,” 8. 
1303 Reza Davari, “Molahezati dar Bab-e Enqelab-e Iran,” 13. 
1304 Reza Davari, “Molahezati dar Bab-e Enqelab-e Iran,” 16. 
1305 Reza Davari, Falsafa dar Dam-e Ideologi, 309. 



363 

The Cultural Revolution only takes place with a reorientation to the truth 
of Islam and Islamic thought, and if it acts in a corrective manner, that 
manner must be in line with the ethics of religion. The causes, symptoms, 
and habits of the West that we complain about so much must be 
eradicated from our thought, because these traits, themselves, have a 
batin that must be confronted and changed; otherwise when you prune a 
branch of Western thought in its zahir, many other branches grow in its 
place.1306  

From the onset, Davari agreed with the directive for the Cultural Revolution, which he 

saw as congruent with his own philosophy on the West, in particular, Gharbzadegi 

(Westoxication) and its influence on Iranian universities and, by extension, the Pahlavi-

developed modern bureaucracy. He states that the fact that until now there has not been 

any effort to change bureaucratic and educational institutions and that change has been 

limited to filtering (tasfiyeh) is symptomatic of the unique position of intellectuals in the 

Revolution.  

Davari views education, in particular modern Iranian schools, as a place of 

teaching science, religion and culture to students.  These views are most apparent in 

two of his articles, “Amuzesh va Parvaresh Mazhar va Aineh-ye Vaz'-e Keshvar Ast” 

(Education is the Deed and Mirror of the Nation’s Condition) and “Enqelab dar Amuzesh: 

Molahezati dar Bab-e Barnameh-ye Amuzesh-e Doreh-haye Rahnamai va Dabirestan,” 

(Revolution in Education: Observations Regarding Educational Planning for Middle and 

High Schools), both published in the Ahmadinejad era. In the first article he argues that, 

“when modern schools were first created in Iran, no thought was given to the cultural 

underpinning of this educational modernity. This is significant because knowledge and 

education grow and prosper under a specific cultural regime.”1307 According to Davari, 

there is a relationship between what is taught at schools and universities and the beliefs 

and customs of society.1308 This is Davari’s clearest reference to the university as a site 

for the acculturation of a specific identity. Since “culture is a path and every path leads to 

a destination,” Davari continues, “education needs to be in tuned with our culture so that 
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it can help lead us to a destination.”1309 Thus, “the education system of a nation is 

indicative of its current condition [socio-political].”1310 

According to Davari, there is disconnect between Iranian cultural and educational 

development and this has negatively influenced the natural growth of knowledge in 

Iranian society: “Students need to have an appetite for learning. Unfortunately, our 

schools have failed to produce this appetite for knowledge, especially, in the fields of 

ethics and religious studies.”1311  

The function of education, according to Davari, is preparation and practice for 

entering into society. The problem with Iran’s education system is that, “we essentially 

imitated the European and American education system here in Iran.”1312 In particular, 

secondary education served as a bridge to the university and the training of clerical 

administrators while less than ten percent of secondary school graduates move on to the 

university. Concurrently, “the demands of the modern world such as information 

technology require specialized training which lie outside of secondary school curriculum 

and are often acquired at the post-secondary level here in Iran.”1313  

His proposed changes to Iran’s primary and secondary education system 

included the use of modern technology and a shift towards theoretical learning. 

According to Davari, the two priorities for the education system in Iran are better 

universal secondary education and better training for administrative support (nezam-e 

edari).1314 He argues that it would be better to teach fifty pages of theory to students than 

have them memorize hundreds of pages of data, which while time consuming, is not 

useful to those who do not move on to post secondary education.1315 Davari calls for 

internal mechanisms of change in Iran’s education given that, “education is a type of 

social engineering which is culturally driven (bottom up not state driven or top down).”1316 
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As these articles attest, in 2008 Davari was ignoring his participation in and the direct 

influence of HCCR on Iran’s educational policy over the previous three decades. 

The Impact of the Cultural Revolution on the University 

Following orders for the closure of universities in the spring of 1980, many 

university students refused to leave and had to be forcibly removed from the campus. 

Thirty-one days after Khomeini’s New Year’s call for the Cultural Revolution, members of 

the Revolutionary Guards and Revolutionary Committees surrounded University of 

Tehran. The situation quickly deteriorated into protests and riots between the pro-

Khomeinists and students bastioned at the University.  According to Keyhan newspaper, 

over five hundred people were injured and five were killed.1317 Following the riots, the 

university was ordered closed in less than a week. This scenario was simultaneously 

repeated in universities and higher education institutes across the country.  A small 

number of clerics criticized the manner in which force was used to instil culture. 

Mohammad Mojtahed Shabestari stated, “The methods used in a cultural revolution 

should not fall outside of the meaning of the word ‘culture’ using slogans and 

protests.”1318 The ordering of the university closures and the appointment of the HCCR to 

implement changes at the university was done without consultation with university 

directors.  The Board of Trustees (Hey’at-e Omana) at the University of Tehran resigned 

in protest.1319  The fate of the Iranian universities now rested exclusively with the HCCR. 

As mentioned, since the creation of University of Tehran, successive Iranian 

governments have desired or achieved a more vocal role for themselves in the affairs of 

the University based on their ideological perspectives. The Islamic Republic inherited 

this mentality and wasted little time in the Islamization of education in Iran.1320 The 

transition to a more Islamized education had to be abrupt in nature because the 

university students actively participated in the Revolution, demanding ideological 

freedom at the universities in their victory. The implementation of the Cultural Revolution 

and the purging of students and faculty reflect this abrupt transition. The Islamic 
                                                
1317 Farasatkhah, The Adventure of University in Iran, 531. 
1318 Farasatkhah, The Adventure of University in Iran, 532. 
1319 Farasatkhah, The Adventure of University in Iran, 520. 
1320 Said Peyvandi, “Vaqe’iyat-haye Nezam-e Amuzeshi Emruz-e Iran,” Iran Nameh no. 68 
(1999): 732. 
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Republic’s elite feared the existence of an independent university and dictated the state 

ideology upon universities through the Islamization of education. But what was Islamic 

education and how could it be taught in the subjects such as biology, mathematics?  

One way to Islamize education at the university was to enforce an academic 

discipline of Islamiyat. The state hoped to absorb the new generation born in the 1970s 

and after into its political and cultural system in this manner.1321 The problem was, there 

were “not many religious studies lecturers… available.”1322  The Cultural Revolution 

allowed the state to depoliticize the university and overtly impose state ideology on 

students, lecturers, and the curriculum.1323 Thus, the Cultural Revolution was concerned 

with the elimination of those who did not share the state ideology (digarandishan) and 

only superficially engaged with the Islamization of education: University of Tehran 

continued as a site for the promotion of state ideology and suppression of ideas of 

democracy and social justice, a function it had fulfilled since its inception in 1934. The 

Cultural Revolution was effective, however, in the closure of many centers of higher 

education deemed un-Islamic, the purging of thousands of students and faculty from 

universities, the reformulation of curriculum in accordance to the state ideological 

positions, and the neutralizing of political activity at universities between 1984 and 

1997.1324 

Iranian universities remained completely closed during the 1981-82 and 1982-83 

academic years and partially closed during the 1983-84 academic year. All universities 

were formally opened for the 1984-85 academic year.1325 When universities opened in 

September 1984, they were significantly different in content and composition. One of the 

changes to the composition of post-secondary education in Iran as a result of the 

Cultural Revolution was the complete closure of 98 post-secondary institutes whose 

curriculum consisted of Western Fine Arts such as the ballet or classical music.  In 

addition, 21 centers for the training of technical instructors and polytechnic institutes 

were shut down and their faculty purged. Quantitatively speaking, before the Cultural 

                                                
1321 Razavi, “The Cultural Revolution in Iran,” 8. 
1322 Razavi, “The Cultural Revolution in Iran,” 6. 
1323 Behdad, “Islamization of Economics in Iranian Universities,” 211. 
1324 Razavi, “The Cultural Revolution in Iran,” 1. 
1325 Farasatkhah, The Adventure of University in Iran, 535. 
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Revolution, Iran had 26 universities and 218 institutes for higher education, while 21 

universities and 93 institutes for higher education remained in operation after the 

Cultural Revolution. This is a reduction of 19% in universities and 57% in higher 

education institutes respectively.  In addition, 100% of private colleges and centers of 

higher education were outlawed and closed down by orders of the HCCR.1326 This 

included the closure of Shemiran College where Redjali was professor and shareholder. 

Redjali left Iran following the Revolution and currently lives in the US. She stated that 

she relinquished all her shares in Shemiran College.1327  

 The University of Tehran’s HCCR approved purges, at the time of the Cultural 

Revolution included the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences, as well as the 

Faculty of Medicine at the University of Tehran.1328 At the time of the closures, 175,000 

students were enrolled in Iranian universities; only 117,000 were accepted when the 

universities reopened.1329 This is a reduction of 33% in total attendance. However, once 

the number of new students reaching university age is factored in and population growth 

taken into account, the actual impact to higher education becomes greater. Even more 

devastating is the fact that based on the last five-year Pahlavi economic plan regarding 

the need for skilled labour, the class of 1984 was projected to be between 300,000 to 

450,000 students which is considerably higher than 117,000 allowed to enrol.1330  

In addition to forced retirement or expulsion of faculty deemed “unIslamic,” the 

HCCR made efforts at reorienting the higher education. An important example of this 

reorientation, however, can be observed in the first regulation created regarding the 

goals and responsibilities of Iran’s Department of Education since the 1979 Revolution. 

Article one of this new regulation, approved by the HCCR in 1986, reads:  

The role of education is the strengthening of beliefs and ethics of the 
students by using the method of teaching the history, foundations, and 
meaning of Islam based on the Twelver Shi‘i tenets, as well as, the 
growth of a political vision based on the realities of Velayat-e Faqih and 
spiritual development, which fosters reliance on God. As well, 

                                                
1326 Farasatkhah, The Adventure of University in Iran, 536. 
1327 Redjali, A Symphony of Life, 382. 
1328 Farasatkhah, The Adventure of University in Iran, 554. 
1329 Farasatkhah, The Adventure of University in Iran, 536. 
1330 Farasatkhah, The Adventure of University in Iran, 536. 
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requirement of loyalty to Iranian Constitution and Velayat-e Faqih are 
prerequisites for employment in the Department of Education.1331  

After Khomeini’s death in 1989, the HCCR worked in conjunction with Khamenei 

and other political conservatives to maintain its dominance in the universities. With the 

Iran-Iraq war coming to an end, the HCCR approved and implemented legislation 

passed by the Majles requiring forty percent of new university students to be children of 

martyrs of the wars, both with Iraq and the conflict with the short-lived Republic of 

Kurdistan, as well as veterans of these two conflicts and members of various religious 

organizations.1332 

  In 1992 the hard-line cleric Ayatollah Jannati stated that representatives of the 

Supreme Leader must be directly involved in the affairs of the university and student 

associations must be under the direction of the clergy. The HCCR voted on changing 

regulations in selection of university councils, which effectively barred students from 

participation in university councils.1333 Four years later, the Fifth Majles (1996-2000) 

reintroduced allotment of the Basiji militias for university entrance and implemented it 

through the HCCR. The rationale was that the children of war-veteran Basijis observed 

more traditional Islamic values. Their presence on university campuses added a more 

visible Islamic element, from attire to ideology, helping Islamize the atmosphere at the 

university.1334 Ironically, through manipulation of curriculum, the purging of non-

conformist digarandishan, and structural challenges and quotas, the university had 

become much more “dependent” (vabasteh) to the state than anytime before the 

Revolution. The goal of the Cultural Revolution, as stated by its practitioners and political 

supporters was the creation of a “free” and “independent” university, a goal that is now 

further than before from realization.  

In a 2002 interview, Mohammad Maleki, the last President of University of 

Tehran before the Cultural Revolution, contends that in the elections of Showra-ye 

Hamahangi-ye Daneshgah (Council for the Coordination of University), “all the 

candidates were from the radical-Muslim Mujaheddin and Marxist Fadaiyan, an 

                                                
1331 HCCR statement quoted in Peyvandi, “Vaqe’iyat-haye Nezam-e Amuzeshi Emruz-e Iran,” 734 
1332 Behdad, “Islamization of Economics in Iranian Universities,” 211. 
1333 Razavi, “The Cultural Revolution in Iran,” 9. 
1334 Razavi, “The Cultural Revolution in Iran,” 10. 
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unacceptable situation for the Islamic Republic Party (IRP) that had [only] come into 

existence four days following the Revolution…. The Khomeinists, led by IRP Secretariat 

Hassan Ayat, decided to shut down the university.”1335 The primary motivation of the 

Cultural Revolution was the expression of a desire towards [political] power, not a 

cultural act but a political assault.1336  

The Instruction of Academic philosophy in Post-
Revolutionary Iran, 1983-2012 

The Sadrian School of Theosophy dominates post revolutionary academic 

philosophy in Iranian institutions.  At the university, it is interpreted and taught using 

Western phenomenology and hermeneutics. At the seminary, it is interpreted and taught 

as Erfan-i inspired falsafa. At specialized government sponsored institutions such as the 

Anjuman-e Hekmat va Falsafa (formerly the Imperial Academy of Philosophy), it is 

interpreted and propagated in validation of politics. And, in supra-legal committees such 

as the HCCR, it is utilized in justification of cultural preferences. I argue that the structure 

and development of these institutions in the Republican era are suggestive of a 

continued modernizing trend legitimized through the use of academic philosophy and 

oriented to benefit an emerging political class (the conservative Islamic Right). This 

section provides the post-revolutionary history of these institutions, and some of the 

academic philosophers at these institutions, with emphasis on above points.  

In the Republican era, Islamic philosophy in the Sadrian tradition continues to 

dominate academic philosophy both at the Howzeh and at the university. In particular, 

phenomenological hermeneutics and ishraqi-erfani methodologies act as compilers in 

transmuting Western and Iranian philosophies in dialectic, an intellectual methodology 

developed in the second Pahlavi era. Republican era political philosophy is informed by 

Farabian thought (itself rooted in neo-Platonic, Eastern Mediterranean tradition which 

would become falsafa) mixed with Usuli fiqhi doctrine in the formulation of Velayat-e 

Faqih.  

                                                
1335 Mohammad Maleki, “Daneshjuyan va Enqelab-e Farhangi,” Baztab-e Andisheh (Fall 2002): 
648. 
1336 Maleki, “Daneshjuyan va Enqelab-e Farhangi,” 651. 
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 Academic Philosophy at Iranian Universities  

This section discusses the instruction of academic philosophy at University of 

Tehran and other universities and specialized institutions. The common thread in the 

selection of philosophers and institutions covered in this section is their contribution to 

the politicization of academic philosophy in promoting religious, cultural and national 

specificities. As such, the philosophies of these academics present an affinity towards 

ishraqi principles, used to affirm, hybridize or negate Western works of academic 

philosophy. At the same time, the political ethics within these philosophies present 

divergent views and ideologies, leading to contestation that supports political 

factionalism within the body politics of the Islamic Republic. Thus, the political ethics of 

many of these academics in public discourse is discussed in the case study of Reza 

Davari.       

The Department of Philosophy at the University of Tehran underwent changes in 

the Cultural Revolution, mainly in the composition of students and faculties. Among the 

old positivists, Yahya Mahdavi and his student Mohammad Khansari remained, mainly 

as politically inert old relics.1337 Among the phenomenologists, Ahmad Fardid and his 

student Reza Davari experienced new fame with their respective television and 

magazine public disputations, earning the distinction as Muslim Heideggerians. As well, 

Davari was the Dean of College of Humanities from 1983 to 1986, adding clout to his 

philosophy as he engaged Soroush who was falling out of favor with the emerging state 

ideology.  

Most visibly absent among faculty were Seyyed Hossein Nasr and Daryoush 

Ashouri. Meanwhile, Daryoush Shayegan and Nasrollah Pourjavadi remained, albeit with 

a limited role at the Department.1338  Newer faculty such as Abdolkarim Soroush, 

Gholam Ali Haddad Adel1339 and Mojtahed Shabestari rounded off the Islamized 

approach of the 1980s at the Department.  Additionally, Ali Larijani has been Assistant 

                                                
1337 Yahya Mahdavi, also known as the father of modern (Western) philosophy in Iran, retired in 
1973 but continued to teach select courses and supervise graduate research into the 1980s.  
1338 Following the Constitutional Revolution, Shayegan split his time between Tehran and Paris, 
his phenomenology being influenced by both Nasr (who was now taboo) and Fardid (whose 
teaching was in vogue).   
1339 See personal website of Haddad Adel: http://haddadadel.ir/.   
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Professor of Philosophy at the Department since 1984.1340 The history of the Department 

on its official website offers a selective history of the Department’s former members:   

This department is the oldest and preeminent philosophy department in 
Iran. In the mid of 1960, it became a leading center for the study of 
philosophy. Over the years, numerous distinguished Iranian Philosophers 
have served as members of this department, including, Sayyed 
Mohammad-Kazem ʿAssar (outstanding Shi’ite scholar), William S. Haas, 
Yaḥya Mahdavi (leading translator of Western philosophical works), Reza 
Davari Ardakani (continental philosophy scholar and public intellectual), 
Abdolkarim Soroush (analytic philosophy scholar and public intellectual), 
Karim Mojtahedi, and Ahmad Fardid.1341  

There is no mention of Foroughi, Hekmat, Sadiq or Nasr – perhaps the four most 

influential academic administrators in the history of the Department – on the 

Department’s website. Remaining faculty from the 1970s included Fardid, Davari and 

Khansari. In the 1980s and 90s, a number of prominent academic philosophers were a 

part of the Department including Soroush, Kadivar and Haddad Adel.  

Structurally, the Department of Philosophy remained within the Faculty of 

Literature and Human Sciences.1342 However, the Department of Psychology and 

Educational Sciences became an independent faculty in 1988 followed by the 

Department of Geography in 2001.1343 Since 1984, the Department has come to 

represent two major themes of philosophy: Islamic philosophy and history of Western 

philosophy. In particular, attention is paid to the history of philosophy and metaphysics in 

demonstrating continuity and similarities of thought between Western and Islamic 

philosophy:  

The department's most distinctive strength is its broad coverage of the 
history of philosophy. This department committed to teaching a wide 
range of courses on the major topics in history of Western Philosophy, 

                                                
1340 It should be noted that his brother, Sadeq Larijani, is a prominent mujtahid and Islamic 
philosopher himself - in addition to being head of Iran’s Judiciary branch - having authored 
several works of philosophy including: Falsafa-ye Tahlili, Delalat va Zarurat (Analytic Philosophy: 
Causation and Necessity) (Qom: Mersad Publication, 1996). 
1341 University of Tehran, Department of Philosophy’s official website: 
https://literature.ut.ac.ir/en/philosophy. 
1342  University of Tehran, Department of Philosophy’s official website: 
https://literature.ut.ac.ir/en/philosophy. 
1343 Faculty of Literature and Human Sciences website: http://ut.ac.ir/en/page/448/about-the-
faculty. 
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Islamic Philosophy, and contemporary continental philosophy. The 
department's commitment to the study of the history of Western 
philosophy is particularly reflected in four areas: Ancient Greek and 
Roman philosophy, Medieval Philosophy, Modern philosophy before 
Kant, nineteenth-century German philosophy. In ancient philosophy, there 
is a special attention to Plato and Aristotle. The study of German Idealism 
is another outstanding strength of the department. The third strength of 
the department is Islamic Philosophy, supported by seminary schools of 
Iran. The major theme of study in all above fields is metaphysics. In 
contemporary continental philosophy the major themes are 
phenomenology and hermeneutics.1344 

The PhD program is the top-ranked philosophy program in Iran and is offered in 

three streams: Ancient and Medieval Philosophy, Modern Philosophy and Contemporary 

Philosophy. Knowledge of Islamic philosophy is required in that  “in each field, three 

courses focused on Islamic Philosophy must be taken.”1345 Additionally, comparative 

research into Islamic and Western philosophy is encouraged: “topics focused on 

connection between late ancient philosophy and Islamic philosophy, reception of Greek 

philosophy in Islamic philosophy and the influences of Islamic Peripatetic Philosophers 

on Medieval Philosophy are welcomed.”1346  

Since the Cultural Revolution the Department of Philosophy at University of 

Tehran has steadily lost its pre-eminence and relevance in knowledge production, being 

supplemented by a combination of external institutions such as Tarbiyat Modarres 

University, Anjoman-e Hekmat va Falsafa, Imam Khomeini Center for Research at Qom 

Seminary, and internal faculties such as the Faculty of Education and Islamic Thought 

(Daneshkadeh-ye Ma’aref va Andisheh-ye Islami), as well as the Faculty of Theology 

and Islamic Studies.1347  

By way of example, the Faculty of Theology and Islamic Studies has experienced 

substantial growth in both academics and public policy since the Cultural Revolution. Its 

                                                
1344 University of Tehran, Department of Philosophy’s official website: 
https://literature.ut.ac.ir/en/philosophy.  Accessed 4 September 2019. 
1345 University of Tehran, Department of Philosophy’s official website: 
https://literature.ut.ac.ir/en/philosophy. 
1346 University of Tehran, Department of Philosophy’s official website: 
https://literature.ut.ac.ir/en/philosophy. 
1347 University of Tehran, Faculty of Theology and Islamic Studies official website: 
https://ftis.ut.ac.ir/; University of Tehran, Faculty of Education and Islamic Thought official 
website: https://maaref.ut.ac.ir/main. 
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faculty is, in the main, trained exclusively in Iran, with a firm grasp of Islam and Islamic 

philosophy. It now offers advance degrees in each of its seven departments and hosts’ 

fifty-seven permanent faculties compared with The Department of Philosophy’s 

fourteen.1348 Academic philosophy is offered in three departments: Islamic Philosophy 

and Theology (Falsafa va Kalam Islami), Philosophy of Religion (Falsafa Din), and 

Comparative Religions and Mysticisms (Adyan va Erfan Tatbiqi). In addition, the 

Faculty’s website celebrates the martyrdom of previous alumni: 

This College is also the home for the training of thinkers and ideologues 
some of whom attained the status of martyrdom [such as] (Ayatollah) 
Hossein Beheshti,1349 Morteza Motahhari, Dr. Moftah and Javad Bahonar 
(In Daneshkadeh ham-chenin mahd-e parvaresh motefakeran va 
sahebnazarani ast ke barkhi az anan be darejeh rafi’eh shahadat na’el 
amandand, Doktor Said Mohammad Hossein Beheshti, Ostad Morteza 
Motahhari, Doktor Moftah, [va] Doktor Javad Bahonar az jomleh in 
afradand).1350 

At the same time, the legacy of the Iranian academic philosophic tradition in both 

Western and Islamic philosophy (and now South and East Asian philosophies) belongs 

to the Department of Philosophy at the University. And though its current limitations are 

the result of state policy and politics, it is the home of the Sadrian-Hermeneutic hybridity 

that is researched and instructed at other Iranian institutions of academic philosophy.  

Therefore it is prudent to begin with the philosophies of some Department faculty 

in the 1980s and 90s. The combined intellectual products of these academics exhibit 

certain commonalities in philosophic thought at the Department in the post-Revolutionary 

period. First, there is emphasis on the history of philosophy, in particular one that 

interprets Irano-Islamic philosophy to be a relevant counterpart of its Western 

manifestation. Second, there is emphasis on the politicization of philosophy in its 

                                                
1348 The seven departments are: Religion and Comparative Mysticism; History of Islamic 
Civilizations; Quran and Hadith; Fiqh and basis for Human Rights; Fiqh-e Shafe’i (dealing with 
modern legislative interpretations of Shia jurisprudence dealing with individual persons); Islamic 
Philosophy and Kalam; Philosophy of Religion; and the Center for the Study of the History of 
Science.  From:  https://ftis.ut.ac.ir/. 
1349 Ayatollah Mohammad Beheshti (1928-1981) was an academic philosopher by training, having 
studied both at Qom seminary with Motahhari and Khomeini and specially Tabatabai and at the 
University of Tehran. He completed his PhD in Philosophy at University of Tehran in 1974, his 
dissertation was titled: “The Subject of Metaphysics in the Quran (Masa’el-e Ma-Ba’d-al-Tabi’i-ye 
dar Quran).” As well, he was the Director of the Islamic Center in Hamburg between 1965-1970 
where he learned German and studied Western philosophy.  
1350 From:  https://ftis.ut.ac.ir/. 
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utilization to defend the state in the 1980s and to reform the state in the 1990s. Third, 

there is emphasis on the integration of philosophic knowledge production between the 

university and the howzeh.  

Mohammad Khansari (1922-2010) was one of the few faculty members from 

the World War II era to remain at the Department of Philosophy following the Revolution.  

He had also trained at the University with Mohammad Mo’in, Ali Akbar Siassi and Yahya 

Mahdavi. He was a specialist in Logic, both Western and Islamic, and had studied and 

replaced Ostad Fazil Tuni’s chair in logics at the Department of Philosophy at University 

of Tehran in the 1950s. Although he generated a respectable number of publications on 

logic over decades of scholarship, he was, in the main, an Islamic philosopher with a 

working understanding of Western positivist philosophy. For example, he completed his 

PhD at the Sorbonne in 1961 entitled, “Le Mi’yar-al-Ilm de Ghazali: Traduction, Notes, et 

Introduction.” In particular he was a specialist in the works of Ibn Sina and Mohammad 

Ghazali, both through a mystical understanding of philosophy. For example in a 1981 

article titled “Maghased al-Falsafa,” Khansari introduced the so named work of 

philosophy by Mohammad Ghazali by describing him as belonging to Ibn Sina’s School 

of Philosophy and states that Maqased al-falsafa is an introductory work for Tahafat al-

falsafa, a treatise belonging to Ibn Sina.1351  

In finding mystical affinity in Khansari’s philosophy we can point out the 1977 

article, “Elahiyat az Nazr-e Ibn Sina.”  Khansari claimed that Ibn Sina held elahiyat as 

the highest form of knowledge (sahihtarin va ostovartarin ma’refat ast).1352 He posited 

that elahiyat was also known as ‘falsafa avali’ ‘falsafa haqqiqi’ and was Ibn Sina’s 

metaphysics derived from Aristotelian metaphysics.1353 As proof, Khansari presented a 

short existential discussion of God based on Ibn Sina’s philosophy, complete with 

French footnotes reminiscent of Corbin’s philosophy. Interestingly some Enlightenment 

philosophic concepts such as First Cause appear in Farsi as asbab-e qosvay.  
                                                
1351 Mohammad Khansari, “Maqased al-Falsafa” Nashr-e Danesh, no. 2, (1980): 34. In an earlier 
article titled, “Emam Ahmad-e Ghazali,” Khansari provided the biography and key philosophy of 
Ahmad Ghazali, the elder brother of Mohammad Ghazali. Khansari introduced Ahmad as an aref 
(gnostic) and points to his publication: Savaneh fi al-Eshq. Mohammad Khansari, “Imam Ahmad-e 
Ghazali,” Amuzesh va Parvaresh, Vol. 26.6 (1953): 326. 
1352 Mohammad Khansari, “Elahiyat az Nazr Ibn Sina,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va ‘Ulum-e Ensani 
Daneshgah Tehran, no. 3 (1977): 1.  
1353 Mohammad Khansari, “Elahiyat az Nazr Ibn Sina,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va ‘Ulum-e Ensani 
Daneshgah Tehran, no. 3 (1977): 1. 
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Similarly, we find Khansari’s familiarity with another Islamic mystical philosopher 

Ibn Arabi in a 1983 book review. The book was by Dr. Mohsen Jahangiri (a member of 

the philosophy group of College of Social Sciences, University of Tehran) and was about 

the life of Ibn Arabi and Islamic mysticism (erfan-e Islami).1354 After showcasing his own 

knowledge of Ibn Arabi, Khansari stated that working on Arabi was very hard, and 

Jahangiri had done a fabulous job dividing the book into a biography and into two parts, 

and discusses his philosophies like Vahdat-e Vojud. In the article, Khansari uses the 

term the Abode of Oneness (Dargah-e Ahdiyat) to refer to God, an interesting choice 

given that this review was written in the age of the Cultural Revolution.1355  

Generally speaking, Mohammad Khansari was an academic who refrained from 

politics. A rare exception was the argumentation given in defense of logic in a 1988 

interview. Khansari stated that logic had different dimensions and applications, and was 

used across disciplines [in Islamic sciences]. When asked, “if manteq is a mechanism to 

be used in understanding Islam, or is there such a thing called Islamic logic?” Khansari 

answered that in the history of Islam there were two people who were tribal in their 

thinking and preached against the use of logic, “one of them was Ibn Taymiyyah and the 

other was his pupil Ibn Qayim, and [together] they were the founders of Wahhabism.1356 

Calling Wahhabism an illogical form of Islam in 1988 had certain political implication 

against the Saudi State and certain political utility for academic philosophy.  

Khansari explicitly referred to this new political utility for academic philosophy 

(and the philosophers) the following year in another article titled, “Logic and its method 

of instruction,” (Manteq va tarz’e tadris on) Khansari discussed his philosophy of 

education as it appeared in his new book Manteq-e Dabirestan (Logic for High School). 

Khansari stated that,  

                                                
1354 Mohammad Khansari, “Mo’arefi-ye Ketab: Mohi al-Din Ibn Arabi Chehreh-ye Barjasteh ‘Erfan-
e Eslami, Ta’lif-e Mohsen Jahangiri,” Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va ‘Ulum-e Ensani Daneshgah 
Tehran, no. 6 (1982): 105. 
1355 This is not surprising, as Khansari has employed the same mystical motifs throughout his 
career. For example in a 2008 article entitled, “The ethics of Molana in Masnavi,” (Ensan shenasi-
ye Molana dar Masnavi), Khansari examines the ethical dimension of Rumi’s writing, the topic of 
self (nafs), and the erfani concept of the complete human (ensan-e kamel). 
1356 Mohammad Khansari, “Goftegu-i ba Ostad Doktor Mohammad Khansari Piramun-e Manteq,” 
Keyhan-e Farhangi, no. 45 (1987): 8. 
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By the Constitutional Revolution, everybody had discounted Islamic 
philosophy and it only became popular during the movement because of 
its relation to ‘roshan fekran’ (enlightened thinkers) but then, they, the 
mashruteh khahan (constitutionalists) discounted Islamic philosophy as 
outdated and medieval, something whose topics are better covered in 
natural and modern social sciences. So we were sidelined again, until the 
time of the Islamic Revolution, in which Islamic Philosophy has been 
revived with important research and serious students and followers.1357  

Overall, Khansari remained clear of politics in the Islamic Republic. At the same time his 

affinity towards Islamic philosophy and mysticism put him in the company of other 

academic philosophers who further politicized Iranian academic philosophy using 

Sadrian and Ibn Sina’s philosophies.  

Nasrollah Pourjavadi (b. 1943) was an unlikely survivor of the Cultural 

Revolution as he was closely associated with Nasr at Aryamehr University and at the 

Imperial Academy of Philosophy. With a BA in philosophy from UC San Francisco, 

Pourjavadi pursued his graduate training at University of Tehran in 1967, earning a PhD 

in Philosophy on the eve of the Revolution in 1978. After the Revolution, Pourjavadi 

became a member of the High Council of the Cultural Revolution, again, surprising 

giving his mystical Islamic orientation. In fact, he is a specialist in erfani philosophy, and 

was the first scholar to translate Ghazali’s Savaneh into English.1358 A look at his over 

forty monographs demonstrates his affinity towards erfan and Sufism, especially 

concerned with Suhrawardi’s illuminist philosophy. Over the past four decades, 

Pourjavadi, like Khansari, stayed clear of politics – his short affiliation with the Cultural 

Revolution not withstanding. Yet, both academics short foray into politics is suggestive of 

the strong ideological gravity of the revolutionary years that helped politicize academic 

philosophy in Iran.  

Arguably, Pourjavadi’s greatest post-revolutionary contribution was his 

stewardship of the Tehran University Press from 1980 to 2003. Since the 2000s, he has 

also been active teaching in the US and giving lectures from time to time. In 2006, 

                                                
1357 Mohammad Khansari, “Manteq va Ravesh-e Tadris-e an,” Roshd-e Amuzesh-e Quran va 
Ma’aref-e Eslami, no. 3 (1988): 45. 
1358 Pourjavadi interview, Mo’asseseh’-ye Goftegu-ye Adyan (February 2006) 
https://www.aftabir.com/articles/view/religion/religion/c7c1171292325_nasrolah_pourjavadi_p2.ph
p/%D9%86%D8%B5%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%84%D9%87-
%D9%BE%D9%88%D8%B1%D8%AC%D9%88%D8%A7%D8%AF%DB%8C-nasrolah-
pourjavadi. 
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Pourjavadi gave a lecture at Columbia University entitled: “Persian Sufi Allegories: from 

Philosophy to Mysticism.” The abstract for the lecture, is demonstrative of Ibn Sina and 

Ghazali’s continued influence in Iranian academic philosophy:  

Ibn Sina wrote several allegories in Arabic and thereby influenced, 
directly or indirectly, later mystical writings in the Persian language. 
Authors such as Ahmad Ghazzali, Sana’i of Ghazna, Mobarakshah 
Marverudi, Sohravardi, ‛Attar, and not least Nasir al-Din Tusi, all came 
under Ibn Sina’s influence in composing various kinds of philosophical-
mystical allegories in order to express their Neo-Platonic idea of the 
return of the Soul to its Origin. Ghazzali’s Tale of the Birds is most 
evidently inspired by Ibn Sina’s Treatise of the Bird. His Hayy ibn Yaqzan 
influenced both Sana’i’s Sayr al-‘ibad and ‛Attar’s Mosabat-nama. 
Sohravardi’s several Persian treatises also exhibit clear influence of Ibn 
Sina. 

Thus, from Ghazali’s Simorg to Suhrawardi Maktab-e Ishraq, Pourjavadi claimed that Ibn 

Sina influenced many prominent Islamic philosophers. The significance of this 

justification is the philosophical methodology of Ibn Sina. He was a hybrid philosopher 

that attempted to bridge the Western-Greco philosophic tradition with the Eastern-Indo-

Persian mystical tradition under the epistemological umbrella of Islamic Philosophy. In 

the process, he gave greater legitimacy to mystical philosophy pulling it closer into the 

orbit of the more rigorous forms of philosophy found in the Classical Greek tradition: 

analytics and logos. Comfortably into his seventies, Pourjavadi occasionally teaches at 

the University of Tehran and is a sitting member of the Farhangestan-e Zaban va Adab-

e Farsi. 

Gholam-Ali Haddad Adel (b.1945) came from a modest background and 

benefitted from the expanding public education program of the second Pahlavi era. 

Originally trained in physics with an MA from University of Tehran in 1968, Haddad Adel 

completed his MA in 1972 and then PhD in Philosophy from the University of Tehran in 

1985.1359 Having studied Islamic philosophy with Alameh Karbaschian at Alevi High 

School, Haddad Adel was mentored by Seyyed Hossein Nasr in the 1970s. In fact, Nasr 

hired Adel to teach philosophy at Aryamehr’s new humanities department in 1972. This 

                                                
1359 The events surrounding the Revolution and university closures delayed Adel’s progression 
through the PhD program; he stated that he had completed all course work as early as 1974. His 
dissertation was titled, “Kant’s view on the Metaphysics” (Nazar-e Kant Darbare’-ye Ma’bo’d-al-
Tabi’i-ye). 
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was surprising given that Adel was arrested by SAVAK and accused of being a member 

of the MKO a year earlier.  

Following the Revolution, Adel became involved with state-driven cultural 

reorientation projects.1360 As such, he was head of the official broadcasting station 

(Showra-ye Sarparasti-ye Seda va Sima), as well as a member of the High Council of 

the Cultural Revolution. Additionally, He was assistant to the Minister of Education and 

member of the Council for Higher Education, a carry-over institution from the second 

Pahlavi era. At the Ministry of Education, he was tasked with the reformulation of all 

school text in conformity with the religious and cultural directives of the new regime. In 

the 1980s he was responsible for the production of school texts.1361  

Among Iranian academic philosophers, Adel is known for his expertise in 

Western philosophy, in particular the philosophy of Immanuel Kant. Along with his 

colleague at the Department of Philosophy, Dr. Ali Larijani, Haddad Adel’s philosophy is 

an extension of Motahhari and Tabatabai’s critique of Kant’s philosophy. According to 

Roman Seidel,  

Conservative Islamist thinkers, belonging to the ruling political class, 
sometimes refer to Kant. Among them there are two prominent figures: 
the former speaker of parliament, Gholam Ali Haddad Adel, who is 
professor of philosophy at Teheran University and who translated Kant’s 
Prolegomena from an English version into Persian, and the present 
speaker of parliament, Ali Larijani, also philosophy professor at Teheran 
University, who wrote at least two academic monographs on Kant.1362 

                                                
1360 In addition to his academic appointments, Adel has been a permanent member of the 
powerful Expediency Council since 2011. He was the fourth chief deputy of the Majles 
(parliament) between 1994 and1998 and has been a member of parliament in the 6th, 7th, 8th, and 
9th sessions. As well, Adel has close personal relations with the highest echelons of power in the 
Republic. His daughter is married to Mojtaba Khamenei, son of the Supreme Leader.  
1361 These texts included: Familiarity with the Sociology of Education (Ashnayi ba Jame’eh 
Shenasi-ye Amuzesh va Parvaresh, 1981); Social Studies: First and Second year of Secondary 
School (Danesh-e Ejtema’i: Sal-e Avval va Dovvom-e Dabirestan, 1981); Religion and Politics in 
Social Studies (Din va Siyasat dar Danesh-e Ejtema’i, 1983); Observations in an Islamic Society 
in Social Studies (Negahi be Binesh-e Ejtema’i Islami dar Danesh-e Ejtema’i, 1985); Lessons 
from the Quran: First through Fourth year of Secondary School (Dars-haye az Quran: Sale Avval 
ta Chaharom-e Dabirestan, 1993); Lessons in [the] Islamic Revolution, Iranian History and the 
World (Dars-e Enqelab-e Eslami, Tarikh-e Iran va Jahan, 1999).  
1362 Roman Seidel, “Reading Kant in Teheran. Towards a reception of the Iranian reception of 
European Philosophy,” 688. 
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Seidel adds, “supporters of the Islamic regime, like Haddad Adel, try to criticize some of 

Kant’s doctrines, or they attempt to interpret them in a way that supports their own view 

of Islamic government.”1363 Adel’s role and growth as academic-statesmen in the post-

revolutionary period is similar to that of Davari with the difference being Davari’s more 

philosophical and Adel’s more political approach in the articulation of regime-preferred 

identities and cultural preferences.  

Abdolkarim Soroush (b.1945) is an Iranian philosopher and scholar best known 

for his participation in the Cultural Revolution and public discourse in the Republican era.  

Born in Tehran in 1945, Soroush studied pharmacy in Iran before traveling to England, 

where he obtained a master's degree in analytical chemistry from University of London. 

He then enrolled in Chelsea College to study philosophy of science before the events of 

the Revolution led him back to Iran before finishing his education. Thus, to my 

knowledge Soroush, like Fardid, did not complete his PhD training before being 

appointed professor of philosophy at University of Tehran.1364 There is extensive 

scholarship available on Soroush and his philosophy, by Kamran Mehrava and Ali Paya. 

According to Paya, 

‘Abdolkarim Soroush taught philosophy courses at postgraduate level at 
the Faculty of Social Sciences, University of Tehran, during the period 
mid-70s to mid-80s. However, these courses were discontinued because 
of the opposition of the conservatives from within and without the 
University. The collection of transcripts of this series of lectures was 
published under the title Dars-iie dar‘a-Falsafa-ye ‘Ilme al-Ejtemi…. In his 
seminars, Soroush, a Popperian by training, used Popper’s arguments in 
The Positivist Dispute in German Sociology to argue against the Frankfurt 
School’s views on knowledge and values. In Soroush’s view, writers like 
Adorno, Marcuse, and [the earlier] Habermas who are of the opinion that 
social sciences are not value-free, mix their criticisms of science with their 

                                                
1363 Seidel, 699. 
1364 A professor of political science specializing in Iranian affairs at the Royal Military College in 
Kingston provided the following information during telephone interviews on 9 and 11 December 
1996 to the Research Directorate, Immigration and Refugee Board, Canada: “Dr. Abdolkarim 
Soroush has a doctorate in pharmacology from the UK, but his personal interest in philosophy led 
him to the Institute of Cultural Studies and Research (the source is not certain about the exact 
name) in Tehran and teaching philosophy at Tehran University after the 1979 revolution. Dr. 
Soroush has not taught as a tenure professor but as a sessional professor; he has taught almost 
every semester since 1979. In post-revolutionary Iran, he has only accepted one government 
position, that is membership in the Cultural Revolution Council.” See, 
https://www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6acea10.html. 
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own ideological doctrines. Critical Theory, in this sense, has imported 
political and ideological elements into its appraisal of sociology.1365 

In a way, Soroush’s Islamic philosophy is geared towards moral relativism, which is 

ultimately incompatible in a fiqh-based political order. Thus, I argue that it was his brand 

of philosophy rather than politics that caused his fall from grace with the Khomeinists 

(and later the radical right) in the 1980s. A quick look at his central ideas on religion and 

mysticism reaffirms this view.  

According to Mehran Kamrava, “Soroush’s central goal is to explore how 

religious knowledge is formed and how it evolves over time.”1366 Soroush's main 

contribution to Islamic philosophy is that he maintains that one should distinguish 

between religion, as divinely revealed phenomenon, and the interpretation of religion or 

religious knowledge, which is based on socio-historical factors. According to Dr. Sadri, 

“Soroush's main thesis, entitled The Theoretical Contraction and Expansion of Shari'a 

separates religion per se from religious knowledge. The former, the essence of religion, 

is perceived as beyond human reach, eternal and divine. The latter, religious knowledge 

is a sincere and authentic but finite, limited, and fallible form of human knowledge.”1367 In 

short, Soroush’s relativistic approach allows for the historicizing of religion and by 

extension politics and morality. His philosophy of religious reform has drawn comparison 

to that of Martin Luther. In fact, his views and publication have clashed with supporters 

of Habermas (mainly progressive reformers) and that of Muslim Heideggerians (mainly 

religious conservatives). As Paya notes,   

In his Danesh va Arzesh (1983), Soroush criticizes Habermas’ views in 
Knowledge and Human Interest. Soroush argues against Habermas’ main 
thesis that our knowledge and methodologies are tainted by our interests. 
According to Soroush, methodologies and the content of science are 
value free, whereas the conduct of the scientists is value-laden. To 
conflate the two is to commit the fallacy of category mistake. Soroush 

                                                
1365 Ali Paya & Mohammad Amin Ghaneirad, “Habermas and Iranian Intellectuals,” Iranian 
Studies, 40:3 (2007) 321.  
1366 Mehran Kamrava, “The Religious Reform Agenda,” 157. 
1367 Mahmoud Sadri, “Attack from within: Dissident Political Theology in Contemporary Iran” The 
Iranian (13 February 2002) 
https://web.archive.org/web/20060713222849/http://www.kadivar.com/Htm/English/Reviews/refor
m.htm. 
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maintains that Habermas’ approach to science is instrumentalistic and his 
hermeneutic methodology is far from clear.1368  

As the political role of the clergy ossified in the Rafsanjani era, Soroush became more 

critical of their policies. Gradually losing favor with the regime’s elite, his magazine Kiyan 

was closed down in 1998 as part of the government clampdown on reformist 

publications. In the 2000s Soroush was visiting scholar at several elite US universities 

including Harvard, Yale and Columbia. In the West, he taught courses such as Islamic 

Political Philosophy, Rumi Poetry and Philosophy, Islam and Democracy, and 

Philosophy of Islamic Law. While the title of these courses and his non-grata status in 

Iran suggest a progressive political philosophy, Soroush is at core an Islamist political 

thinker. 

In a 2007 interview titled, “Enlightenment & Philosophy in Islam: Soroush on the 

role of Islamic philosophy and a reformation,” he revealed his views on political theology: 

“liberalism — as the culture of rights — has definitely failed in some respects, and I think 

the secularization thesis has proved wrong.”1369 In reaching this conclusion, Soroush 

begins by parsing falsafa from kalam and advocating for a historic precedence 

(Reformation) in Islamic thought: 

According to some historians, the Islamic Enlightenment occurred much 
earlier, but due to historical reasons, it could not continue. We cannot say 
that rationalism or secularism was absent from the scene. In theology or 
kalam, you have the rationalist and quasi-secular Mu‘tazilites, who relied 
on reason in coming to know God and in moral thinking. Unfortunately the 
rationalism of the Mu‘tazilites was Aristotelian… Enlightenment is based 
on nominalist rationalism, whereas Islamic rationalism was Aristotelian 
and non-nominalist. Mulla Sadra’s philosophy, despite its appearance, is 
totally nominalistic; it might bring a kind of modern Enlightenment.1370  

Next, Soroush, uses the Enlightenment Philosopher Benedict Spinoza in conjunction 

with medieval philosophers in the Islamic and Jewish tradition, al-Farabi and Moses 

Maimonides to argue for the necessity of political theology, within all three traditions:   

 

                                                
1368 Paya, 321. 
1369 Soroush, “Enlightenment Philosophy and Islam” interview (2007), 37. 
1370 Soroush, “Enlightenment Philosophy and Islam” interview (2007), 36. 
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I think it is very unfair, however, to call Spinoza an atheist. Some of his 
ideas are very relevant to the modern Muslim world: reconciling the 
religious law with democracy and providing a modern understanding of 
the state is much like what Spinoza has been doing. What makes 
Spinoza modern is that he historicizes all prophethood; but his ideas of 
prophethood are inspired in part by al-Farabi and Moses Maimonides. 
Like al-Farabi, Spinoza thinks that philosophy is prior and superior to 
prophethood: philosophers usually work with their speculative or 
intellectual faculty (‘aql), whereas prophets mainly work through the 
imagination; they cast the universal in particulars and symbols and thus 
make it accessible to the layman. All of this you can find in Spinoza, but 
the roots are in al-Farabi; Maimonides thinks that prophet Moses is above 
imagination, but for Spinoza, all prophets are on the same footing. More 
relevantly, Spinoza thinks that religion is not incompatible with 
democracy. He thinks about religious democracy. He shows that 
secularism is neither necessary nor sufficient for a democratic state.1371  

Soroush attributes the non-empirical scientific development in Islamic thought to Sufism: 

“Some historians of the Enlightenment argue that most of what we call Enlightenment 

and modernity was reaction against the idea of an omnipotent God; in Islam, Sufism 

rather than science was the reaction: it tried to make God a lovable rather than an 

omnipotent God.”1372 From the regime’s perspective, I argue, Soroush’s philosophy was 

expedient in the 1980s when challenging the intellectual left who borrowed from the 

Critical Theory of the Frankfurt School. In the 1990s however, his relativistic approach to 

morality and historicizing of religious understanding stood to create political philosophies 

incongruent with the order as determined through Maslehat-e Nezam (in the State 

Interest, or national interest).  

Khosrow Bagheri Noaparast (b.1957) unlike our previous philosophers is not 

well known outside of Iran. However, he is arguably the foremost educational theorist in 

                                                
1371 Soroush, “Enlightenment Philosophy and Islam” interview (2007), 36. 
1372 Soroush, “Enlightenment Philosophy and Islam” interview (2007), 37. Soroush adds: “One of 
the things I like in Iqbal is his emphasis on free will. I would like to suggest that free will has been 
a suppressed entity in both Islamic philosophy and Islamic mysticism. The Sufis are determinists, 
even fatalists: they see human beings as toys in the hands of God, who cannot control 
themselves. In Islamic philosophy, the law of causality is so powerful that it, too, corners free will. 
Free will is part and parcel of the Enlightenment and of modernity. In Iqbal you see it maybe for 
the first time in Islam. In his magnum opus, The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam, he 
proposes to reintroduce the idea of free will and an open future; and through this, he comes to a 
new conception of God and of religious interpretation. This is why Iqbal is so relevant for today’s 
questions; and mind you, it is also one of the Mu‘tazila’s ideas. They, too, emphasize free will 
(ikhtiyar),” 37.  
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Iran with a specialty in Philosophy of Education.1373 He is an international level scholar 

who publishes in refereed journals. He fulfills the institutional role created by Isa Sadiq at 

the Teacher’s Training College and later at University of Tehran, and his pragmatist 

approach to philosophy of education is indicative of his training in Anglo-Saxon 

philosophy and in particular the philosophy of John Dewy. He is the most influential 

Iranian educationalist and in many ways heir to the late Ali Shariatmadari.1374 An active 

member of the University since 1995, Khosrow-Bagheri helped establish the doctoral 

program in Philosophy of Education at the University of Tehran in the late 1990s.1375  

Khosrow Bagheri’s philosophy is constructed around a hybrid positivist 

philosophy he calls constructive realism: 

Constructive realism is a synthesis of constructivism and realism, which 
have more or less been in a contrastive thesis/anti-thesis relationship. 
Thus, constructive realism is different from both constructivism and 
realism…. constructive realism is concerned with reality but not at the 
expense of neglecting the role of interpretation of the reality as it has 
been the case in different forms of naive realism such as positivism. What 
is being undermined in naive realism is the role of language, context, as 
well as emotions in providing people with qualified realities… Constructive 
realism is in the first place an epistemological and perhaps an ontological 
position. Being a philosophical position, constructive realism will have its 
own influence on thinking about education and developing a philosophy of 
education. Subject matters, such as mathematics and science, in terms of 
constructive realism would be confronted in a certain way. While 

                                                
1373 Professor Khosrow Bagheri Noaparast received his Ph.D. from the University of New South 
Wales (Australia) in 1995. He has been teaching at the University of Tehran ever since and has 
taught at the University of Shiraz, University of Ferdowsi in Mashhad, and at the University of 
Chamran in Ahvaz and Isfahan as invited Professor. Since 2009 he has been the president of 
“Philosophy of Education Society of Iran” (PESI) of which he was one of the founders. He is the 
author/translator of 23 books including Islamic Education (Alhoda, 2001) and The Idea of a 
Religious Social Science (Alhoda, 2009) and nearly 80 articles on philosophy of education, 
religion and personal construct psychology; topics from different viewpoints, such as constructive 
realism, neo-Pragmatism, action theory, deconstruction, hermeneutics, and Islamic philosophy of 
education.  
1374 Ali Shariatmadari (1924 - 2017) was an Iranian academic and educationalist. In 1957, he 
received his PhD in Philosophy of Education from the University of Tennessee. He was an 
advocate of Dewey’s pragmatism. In the 1960s-70s, Shariatmadari was a professor at Shiraz and 
Isfahan universities and became active in politics following the 1979 Revolution. He was Minister 
of Culture in the interim government of Mehdi Bazargan in 1979. He was President of the Iranian 
Academy of Sciences from 1990 until 1998. He was also a Professor of Education at the Teacher 
Training University in Tehran and a member of High Council of the Cultural Revolution from 1982 
until his death. 
1375 Khosrow Baqeri, “Islam, Philosophy, and Education: A Conversation with Khosrow Baqeri,” 
198. 
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according to naive realism, such subject matters are concerned with pure 
facts rather than values, and whereas constructivism deals with them in 
terms of subjective constructs such as cultural values, constructive 
realism tries to take into account both objective and subjective 
dimensions. 

In short, Khosrow-Bagheri utilizes constructive realism, which is a well regarded method 

of approaching the construction of meaning by social groups, as a methodology for the 

inclusion of religious dogma into scientific rationalism, or to put philosophically: the 

attempt to subordinate science under the religious epistemological umbrella. This idea is 

explicitly presented in a monograph by Khosrow Bagheri titled, The Idea of a Religious 

Social Science.1376 In this book, Khosrow Bagheri begins with an account of positivist 

philosophy and science and builds on post-positivists theories of integration of science 

and metaphysics: 

The post-positivist critique on the supposed distinction between science 
and metaphysics led steadily to a kind of relationship between them, 
which at most suggest a conception about their integration. While Popper 
(1952) was talking about demarcation criterion between science and 
metaphysics, he admitted that metaphysics could be considered as an 
influential source on the process of scientific discovery.1377  

People like Burtt (1949), Koyre (1968), Agassi (1959) and Watkins 
(1958), among others, emphasized in different ways on the place of 
metaphysics in science. Agassi talked about ‘programme’ as a 
background knowledge that indicates some principles, which are 
accepted a priori and have considerable influence on hypothesis 
formation. In the same way, Watkins referred to the influence of 

                                                
1376 Noaparast Khosrow Baqeri, The Idea of a Religious Social Science (Tehran: Alhoda 
International Publications, 2009). In the book’s preface Khosrow-Bagheri states, “In this book, the 
words ‘science’ and ‘social science’ are used in their limited sense that refer to experience-based 
knowledge. This should not indicate that experience is being used in a positivistic sense. Rather, 
the important insights of all kinds of post-positivist views are embraced to give an extensive 
meaning to experience. However, the most important characteristic of experience and science 
that should never be excluded is its dependence on observation and observational evidence. 

Thus, when ‘science’ is used in combination with ‘religion’, it should not be confused by religious 
knowledge. The latter might refer to, perhaps, a certain kind of knowledge that could be found in 
religious texts and might be different from other kinds of knowledge. However, when the phrase 
of ‘religious science’ is used, it refers to a scientific knowledge, even though because of its 
religious presuppositions it is called religious. And this relation between religion and science is 
exactly the point that is at issue in this book.” 
1377 Khosrow-Bagheri, The Idea of a Religious Social Science, 11-12. 
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metaphysical views, like determinism and mechanism, on the process of 
scientific work as ‘regulative role’.1378  

In The Idea of a Religious Social Science, Khosrow-Bagheri uses Western philosophy 

and in particular metaphysics in bringing science and religion out of separate intellectual 

spheres and on the way to reconciliation. He expands on this reconciliation in another 

article titled, “Iran’s Implicit Philosophy of Education.”1379  

In this article Khosrow Bagheri argues, “the real philosophy of education of each 

country is implicit and needs to be sought in the activities of people and their 

products.”1380  He posits that the spirit of this philosophy is to be found within the national 

constitution. Thus, Iran’s religiously oriented philosophy of education reflects ideals and 

values enshrined in the constitution. Next, he interprets the US constitution with a 

religious tinge in building the case for the Iranian constitution’s explicit recognition of a 

divine mandate within a Shi’a religious framework. Khosrow Bagheri continues, “One 

can conclude that the relation between liberal democracy and religion, and for that 

matter religious education, is not obviously and necessarily contradictory.”1381 He then 

refers to several principles of the Iranian Constitution, extricating its philosophy of 

education: “Regarding that in the constitution God is the Supreme Being in the world, 

education in Iran is expected to be profoundly Islamic in spirit. Religious education, in 

particular, aims at developing the Islamic faith in students.” He softens this position by 

referencing constitutional principles that ensure equal access to education for various 

Islamic sects, as well as special provisions for the education of religious minorities in 

Iran. Staying true to his pragmatist philosophies, Khosrow Bagheri cautions that a 

challenge and by-product of this implicit philosophy of education was that, “the religious 

education in Iran is at the threat of becoming dogmatic and being overwhelmed by 

indoctrination.”1382 

In the article titled, “The Islamic Concept of Education Reconsidered,” Khosrow 

Bagheri and Khosravi argue that the seemingly contradictory nature between the Islamic 

                                                
1378 Khosrow-Bagheri, The Idea of a Religious Social Science, 12. 
1379 Khosrow Bagheri Noaparast, “Iran’s Implicit Philosophy of Education,” Educational 
Philosophy and Theory (2016): 1-10. 
1380 Khosrow Bagheri Noaparast, “Iran’s Implicit Philosophy of Education,” 1. 
1381 Khosrow Bagheri Noaparast, “Iran’s Implicit Philosophy of Education,” 3. 
1382 Khosrow Bagheri Noaparast, “Iran’s Implicit Philosophy of Education,” 4. 
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and liberal traditions’ approach to the philosophy of education arise out of false 

assumptions about the irrationality of Islamic education.1383 Thus, “we argue that 

rationality is involved in all elements of the Islamic concept of education… We suggest 

an Islamic concept of education that includes three basic elements: knowledge, choice, 

and action. Then, we show that, according to the Islamic texts, these elements have a 

background of wisdom.” Of interest here, is the manner in which this argument is 

constructed which is demonstrative of Khosrow Bagheri familiarity with classical Islamic 

philosophy. He begins with the concept of ‘aql, which he initially translates as Quranic 

wisdom.1384 He expands the concept by noting, “It is also worth mentioning here that the 

Islamic word for wisdom (‘aql) is wider than “reason” and, as Nasr says, refers to 

intellectus.1385 He then argues that this difference in meaning between reason and 

intellect informs Islamic and Western approaches to education: 

Perhaps the root factor in accounting for the difference between Islamic 
education and the rationalistic trend in liberal education needs to be 
sought in the two above-mentioned meanings. In the liberal tradition, 
intellectus is held to be reason, whereas Islam considers it to be 
wisdom.1386 

Next, Khosrow Bagheri addresses the issue of indoctrination in Islamic education. He 

argues that the modern critiques of Islamic education build their argument on Ghazali’s 

critique of Islamic philosophy, namely, through the subordination of reason to revealed 

knowledge.1387 He proposes an alternative approach to the philosophy of Islamic 

education,  

We suggest that the basic components of the Islamic concept of 
education be sought in the word rub´biyah, which is used abundantly in 
the Qur’an and refers to God as the Lord…. tarbiyah refers merely to 
physical upbringing… the prophets invited their people to take God as 

                                                
1383 Khosrow Bagheri Noaparast and Zohreh Khosravi, “The Islamic Concept of Education 
Reconsidered,” The American Journal of Islamic Social Sciences, 23.4 (2006): 88-103. 
1384 Khosrow Bagheri Noaparast and Zohreh Khosravi, “The Islamic Concept of Education 
Reconsidered,” 89. 
1385 Khosrow Bagheri Noaparast and Zohreh Khosravi, “The Islamic Concept of Education 
Reconsidered,” 90. 
1386 Khosrow Bagheri Noaparast and Zohreh Khosravi, “The Islamic Concept of Education 
Reconsidered,” 90. 
1387 Khosrow Bagheri Noaparast and Zohreh Khosravi, “The Islamic Concept of Education 
Reconsidered,” 93. 
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their Lord, a practice that shows the real essence of Islamic education in 
particular and of religious education in general.1388  

This assertion is justified through Quranic reference, 

The Qur’an states that a rational faith (including faith in God) cannot be 
based on the blind imitation of outstanding personalities or on the blind 
acceptance of given traditions. Hence, deriving knowledge about God 
from the Qur’an naturally involves rationality and requires that one read it 
and think about what is stated therein in a rational manner.1389 

Finally, he validates the significance of philosophy and critical inquiry in education, 

Given that knowledge is involved as an element in Islamic education, the 
pupils could – and should – pose doubts about faith claims and examine 
their reasonableness.1390 

The overall purpose here is twofold. First, that Islamic education is valid, rational and on 

par with liberal (Western) education.  Second, that Islamic education enjoys the same 

freedom and independence of taught as its liberal counterpart, through a religious 

prescription for rational inquiry. The expression of this rational inquiry as presented in 

this article draws heavily from elements of Islamic perennial philosophy, a point of 

distinction for a philosopher trained in neo-pragmatism and constructive realism. In fact 

the centrality of tawhid al-rub’abiyah (deism) or the oneness of Allah’s lordship, bears 

affinity to Ibn al-Arabi’s vahdat-i vojud. In fact philosophic inquiry is a required 

educational discipline within this conception of Islamic education, 

By appealing to the Islamic concept of rub´biyah, an Islamic concept of 
education can be suggested that includes the three basic elements of 
knowledge, choice, and action. According to the Islamic texts, each of 
these three elements of education have a background of rationality or 
wisdom.1391 

                                                
1388 Khosrow Bagheri Noaparast and Zohreh Khosravi, “The Islamic Concept of Education 
Reconsidered,” 97. 
1389 Khosrow Bagheri Noaparast and Zohreh Khosravi, “The Islamic Concept of Education 
Reconsidered,” 98. 
1390 Khosrow Bagheri Noaparast and Zohreh Khosravi, “The Islamic Concept of Education 
Reconsidered,” 98. 
1391 Khosrow Bagheri Noaparast and Zohreh Khosravi, “The Islamic Concept of Education 
Reconsidered,” 101. 
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Khosrow Bagheri’s views on the role of philosophy in an Islamic educational 

system are even more pronounced in his 2013 interview with Mark Peters,1392 an 

educational policy studies professor at University of Illinois at Urbana-Champagne. He 

begins the interview with a brief history of the philosophy of education in pre-modern 

Iran, naming Razi (864–935), Farabi (870–950), Avicenna (980–1037), Ghazali (1058–

1111), Suhrawardi (1154–1191) and Mulla Sadra (1572–1640) in succession. He then 

jumps to the twentieth century stating that John Dewey’s philosophy of education had 

played a role in Iran’s educational development since 1959. Interestingly, his account of 

Dewey’s influence in Iranian education begins with Ali Shariatmadari, a fellow 

educationalist who became politically active following the Iranian Revolution.1393 There is 

no mention of Isa Sadiq or other Reza Shah era advocates of Dewey’s philosophy in the 

interview. Instead, Khosrow Bagheri directs the conversation towards current trends in 

Iranian philosophy before moving forth with his own argument concerning constructive 

realism and Islamic educational theory: 

One of the aims of constructive realism in moral education is to draw the 
pyramid of values and to show which values are deeply rooted in human 
beings’ existence and which values are the subject of constructs.1394 

In short, he argues that,  

I wanted to suggest that a constructive realism is presupposed in the 
Islamic texts. That is to say, as far as ontology is concerned, there are 
realities in the world including the reality of God but epistemologically 
speaking, achieving these realities involves construct development in the 
human mind. Thus, while knowledge is held in this reading to be toward 
reality, reality is taken to be achieved through human constructs.1395 

As for what the future of the philosophy of education holds for Iran, Khosrow Bagheri 

states: 

I think the future philosophy of education in my country will deal with 
exploration of the relation of our tripartite culture with education. One part 
of this culture contains the Islamic elements; the second part consists of 

                                                
1392 Khosrow Bagheri Noaparast and Michel Peters, “Islam, Philosophy, and Education: A 
Conversation with Khosrow Bagheri Noaparast,” Analysis and Metaphysics, Vol. 12 (2013): 195-
209. 
1393 Khosrow Bagheri Noaparast and Michel Peters, “Islam, Philosophy, and Education,” 197. 
1394 Khosrow Bagheri Noaparast and Michel Peters, “Islam, Philosophy, and Education,” 200. 
1395 Khosrow Bagheri Noaparast and Michel Peters, “Islam, Philosophy, and Education,” 203. 
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non-Islamic elements that goes back to 2500 years in the past. These 
elements are still more or less with us and they have also had a mutual 
influence with the Islamic elements. The third sort of element in this 
culture is derived from its encounter with the Western culture. This 
tripartite culture with its internal dynamic relations among the three sorts 
of elements will be the subject of future philosophy of education in my 
country.1396 

More importantly, Khosrow Bagheri’s advocacy for an Islamic educational philosophy 

draws on both Western and Islamic traditions. He uses Quranic references and 

philosophical distinctions between intellect and reason to create a space for revelatory 

knowledge. From the Western tradition, he draws on Derrida’s concept of ‘new 

Enlightenment’ in bringing together faith and reason.  

Derrida has urged us to embrace what he calls a “new Enlightenment.” 
According to him, while the Enlightenment of the eighteen-century 
attempted to draw a sharp line between faith and reason, the new 
Enlightenment rejects this contrast as simple-mindedness. Derrida holds 
that undermining the role of faith in the old Enlightenment led to turning 
reason into a faith. Now, what is expected from the new Enlightenment is 
to draw a new relationship between faith and reason so that each can find 
its proper place.1397  

Elsewhere, Khosrow-Bagheri discredits philosophies of the Enlightenment that 

originally separated religion from science, following the common philosophical thread 

presented by previous Iranian academic-philosophers. This critique is most pronounced 

in an article entitled, “Skepticism and Rationality: Ghazali, Hume and Kant.”1398  The 

argument is presented in two stages: First, Khosrow-Bagheri contends that Hume’s 

Skepticism led to the discovery of a flaw in the understanding of the relationship 

between cause and effect, in Western philosophy. Kant, in his Critique of Pure Reason, 

attempted to reconcile the relationship between cause and effect through metaphysics, 

“uses reason to reach faith.”1399 Second, Khosrow-Bagheri argues that Ghazali had 

                                                
1396 Khosrow Bagheri Noaparast and Michel Peters, “Islam, Philosophy, and Education,” 207-208. 
1397 Khosrow Bagheri Noaparast, “Islamic Education as Asymmetrical Democratic Interaction,” in, 
In, The Palgrave International Handbook of Alternative Education, Edited by Helen lees and Nel. 
Noddings, 316-331. Palgrave MacMillan, 2016: 317.  
1398 Khosrow Bagheri, “Skepticism and Rationality: Ghazali, Hume, and Kant,” Journal of 
Religious Thought, Vol. 13.2 (2013): 3-18. 
1399 Khosrow Bagheri, “Skepticism and Rationality,” 16. As well, “In “Critique of Pure Reason” 
Kant states that the causality that we hold for events is universal, but experience is incapable of 
showing this universality; therefore this universality must have an a priori source. That a priori 
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indirectly influenced Hume and offered better solutions to the relationship between 

cause and effect than Kant.1400 Ghazali’s explanation for the relationship between cause 

and effect starts from a theological position and, “uses God to approach a reasonable 

stance,” as Khosrow-Bagheri explains:   

We can state that Ghazali first observes what leads to skepticism and by 
employing the concept of God as an assumption, he concludes that God’s 
will is behind the regulation of nature and he can, in principle, will 
otherwise. Kant, on the other hand, employs synthetic a priori to 
overcome Hume’s skepticism and to render metaphysics possible and 
open room for faith and consequently God. Ghazali uses God to 
approach a reasonable stance with regard to skepticism while Kant uses 
reason to reach faith. Hume, however, did not find any argument 
satisfactory for his skepticism and remained a skeptic because he did not 
accept anything else as knowledge except for his fork.1401 

In sum, as a Republican era academic philosopher, Khosrow-Bagheri continues 

the pragmatist tradition in the philosophy of education established by Sadiq, 

Shariatmadari and others in the Pahlavi era. His synthesis of Islamic and Anglo-Saxon 

philosophies as demonstrated in his publications and interviews have political 

considerations in state-preferred religious education.    

Ahmad Fardid (1910-1994) was born in the southern Iranian city of Yazd and 

moved to Tehran in 1926. He attended Dar al-Funun Secondary school and graduated 

from the newly established Dar al-Mo’alemin (later became part of Teachers Training 

College, University of Tehran) with a degree in philosophy and educational training. As 

mentioned, Hekmat and Sadiq ran this institution in the 1920s and Sadiq’s research into 

Dewey was discussed in chapter three. After graduating from Dar al-Mo’alemin, he 

remained as lecturer until his trip to France in 1947. Returning to Iran in 1954 without 

completing his education at either Sorbonne or Heidelberg, Fardid was appointed 

                                                                                                                                            
source is, according to Kant, in our epistemic faculty…Therefore, synthetic a priori is the concept 
that Kant introduces in order to save the experience from chaos,” 8. 
1400 According to Khosrow-Bagheri, “Even though Hume is sometimes held to be the first in 
putting forth skepticism against Cartesian certainty, some historical studies suggest that his 
skepticism originated elsewhere mentioning Malebranche (1638-1712) and Nicholas of Autrecourt 
(1300-d. after 1350) and the medieval Muslim thinker al-Ghazali (1058-1111) as the originators. 
Even though Hume had no direct access to Ghazali’s works, he was, undoubtedly, familiar with 
those of Malebranche, while Malebranche had indirect access to Ghazali’s thoughts through the 
works of Averroes and also through the indirect access to the works of Autrecourt who was 
familiar with Ghazali’s argument against necessary connections between events,” 4. 
1401 Khosrow-Bagheri, “Skepticism and Rationality,” 16. 
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lecturer at Faculty of Theology, University of Tehran. In 1968, he was hired by Nasr (at 

the request of Mahdavi) as Associate Professor of Philosophy in the Faculty of Literature 

and Humanities, University of Tehran. He taught academic philosophy at both Faculties. 

He retired from fulltime work in 1972, returning to the University to participate in special 

graduate seminars or to supervise advance degrees.1402  

Fardid was in his seventies on the eve of the Revolution. His training in German 

phenomenology and Heideggerian existentialism had found a niche among certain 

academics at the Department of Philosophy in the 1960s and 1970s.1403 This 

Heideggerian circle included Daryoush Shayegan, Daryoush Ashouri, Reza Davari, and 

Amir-Hossein Jahanbegloo (Ramin Jahanbegloo’s father) among others. Often 

described as an oral philosopher due to his lack of publications, Fardid’s philosophy has 

been the topic of growing interest and scholarship. In the West, Ali Mirsepassi is the 

foremost expert on Fardidian philosophy and sociology.1404 In addition to the publication 

of several monographs that included Fardid’s philosophy, Mirsepassi produced a 

documentary about his role in the televised disputations of the early Revolutionary 

period. In Iran, his students Reza Davari and Mohammad Madadpour (1955-2005) 

carried on his legacy, with Davari carrying Fardid’s idea into public discourse and 

Madadpour transcribing most of Fardid’s 1980s university lectures into the 2002 

monograph Didar-e Farrahi va Fotuhat-e Akhar al-Zaman.1405 Since 2000, there has 

been three major works published on Fardid: Seyyed Musa Dibaj, Ara va ‘Aqayed-e 

Seyyed Ahmad Fardid: Mofredat-e Fardidi (2007); Bektash Manuchehri, Fardid az 

Negah-e Digaran (2009); and Bijan Abdolkarimi, Heidegger dar Iran: Negahi be zendegi, 

Athar va Andisheh-haye Seyyed Ahmad Fardid (2013).1406 Given the depth of 

                                                
1402 Bijan Abdolkarimi, Heidegger dar Iran: Negahi be zendegi, Athar va Andisheh-haye Seyyed 
Ahmad Fardid (Tehran: Mo’asseseh-ye Pajuheshi Hekmat va Falsafa-ye Iran, 2013), 43. 
1403 See chapter four for a detailed discussion of these philosophical trends in the 1960s and 
1970s. 
1404 See, Ali Mirsepassi, Political Islam, Iran and the Enlightenment: Philosophies of Hope and 
Despair (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011); Ali Mirsepassi, Transnationalism in 
Iranian Political Thought: The Life and Times of Ahmad Fardid (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2017). 
1405 Please note, Mirsepassi has indicated Fardid and not Madadpour as the author of Didar-e 
Farrahi, see Ali Mirsepassi, Transnationalism in Iranian Political Thought, 377. 
1406 The major Farsi works on Fardid include: Mohammad Madadpour, Didar-e Farrahi va 
Fotuhat-e Akhar al-Zaman (Tehran: Nashr va Nazar Publications, 2002); Seyyed Musa Dibaj, Ara 
va Aqayed-e Seyyed Ahmad Fardid: Mofredat-e Fardidi (Tehran: Aftab Press, 2007); Bektash 
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scholarship on Fardid’s philosophy, and my observations regarding his views on 

Bergsonian philosophy as well as the philosophy of education in chapter three, I will limit 

my discussion to some observations made by these scholars and some that were 

omitted. 

Mirsepassi’s scholarship on Fardid begins with Iranian intellectuals as agents of 

an Iranian modernity. His book, Intellectual Discourse and the Politics of Modernization: 

Negotiating Modernity in Iran, provided the link between Fardid and Heidegger by 

examining the relation between Iranian intellectuals and German, anti-modern 

philosophers.1407 Mirsepassi identifies Fardid’s work as having affinity with the German, 

anti-Enlightenment philosophical tradition that reached its height during the 1930s. 

Mirsepassi drew similarities between Iran in the 1960 to 1980 period with Germany 

during the interwar years in that both states displayed resentment toward being drawn 

into the liberal-socialist political bipolarization. In this monograph, Mirsepassi established 

a historical justification for the link between Fardid and Heidegger’s philosophy, on the 

premise that discourses of authenticity are integral to modernity.  

A more recent work by Mirsepassi, Political Islam, Iran and the Enlightenment: 

Philosophies of Hope and Despair, focuses on what he calls the third phase of Iranian 

modernity with a particular view grounded in the philosophical understanding of Western 

modernity in relation to the reactionary, anti-Enlightenment views of twentieth century 

Iranian intellectuals, including Fardid.1408 Mirsepassi’s detailed discussion of Heidegger’s 

Being and Time as a historical document is an extremely important one for the 

understanding of Heidegger’s impact on the Iranian intellectual tradition, identifying 

                                                                                                                                            
Manuchehri, Fardid az Negah-e Digaran (Tehran: Qasideh Sara Press, 2009); Bijan Abdolkarimi, 
Heidegger dar Iran: Negahi be zendegi, Athar va Andisheh-haye Seyyed Ahmad Fardid (Tehran: 
Mo’asseseh-ye Pajuheshi Hekmat va Falsafa-ye Iran, 2013). 
1407 Ali Mirsepassi, Intellectual Discourse and the Politics of Modernization: Negotiating Modernity 
in Iran (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000). Please note that the linking of the Islamic 
Republic of Iran to Inter-war Germany in terms of their respective propagation of “anti- modern” 
philosophies is Mirsepassi’s position and argument. In particular, linking the “neither West nor 
East,” slogan of the Islamic Republic with, mainly, Heidegger’s essentialisation of “Mittleuropa” is 
used by Mirsepassi in constructing his argument, and is not necessarily true or valid. 
1408 Ali Mirsepassi, Political Islam, Iran and the Enlightenment: Philosophies of Hope and Despair 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011). 
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Fardid as “the thinker whose work contributed most to setting the ground for a 

Heideggerian political discourse in the Iranian context.”1409  

It is in Transnationalism in Iranian Political Thought, that Mirsepassi engages 

exclusively with the “Life and Times of Ahmad Fardid.”1410 Mirsepassi introduces Fardid 

as in intellectual interventionist who observed a continued colonial influence in Iranian 

political thought from the time of the Constitutional Revolution.1411 In particular, “the 

significance of Fardid’s intellectual intervention was to shift the vantage of the political 

interpretation of Iranian resistance to injustice from a predominately secular (i.e. liberal, 

leftist, or reformist Islamist) perspective, to a more extremist and Islamist claim to 

authenticity and totality.”1412 Mirsepassi highlights Fardid’s usage of Heidegger, which I 

concur, in the formulation of a response to the perceived threat of Westoxication. 

Mirsepassi also highlights Fardid’s use of mystical Islam, calling him a “pioneering 

visionary of spiritual Islam,”1413 which I find problematic. Fardid rode the wave of Islamic 

mysticism taught at the University by members of the School of Tehran such as Fazil 

Tuni and Motahhari and made intelligible through the works of Foroughi, Hekmat and 

others. If he was such a pioneer, why did his philosophy only become relevant after the 

Khomeinists victory?  

To be fair, Mirsepassi covers Fardid’s publications on Dewey and Bergson from 

the late 1930s, locating his place among emerging academic circles of the time. 

However, his chapter on the Young Fardid does not address the claim that, “Ahmad 

Fardid’s intellectual biography reveals the centrality of his ‘mystical’ reading of Western 

philosophy,”1414 In fact, other than a few sentences on his studies at Yazd Seminary in 

the 1920s, Mirsepassi makes no attempt to locate the source of Fardid’s mystical Islam.  

Bijan Abdolkarimi, among Iranian scholars, has located and discussed the source 

of Fardid’s mystical Islam. In his monograph, Heidegger in Iran, Abdolkarimi has 

                                                
1409 Ali Mirsepassi, Political Islam, Iran, and the Enlightenment, 30. 
1410 Ali Mirsepassi, Transnationalism in Iranian Political Thought: The Life and Times of Ahmad 
Fardid (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017). 
1411 Mirsepassi, Transnationalism in Iranian Political Thought, 5. 
1412 Mirsepassi, Transnationalism in Iranian Political Thought, 5. 
1413 Mirsepassi, Transnationalism in Iranian Political Thought, 11. 
1414 Mirsepassi, Transnationalism in Iranian Political Thought, 68. 
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identified Mohammad Reza Tonekaboni, Mohammad Kazem Asar and Rezaqoli Shariat 

Sanglaji (1880-19430) as Fardid’s instructors in classical Islamic philosophy (dar hekmat 

va falsafa-ye qadim).1415 Among the three, Abdolkarimi identifies Sanglaji as the radical 

reformist, proposing new philosophical methodologies in the adaptation of Islamic 

teachings with the new culture and civilization (dar entebaq-e ta’alim Islam ba farhang va 

tamadon-e jadid bud).1416 Fardid attended Sanglaji’s classes and public sermons which 

included topics such as the criticism of the religious prescription of following a marja’ in 

Shi’ism (enteqad az marja’iyat-e rasmi) and an affinity towards rationalism (gerayesh be 

‘aql-garai), knowledge (‘ilm-garai) and experience (tajrobeh-garai).1417  

In particular, Abdolkarimi has identified an Iranian Sufi order, the 

Shahmaghsoudi-Oveyssi to have informed Fardid’s Sufi orientation and the source of his 

mystical philosophy.1418 Fardid himself has alluded to his Oveyssi connection in an 

unpublished 1986 Keyhan-e Farhangi interview. The Oveyssi connection is significant 

for two reasons. The Shahmaghsoudi was an elitist Sufi order attended by Empress 

Farah and had connections to the darbar.1419 Second, the esoteric knowledge within the 

Oveyssi system is obtained through the same method ilm-e huzuri or hekmat-e zoqi 

(immediate and experiential knowledge) referred to in Fardid’s philosophy. Third, The 

Oveyssi order is unique among Sufi orders in that it traces its linage to Oveyss-i Qaran, 

a Yemeni mystic from the time of the Prophet while all other Sufi orders trace their 

lineage to Mohammad, his son-in-law Ali or his father-in-law Abu Bakr. Adherent of this 

order believe that the Oveyssi method was affirmed by the Prophet though they never 

met in person giving a unique intellectual identity to this tariqat. This first-amongst-

equals feature made the Shahmaghsoudi appealing to the emerging Irano-Islamic 

Pahlavi nationalism of the 1970s.  

It is my view that, Fardid’s significance was in his contribution to the politicization 

of academic philosophy in twentieth-century Iran and that his garbled thoughts like much 

of his student Davari’s were recycled from the philosophies of the first three generation 

                                                
1415 Bijan Abdolkarimi, Heidegger dar Iran, 21. 
1416 Bijan Abdolkarimi, Heidegger dar Iran, 27. 
1417 Bijan Abdolkarimi, Heidegger dar Iran, 28. 
1418 Bijan Abdolkarimi, Heidegger dar Iran, 31. 
1419 Dutch Scholar, Matthijs van den Bos has written about this connection. 
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of academic-statesmen discussed in this thesis, aside from some of his original 

translation of Heidegger’s Being and Time. Fardid’s legacy in the hybridization of 

mystical Islam with Heideggerian phenomenology is in many ways inherited by Reza 

Davari Ardakani. In the next section, I examine Davari’s published responses regarding 

his association with Fardid and “Muslim Heideggerians.” 

Reza Davari Ardakani (b. 1933) was born in southern Iran to a traditional 

Iranian family. He completed his secondary education at Isfahan Preparatory Academy 

in 1951 and was a secondary school instructor in Qom and Tehran until 1954. After 

entering the University of Tehran, Davari earned a Bachelor of Arts (1958) and a 

Doctorate (1967) in Philosophy, and he has remained there as a Professor of 

Philosophy.1420 

Davari’s foray into Iranian public discourse spans more than three decades 

including his intellectual debates of the 1980s, the use of his philosophy by the radical 

right in opposition to the Reform Movement of the 1990s, and subsequent rebuttals and 

defense against opposing Iranian intellectuals in the 2000s. Davari’s role as a public 

intellectual engaged in public discourse extends to his many appointments in state-

sponsored institutions designed for the propagation and implementation of the Islamic 

Republic’s vision for an Islamic society, and by extension an Irano-Islamic identity.  

Davari became the director of the Academy of Sciences of the Islamic Republic 

of Iran in 1998, an institution created by the High Council of the Cultural Revolution back 

in 1987.1421 The academy is an institution with the dual purpose of cultivating scientific 

development within the country, as well as promoting Irano-Islamic views on scientific 

technology and research abroad. In the 1990s, Davari expanded his influence by 

becoming the editor of several pro-regime magazines.1422  He is a participant on many 

Iranian academic boards including the Institute for Public Education, the Institute for 

                                                
1420 Please see chapter four for a complete biography. 
1421 Available from http://www.rDavari.com/biography.htm  (accessed 23 May, 2010).  
1422 Reza Davari’s official Website, http://www.rDavari.com/biography.htm (accessed 20 July, 
2012). 
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Scientific Study of Islamic Philosophy, the High Council for Curriculum Planning, and the 

Foundation for Iranian Studies.1423   

Another indication of Davari’s growth and influence as an Iranian intellectual are 

the awards and honours he has received.  For example in 1997 Davari was awarded the 

Nation’s Distinguished Professor Award, as well as University of Tehran’s Excellence in 

Teaching Award. After the conservative sweep of the Majles in 2002, the regime showed 

greater support for the arts, sciences, and sports as a means to enhance its legitimacy. 

Iran’s state supported television station, Islamic Republic of Iran Broadcasting (IRIB), 

hosted an annual award ceremony praising, “Iranian luminaries of various scientific, 

cultural, and artistic fields.” 1424 The ceremony was organized by a combination of state 

supported entities including the IRIB, domestic universities, academies, unions, and 

foundations. Davari was chosen as the first recipient of the Eternal Figure Award in 

2002.1425  Similarly, in 2007 Davari was named distinguished Farabi Academic of Iran 

and received the Farabi International Award on the Humanities and Islamic Studies at 

the First International Farabi Festival.1426 The festival and award were also part of the 

state supported effort to promote its legitimacy through the arts.1427 Finally, in 2008 

Davari was a panellist at the National Festival for the Renewal and Glorification of the 

History of Islamic Philosophy.1428 All of these awards and appointments point to the fact 

that Davari’s influence and distinction as an intellectual occur within the conservative’s 

sphere of influence in Iranian civil society.  
                                                
1423 Reza Davari’s official Website, http://www.rDavari.com/biography.htm (Accessed 20 July, 
2012). 
1424 Payvand Iran News, November 10, 2008 “2008 Eternal Figures of Iran Announced.” Available 
from http://Daryush.payvand.com/news/08/nov/1094.html (Accessed 23 May 2010).  
1425 Reza Davari’s official Website, http://www.rDavari.com/biography.htm (Accessed 20 July, 
2012). 
1425 Reza Davari’s official Website, http://www.rDavari.com/biography.htm (Accessed 20 July, 
2012). 
1426 Reza Davari’s official Website, http://www.rDavari.com/biography.htm (Accessed 20 July, 
2012). 
1427 According to the Farabi Festival’s website, “Considering that the philosophy behind holding 
the Farabi International Award is aimed at promoting the civilization building role of Islamic and 
human sciences, we owe the success of this event to the earnest and long-term support of the 
government as well as officials of the Ministry of Science, Research and Technology for the 
scientific innovations of active scientific centers in this field.” Available from 
http://www.rDavari.com/biography.htm  (Accessed 23 May 2010). 
1428 Reza Davari’s official Website, http://www.rDavari.com/biography.htm (Accessed 20 July, 
2012). 
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Among these appointments, however, it is the directorship of the Academy of 

Sciences, which allows Davari great influence in Iran and abroad.  The mission 

statement of the Academy of Sciences states its purpose as being a forum for the 

promotion and exchange of scientific and technological ideas in Iran and abroad.1429 In 

fact, there is not a single reference to Islamic criterion or values. However, the 

organization is a branch of the Supreme Council of Cultural Revolution whose number 

one objective is “Expansion and promotion of the influence of Islamic culture in the 

society and consolidation of the Cultural Revolution and enrichment of the public 

culture.” 1430  Therefore, it can be argued that Davari, as director of the Academy of 

Sciences, secularizes the regime’s religious understandings of scientific and political 

ethics in order to make their ideas more palatable to foreign audiences.   

In the past decade, Davari has published several articles in English and attended 

numerous international conferences, which validate the above position.  Since 2000 

Davari has participated in a dozen international conferences on philosophy and 

phenomenology.  In these conferences Davari gave presentations on topics such as 

“Religion and Liberty,” “Is Philosophy Global or Regional,” “History of Politics in the 

World of Islam,” “A Glance at the Fantasy World,” and “The possibility of Dialogue 

between Islamic Philosophy and Western Phenomenology.”1431 A mixture of philosophy 

and Islam can be seen in the titles of these speeches, delivering the ultimate goal of 

Islamic propagation stated in the HCCR’s mission statement.   

In the 1980s, a group of academic philosophers emerged at the University who 

supported the state’s political ideologies using academic philosophy. Reza Davari 

Ardakani is the example par excellence among this group of philosophers. A case study 

of his affiliations and publications since the Cultural Revolution presents a new 

understanding in the historic development of philosophy in post-revolutionary Iran, and is 

covered in the final section of this chapter. Below, I present his philosophies in support 

of Velayat-e Faqih. 

                                                
1429 Available from http://www.rDavari.com/biography.htm  (Accessed 23 May 2010). 
1430 Available from http://Daryush.iranculture.org/en/about/ahdaf.php (Accessed 23 May 2010). 
1431 Reza Davari’s official Website, http://www.rDavari.com/speeches.htm (Accessed 20 July, 
2012). 
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According to Davari, in the Islamic philosophical tradition there are several 

necessary qualities for the leader of the virtuous city: “the six or eight conditions for the 

leader of the virtuous city as stated by al-Farabi, can also be found in the work of Mulla 

Sadra.”1432 While qualities such as the soundness of body and mind, create a baseline 

for the position of leader, access to the active intellect (‘aql-e fa`al) is of primary concern 

here, for this quality also resonates in the office of the Vali-ye Faqih. 

Al-Farabi states that since the natural state of man is to travel from imperfection 

towards perfection, and the leader of the city is by definition the most perfect or complete 

man in the city, then the people of the city, in their deeds and conduct, must follow him 

(ra’is-e avval). One of the qualities of ra’is-e avval, according to Al-Farabi is the 

possession of an unbroken link to the active intellect (‘aql-e fa`al).1433 Davari makes 

access to ‘aql-e fa`al a prerequisite in drawing a conceptual link from ra’is-e avval – as 

found in the Irano-Islamic philosophical tradition to Vali-ye Faqih as found in the Shi`a 

fiqhi  (jurisprudential) tradition.1434 He makes the transition with a discussion of the 

concept of political intellect (‘aql-e siyasi).1435 In Falsafa dar Dam-e Ideologi (2007), 

Davari draws a distinction between reason in political intellect and in fiqh: 

                                                
1432 Reza Davari, “Ra’is-e Avval-e Madineh dar Nazar-e Mulla Sadra,” 70. 
1433 Chapter twenty-seven of Al-Farabi`s book, On the Principles of the Views of the Inhabitants of 
the Excellent State contains a passage on the mental qualities of the ra’is-e avval: “The leader of 
the city must have traveled the road to completion (mental and spiritual), and posses the power of 
creative thought, through an unbroken link (while awake or sleep) to the active intellect (‘aql-e 
fa`al); nothing is hidden or unknown to his mind. Any human that reaches this level: the unity of 
the divine mind and the thinker create an intellect that is greater than the passive mind (referring 
to thought generated by chemical reactions in the brain based on material [empirical] stimulation) 
and is approaching the active mind (‘aql-e fa`al).” Seyyed Ja’far Sajjadi, Andisheh-ye ahl-e 
Medineh-ye Fazeleh, 218. 
1434 Before making this transition, it must be noted that there are various, often conflicting views 
about the role and scope of Velayat-e Faqih among Irano-Islamic fiqhi scholars. In fact, Salehi-
Najafabadi maintains that it is through a showra (consultative assembly) and the will of the people 
that the vali-ye faqih is selected. He states that there are two understandings of Velayat-e Faqih: 
khabari and ensha’i. The khabari position postulates that, “Just Jurist consults are selected to rule 
by God,” while the ensha’i position maintains that “it is the people who select the vali-ye faqih 
based on the qualities described in article five of the Iranian constitution.” See, Salehi-Najafabadi, 
Velayat-e Faqih, 46. Also, Mohsen Kadivar, who has written about nine variations on Shia fiqhi 
governance, including Velayat-e Faqih, affirms the ensha’i view of Velayat-e Faqih. See Mohsen 
Kadivar, Nazariyat-e Dowlat dar Fiqh-e Shi’a (Tehran: Nashrani, 1997) and Hokumat-e Vela’i 
(Tehran: Nashrani, 1998). 
1435 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam (Tehran: Markaz-e Farhangi-ye 
Allameh Tabatabai, 1982), 84. 
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The meaning of intellect (‘aql) in the principle books of fiqh is different 
from the books of philosophy in that intellect in principles of fiqh 
resembles ‘aql-e ‘amali (the working intellect)…. This working intellect is 
developed through an individual’s intimate knowledge of the Book 
(Quran), ahadith, and familiarity with interpretations (tafsir)…. Thus, this 
intellect is not independent from prophecy and the Book…. The truth of 
the matter is that intellect in the two aforementioned instances do not 
mean the same thing. The meaning in one is the human-developed 
intellect (‘aql-e parvardeh)… and in the other instance it is God-given 
intellect (‘aql-e parvandeh).1436 

In the above example, Davari makes the distinction between developed and given 

intellect, in essence between reason and prophecy, and states that intellect in the 

tradition of fiqh is akin to developed intellect. At the same time, since this intellect is 

premised in the Quran and other established Islamic traditions; it has a link, albeit an 

indirect one, to the active intellect. 

The difference between developed and given (divine) intellect becomes less 

apparent in Davari’s 1982 book, Enqelab-e Islami va Vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam. In this 

book, Davari argues that sometimes the meaning of the word ‘aql (intellect) is the one 

that appears in philosophy and Hekmat-e Nazari.1437 Davari applies semantics to the 

concept of intellect (‘aql) in drawing closer the philosophical and fiqhi concept of political 

intellect.1438 For example, he states that prophets and real mystics (‘urafa va 

motesafavveh-e haqqiqi) when they speak of intellect (‘aql) have different meanings for 

the term. In their opinions, common sense (‘aql-e mo’ash) and philosophical intellect 

(‘aql-e falsafi) have little worth. The ‘aql that is used in the fields of kalam, fiqh, 

philosophy, and ethics, is an ‘aql loosely translated into active intellect (‘aql-e ’amali), 

                                                
1436 Reza Davari, Falsafa dar Dam-e Ideologi, 115. 
1437 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 84. Davari defines hekmat-e nazari 
as a multi-disciplinary study consisting of natural sciences, mathematics, and divine knowledge. 
1438 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 88. Here Davari states that there 
are six types of ‘aql: “The first ‘aql is the power to understand good and bad, gains and loss. The 
second ‘aql is the power that enables one to act in accordance to goodness and refrain from evil 
(acts). The third ‘aql is the angel with which a person puts his life in order with. The fourth ‘aql is 
‘aql-e nazari (theoretical intellect), which comprises of four subcategories (‘aql-e hayulayi, ‘aql-e 
bel-malalkeh, ‘aql-e bel-fa’al, ‘aql-e mostefad). The fifth ‘aql is (nafs-e nategheh – a Sadrian term 
which differentiates the fully developed soul of man that, in itself, differentiates a human being 
from man the animal. The sixth ‘aql is sader-e avval (dissolution of the individual mind into the 
divine mind, when there is no longer an I, or separation between creator and creation or human 
being and Being).” 
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and this active intellect is the type of intellect that determines right from wrong and 

positive from negative.1439 

As can be seen, political intellect, in both instances is bound to active intellect 

(‘aql-e siyasi beh ‘aql-e ’amali), which has a divine nature in the Islamic philosophical 

tradition. The distinction becomes inconsequential as Davari moves forth in his 

argument. He states that fiqh is an instance when active intellect has to do with earthly 

actions, containing knowledge relevant to the way people live and define their relations 

with each other. At the same time, the one who becomes aware of this fiqhi knowledge 

must be familiar with theory as well, meaning that if one is not an expert in theory he/she 

cannot master fiqh. In other words, fiqh is practical in nature and rests on more general 

theories whose validity and application requires philosophical training. Therefore, the 

faqih is using an intellect that is different from political intellect (‘aql-e falsafi) and is 

closer in nature to active intellect (‘aql- e ’amali): 

‘Aql-e ‘amali rules with a theoretical understanding in action and the 
necessities of current life (historic validity, not eternal validity), of course 
with the precondition that it is in tune with Vaha (loosely translated as the 
unseen link between a prophet and God). ‘Aql-e ‘amali can illuminate and 
distinguish between right and wrong within the individual.1440 

Davari concludes his argument on variations of ‘aql by referring to ishraq and tasavvof, 

“Suhrawardi called this [type of] ‘aql, ‘nur-e abhar,’”1441 which literally means the amazing 

light and is a reference to a stage of illumination in which all is known without limitations 

to time and space. 

Next, Davari distinguishes between modern Western philosophical views on 

political wisdom, and by extension political intellect, and directly proposes the type of 

leadership envisioned for the Islamic Republic. First, he makes the distinction: Political 

wisdom is akin to Aristotelian concept of the virtuous mind. Political wisdom enables us 

to see the world in which we live, the possibility of action in that world, determine the 

                                                
1439 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 85-86. 
1440 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 87. 
1441 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 85-88. 
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goals and obtain the means of reaching those goals,” whereas, “Political intellect allows 

us to determine the goals and intentions of others (politics).”1442 

Davari relates political intellect to Shari’at, arguing that political intellect (‘aql-e 

siyasi) is the result of faith and belief in the structure and laws of knowledge (‘ilm). For 

example, “Active figures in political Islam, in addition to operating within the boundaries 

of political intellect, must also operate within the boundaries of religion, and establish the 

foundations of political wisdom from religious law (Shari’at).”1443 

Following this assertion, Davari negates the Western concept of political intellect 

and proposes a religiously based one in the form of velayat-e faqih. He says that in the 

West, philosophy gave birth to the political wisdom and the practical intellect of its 

people. In other words, in the West, philosophy is manifested in the form of rights, 

politics, new science, and technology.1444 Davari calls this Western manifestation of 

political intellect ‘aql-e jadid (modern intellect) and states that in contrast to it “there is 

another kind of intellect whose essence is velayat and nabovvat (guardianship and 

prophet hood). This ‘aql is not a follower of the negation of human dignity and in politics 

and daily affairs is not merely concerned with signs, results and profits.”1445 Now, Davari 

is ready to subordinate political intellect to Shari’at: 

‘aql-e siyasi (political intellect) is not independent. If politics is religious 
politics, then political intellect rests on prophecy (vahyeh) and someone 
has this attribute whose powers of understanding and perception are 
transmitted words [through vahyeh]. However, in non-religious politics, 
there is political intellect, which needs a foundation, and this foundation in 
the West is philosophy.1446 

Finally, Davari makes the connection between the Islamic Republic and the type of ruler 

qualified to lead it: “The fundamentals and sustainability of the Islamic Republic is 

                                                
1442 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 83. 
1443 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 84. 
1444 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 105. 
1445 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 106. 
1446 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 107. 
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dependent on velayat, and justice (‘adl), and the virtuous city (medineh-ye adeleh) is a 

tool in this velayat.”1447 

In sum, we can see that following al-Farabi’s approach in al-Madina al-Fadila 

Davari’s political philosophy concerning velayat-e faqih is composed of two parts: the 

justification for the type of rule and the justification for the type of ruler. As for the type of 

polity, Davari argues that since politics is governed by philosophy which derives its 

inspiration from divine knowledge, then man, as a member of the political community, is 

subjected to God: “As a being belonging and subordinated to the divine truth (haqq) our 

human polity is determined by God.”1448 The concept of haqq is very important in 

Davari’s specific reference to Islamic polity: “Islamic polity is the exercise of divine 

sovereignty through agents that are both familiar with Islamic tenets but more 

importantly are divinely inspired through their immersion into haqq (their eyes become 

His eyes, their ears become His ears).”1449 Furthermore, Davari’s statement regarding 

human polity being determined by God concurs with the second article of the Islamic 

Republic’s Constitution: 

The Islamic Republic of Iran is a government based on faith in the one 
and only God, (Who) only has the right to rule, determines faith, and 
requires submission to Him; He has divine decree and a foundational role 
in the determination of laws; (Who) plays a constructive role in man’s path 
of completion towards God.1450  

As for the type of ruler, Davari again turns to al-Farabi’s political philosophy. 

Davari argues that al-Farabi envisioned an Islamic philosopher-prophet as the ruler of al-

Madina al-Fadila. This would be the true philosopher who derives his knowledge from 

God: “The true philosopher knows God’s justice, pays homage to His sovereignty, and 

becomes familiar with knowledge through His grace (tadbir).”1451 Thus, the true 

                                                
1447 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 13. 
1448 Farzin Vahdat, “Post-Revolutionary Islamic Discourses on Modernity,” 610. 
1449 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 254. 
1450 The official website of the constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran, 
http://imj.ir/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=583:1388-11-17-15-39- 
46&catid=84:1388-11-03-08-40-10&Itemid=222. It must be noted that the word Velayat-e Faqih 
does not appear in any of the 177 articles of the Constitution; rather it appears twice in the 
introduction to the constitution under the subheadings of Islamic Government and Velayat-e 
Faqih. 
1451 Reza Davari, Falsafa-ye Madani Farabi, 160. 
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philosopher is one who perceives philosophy as the truth in the relations of things being 

examined.1452  Therefore, the theory of state as defined by velayat-e faqih and the office 

of Vali-ye faqih fulfill the conditions for the type of rule and ruler in Davari’s political 

philosophy. 

Davari adds strength to his theory in support of velayat-e faqih by criticizing the 

historical development of the West’s current political systems and their relation to 

Western philosophy. The historical overtaking of philosophy’s relation to haqq and its 

replacement with man during the Enlightenment helps shape his argument. Davari 

argues that the “West is the same as philosophy,”1453 Since the main axis for the 

understanding of the West’s culture is philosophy. Thus, “in order to understand the 

West, it would be necessary to immerse [oneself] in its philosophy.”1454 Here, Davari is 

not praising the West or its philosophy. Rather he is setting up the argument that 

knowledge and religion shared an epistemological core that was fractured by Kant and 

Descartes based on an approach dating back to Plato and Aristotle. 

This argument, I believe, is not original to Davari and was likely a carryover from 

his studies with Nasr. For example, Nasr also states: “Descartes separated himself from 

the supernatural and the eternal philosophy. He replaced the divine mind with the human 

mind, and thus began neo-philosophy (Enlightenment philosophy and beyond).... this 

was the point of rapture between traditional and new philosophy.”1455  Likewise, 

according to Davari, “Descartes ignored a central tenet of ancient philosophy, i.e., the 

unity of the knower and the known. Instead, he asserted the mind body dualism and the 

congruence of the knowledgeable and the knower.”1456 In other words, Descartes is 

incorrect in violating the doctrine of Divine Unity as the basis for philosophy; hence, his 

subsequent findings are invalid. 

Once Davari lays out his argument that the West has incorrectly conceived of 

and utilized philosophy, he can argue for velayat-e faqih as the solution for Iran’s socio- 

                                                
1452 Farzin Vahdat, “Post-Revolutionary Islamic Discourses on Modernity,” 611. 
1453 Reza Davari, “Philosophy and Culture,” Spektrum Iran, 14.1 (2001): 75. 
1454 Reza Davari, “Philosophy and Culture,” 75. 
1455 Seyyed Hussein Nasr and Ramin Jahanbegloo, Dar Josteju-ye Amr-e Qodsi, 263. 
1456 Reza Davari, “The Shared Quest Between Islamic Philosophy and Modern Phenomenology,” 
242. 
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political instability. Davari states that the West creates a universal utopian philosophy 

implemented through coercive political, social, and economic practices such as 

imperialism and colonialism.1457 This occupation even encompasses human beings in 

the impoverishment of the native through universalism. Again, we can refer to Nasr and 

see the intellectual roots of Davari’s position, for Nasr categorically denies being a 

citizen of the world and its universal implications.1458 However, impoverishment of the 

native through universalism, as stated by Davari, is specifically referring to one of the 

most fundamental Iranian critical theories of the twentieth century: Gharbzadegi 

(Westoxication).1459 

In conclusion, Davari’s philosophy leading to the support of velayat-e faqih is 

presented with several distinct features. First, he employs the sacred in the Irano-Islamic 

tradition of Tasavvof in establishing his ontology. Doing so, he relegates logic to a 

secondary or interpretative role of post-philosophical discovery. He uses Heideggerian 

philosophy to supplement his ontological understanding and anti-Enlightenment views. 

His understanding of Western philosophy in general and Heideggerian philosophy in 

particular are qualitatively shallow as argued by Vahdat, Khosrokhavar, Mirsepassi and 

myself. In addition, his use of Western as compared to Islamic philosophy is 

quantitatively shallow as demonstrated in my discussion of his philosophical 

interpretation of velayat-e faqih. At the same time, Davari has a firm grasp of Islamic 

philosophy as he demonstrates key concepts such as the relationship between 

philosopher and prophet, various iterations of intellect (‘aql), as well as the role and 

scope of Islamic political philosophy. Finally, his argument for continuity in the history of 

Islamic philosophy and his assertions regarding the relationship between Gharbzadegi 

and the philosophical interpretation of velayat-e faqih is original and plausible. 

The 1979 Islamic Revolution presented him with opportunities to extend his 

theoretical philosophy in society, directly in the field of education and indirectly in the 

field of politics. His ideas propelled from the classroom and academic circles into public 

                                                
1457 Reza Davari, Falsafa Chist? 202. 
1458 Seyyed Hussein Nasr and Ramin Jahanbegloo, Dar Josteju-ye Amr-e Qodsi, 199-200. 
1459 As discussed in chapter four, Gharbzadegi is a concept developed by one of Davari’s 
teachers at the University of Tehran, Ahmad Fardid, although the phrase was made popular by 
Ale Ahmad’s book bearing the same name, as well as Khomeini’s countless references to it at the 
time of the Iranian Revolution. 
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discourse starting in the mid-1980s and continue to this day. Davari’s transition from 

philosopher to ideologue and its impact on Post-revolutionary Iranian political ethics is 

discussed in the final section of this chapter. 

Mohsen Kadivar (b.1959) was born and raised in southern Iran before moving 

to Qom after the Revolution to continue his education. Kadivar is part of a new 

generation of post-revolutionary academic philosophers trained at the seminary as well 

as at the university. He actually began his university career in 1977 as electronics 

engineering major.1460  

In 1981, Kadivar began his theological studies in Seminary (Howzeh-ye ‘Ilmiyeh-

ye Qom). He studied advanced courses (dars-e kharej) in methodology of jurisprudence 

(‘usul al-fiqh) under the mentorship of Mirza Javad Tabrizi (1926-2006), Seyyed 

Mahmoud Hashemi Shahroudi (b.1948) and Seyyed Kazem Hosseini Haeri (b.1938). As 

well, he was trained in advanced courses in jurisprudence (kharej-e fiqh) under the 

supervision of Mirza Javad Tabrizi and Seyyed Mohammad Hosseini Ruhani (1920-

1997).  

Kadivar owes his expertise in political jurisprudence in topics such as the 

Guardianship of the Jurist (velayat-e al-faqih) to his most prominent teacher, Hossein-‘Ali 

Montazeri Najaf-Abadi (1922-2008). As for Islamic philosophy, he studied Islamic 

theology (kalam), falsafa, mysticism (erfan), and Quranic exegesis (tafsir) under 

prominent scholars, “most importantly Ayatollah al-‘Ozma, Shaykh Abdollah Javadi 

‘Amoli, who turbaned him in 1984.”1461 In 1997 Mohsen Kadivar earned his certificate of 

ijtihad, by his mentor Ayatollah Montazeri Najaf-Abadi. 

 Concurrently with his seminary studies, Kadivar enrolled and earned a Master’s 

degree in Islamic studies and theology in 1993 at Tarbiyat Modarres Center at Qom 

University.1462 His Master thesis was titled, “The Existence and Essence of Time in 

Islamic Philosophy (Vojud va Mahiyat-e Zaman Dar Falsafa-e Eslami),” under the 

                                                
1460 Kadivar, personal biography on website, https://en.kadivar.com/sample-page-2/  
1461 Kadivar, personal biography on website, https://en.kadivar.com/sample-page-2/  
1462 Kadivar, personal biography on website, https://en.kadivar.com/sample-page-2/. The High 
Council of the Revolution established the University of Qom in 1979. According to its website it 
currently has five colleges with more than three hundred faculty. The Center of Tarbiyat Modarres 
is a graduate research institute for training of educators.  
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supervision of Professor Ahmad Ahmadi (b.1933). Kadivar obtained his Ph.D. in Islamic 

Philosophy and Theology from Tarbiyat Modarres University (TMU) in Tehran in 1999. 

His dissertation was titled, “The Critical Analysis of the Innovative Views of Agha ‘Ali 

Modarres Tehrani in Transcendent Philosophy (Tahlil-e Enteghadi-ye Ara’e Ebtekari-e 

Agha ‘Ali Modarres Tehrani dar Hokumat-e Mota’alieh),” under the supervision of 

Professor Gholam-Hussein Ebrahimi Dinani (b.1935).1463 

His has extensive training in Islamic philosophy and jurisprudence, as well as 

having trained with Amoli and Montazeri, who were both intellectually opposed to the 

doctrine of Velayat-e Faqih. It is therefore not surprising to find Kadivar’s philosophy 

engaging with prejudice against a fiqhi doctrine.  Methodologically, Kadivar uses 

reasoning as found in falsafa to pressure reasoning as found in ijtehad: Islamic 

philosophy is influencing fiqhi jurisprudence. This allows Kadivar to use purely Irano-

Islamic reasoning to advocate for Western concepts such as democracy and plurality; 

something other academic philosophers had accomplished using Western reasoning 

(philosophy). Kadivar lectured in Iran between 2000 and 2011, at Tarbiyat Modarres and 

later at the Research Center of Iranian Institute of Philosophy (Mo’asseseh-ye 

Pajuheshi-ye Hekmat va Falsafa, formerly the Imperial Academy of Philosophy). Also 

since 2000, Kadivar was visiting professor at many American Universities and is 

currently a research professor at Duke University.1464   

According to Mehran Kamrava, Kadivar’s research centers on Islamic reformism 

with a focus on “two topics of Velayat-e Faqih and democracy.”1465  

As a theoretical construct, Velayat-e Faqih was meant to replicate, and 
depending on the times and circumstances either compete with or 
complement, the dynastic functions of the Safavid monarchs in the realms 
of religious and social life. Over time, through processes of historical 
change and maturation, two theoretical propositions concerning the role 
and overall nature of the Velayat-e Faqih have emerged, one that is 
appointive and unlimited in scope of power and authority – Velayat-e 
Entesabi-e Mutlaqeh, or Appointed, Absolutist Velayat – and another that 
is elective and has comparatively limited authority – Velayat-e Entekhabi-

                                                
1463 Kadivar, personal biography on website, https://en.kadivar.com/sample-page-2/. 
1464 He was visiting scholar at Islamic Legal Studies Program of Harvard Law School (2002), 
visiting professor of Islamic studies at the University of Virginia (2008-2009), and at Duke 
University (fall 2009 - spring 2014). He held the fall 2014 Keohane Distinguished Visiting 
Professorship of University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. 
1465 Kamrava, “The Religious Reformist Discourse,” 162. 
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e Moqayyadeh, or Elected, Conditional Velayat. The theoretical works of 
Ayatollah Khomeini, especially after the revolution’s success and toward 
the end of his life, brought him closer to the notion of Velayat-e Entesabi-
e Mutlaqeh. In contrast, Ayatollah Montazeri explicitly articulates the 
concept of Velayat-e Entekhabi-e Moqayyadeh.1466 

Thus, by arguing for the ‘selective’ or Entekhabi iteration of the doctrine, Kadivar grants 

subjectivity to those who are able to select the faqih. As such, this selective process is 

equated with Islamic democracy or “theo-democracy” according to Kadivar: 

While Kadivar rejects the Velayat-e Faqih as the basis of government, he 
does endorse a type of political system that he labels as “theo-
democracy,” or, more specifically, Islamic democracy.1467  

It must be noted that there are various, often conflicting views about the role and scope 

of velayat-e faqih among Irano-Islamic fiqhi scholars. In fact, Salehi-Najafabadi 

maintains that it is through a showra (consultative assembly) and the will of the people 

that the vali-ye faqih is selected. He states that there are two understandings of velayat-

e faqih: Khabari and Ensha’i. “The Khabari position postulates that, “Just Jurisconsult 

are selected to rule by God,” while the Ensha’i position maintains that “it is the people 

who select the vali-ye faqih based on the qualities described in article five of the Iranian 

constitution.”1468 Mohsen Kadivar, who has written nine variations on Shia fiqhi 

governance, including velayat- e faqih, affirms the Ensha’i view of velayat-e faqih.1469  

Kadivar’s case is very interesting. His scholarship in Islamic philosophy and 

jurisprudence makes him a strong academic while his politics and ideologies are at odds 

with the regime’s preferred academic-statesmen. His career is reflective of this view. 

While Kadivar was trained in Islamic and Western philosophy and in many ways 

embodied the dual-natured scholar, his academic career at University of Tehran and 

Tarbiyat Modarres University was short, and he was transferred to Research Center of 

Iranian Institute of Philosophy. At the institute, he could develop his philosophies for 

critical analysis by pro-regime philosophers in the background and away from public 

discourse.  

                                                
1466 Kamrava, “The Religious Reformist Discourse,” 163. 
1467 Kamrava, “The Religious Reformist Discourse,” 166. 
1468 Salehi-Najafabadi, Velayat-e Faqih, 46. 
1469 See Mohsen Kadivar, Nazariyat-e Dowlat dar Fiqh-e Shi’a, (Tehran: Nashrani, 1997) and 
Hokumat-e Vela’i (Tehran: Nashrani, 1998). 
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Mohammad Shabestari (b.1936) is another seminary-trained academic 

philosopher who influenced political ethics in post-revolutionary Iran. Born into a 

traditional family in Azerbaijan province where he completed his secondary education in 

Tabriz, Shabestari entered Qom Seminary in 1951 where he remained for the next 

eighteen years attaining the rank of mujtahid in 1968. At the seminary, Shabestari 

trained in falsafa (Islamic philosophy), kalam (Islamic theology), fiqh (Islamic 

jurisprudence), usul (principles of Islamic jurisprudence) and tafsir (Muslim exegetical 

methodology).1470  

In 1969 he left for Germany and was appointed director of the Islamic Centre 

Hamburg (Islamisches Zentrum Hamburg), where he would spend the next nine years. 

While in Germany, “he was able to learn German fluently and touch on different aspects 

of modern European culture and thought, including modern philosophy and Christian 

theology, all serving to form his keen interest in Islamic-Christian dialogue.”1471 

According to Roman Seidel,  

In the 1960s and the 1970s, he became heavily influenced by the ideas of 
Ali Shariati and Ayatollah Morteza Motahheri. In 1970, he assumed the 
directorship of the Shi‘a Islamic Center in the Imam Ali Mosque in 
Hamburg, where he studied German and became familiar with the 
writings of theologians such as Paul Tillich, Karl Barth, and Karl Rahner, 
as well as the philosophies of Immanuel Kant, Hans-Georg Gadamer, and 
others. During this time he became a strong advocate of Muslim–
Christian dialogue, a theme that still remains prominent in many of his 
writings.1472 

Kant’s philosophy, in particular, would influence Shabestari’s effort at Muslim-Christian 

dialogue. Centering on Islamic hermeneutics and ijtihad, Shabestari develops 

argumentations that exert pressure on complete reliance on Islamic Jurisprudence 

because, 

Distinguishing the eternal (values), from the changeable (instances and 
applications) in religion needs a kind of knowledge that is not, itself, 

                                                
1470 Shabestari’s official website, personal biography 
http://mohammadmojtahedshabestari.com/%d8%b2%d9%86%d8%af%da%af%db%8c%e2%80
%8c%d9%86%d8%a7%d9%85%d9%87/. 
1471 Shabestari’s official website, personal biography 
http://mohammadmojtahedshabestari.com/%d8%b2%d9%86%d8%af%da%af%db%8c%e2%80
%8c%d9%86%d8%a7%d9%85%d9%87/. 
1472 Seidel, “Reading Kant in Tehran,” 168. 
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contained in the rules developed in Islamic jurisprudence (Fiqh)…. In 
Shabestari's view, what is essential and eternal is the general values of 
Islam not particular forms of their realization in any particular historic time, 
(including the time of the prophet).1473 

From a technical perspective the use of hermeneutics was essential in maintaining  

“continuous ijtihad” (ijtihad-e mostamar) and preventing the ossification of fiqh resulting 

in the “clericalization of religion” and “jurisprudential Islam” (Islam-e foqahati).1474  Thus, 

“Islamic sciences must embrace the discipline of hermeneutics… since it is the discipline 

that clarifies the critical details and proper interpretations of Islam, especially insofar as 

ijtihad is concerned. [Hermeneutics] can help us attain meaningful interpretation of Islam 

in the contemporary era.”1475  

After the Revolution, Shabestari began teaching, “As a Professor of Islamic and 

Comparative Theology at the University of Teheran, he later (from the 1990s onwards) 

introduced modern philosophical hermeneutics into the religious and political discourse 

in Iran.”1476 At University of Tehran, Shabestari taught comparative theology (Kalam-e 

Tatbiqi), Comparative Religious History (Tarikh-e Adyan-e Tatbiqi), Comparative 

Mysticism: Judaism, Islam, Christianity, Buddhism, Hinduism (Erfan-e Tatbiqi: 

Yahudiyat, Masihiyat, Islam, Budizem, Hinduizem).1477 He lectured at both 

undergraduate and graduate levels and supervised advanced degrees at the Faculty of 

Theology. In particular, his philosophy used notions borrowed from kalam in support of 

Kantian philosophy, which he became familiar with while in Berlin. According to Seidel: 

He has largely written about the idea of faith as being a concept entirely 
rooted in freedom, which he understands as an essential human attribute. 
In elaborating this doctrine, especially in his book Faith and Freedom 
(Iman va Azadi), he obviously relies on the notion of free will, as it is 
discussed in the mu’tazilite tradition, and beyond that on a Kantian notion 
of autonomy, although he does not refer to it explicitly. For the Mu’tazila, 
the rationalist school of Islamic theology, the assumption of a free human 
will was of crucial importance. Because, in their rational-causalist 
worldview, it would have contradicted the idea of God’s justice, which 

                                                
1473 Seidel, “Reading Kant in Tehran,” 169. 
1474 Kamrava, “The Religious Reformist Discourse,” 169. 
1475 Kamrava, 168. 
1476 Seidel, 697. 
1477 Shabestari’s official website, personal biography 
http://mohammadmojtahedshabestari.com/%d8%b2%d9%86%d8%af%da%af%db%8c%e2%80
%8c%d9%86%d8%a7%d9%85%d9%87/. 
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together with the idea of tauhid (God’s unity) belonged to their most 
fundamental principles, if he were to punish someone in the hereafter for 
deeds which were not grounded on free choice (ikhtiyar) or free will 
(ira’da).1478 

Building on Mu’tazilite ideas on freewill, Shabestari makes the connection to Kantian 

philosophy using mystical tropes: 

Whereas the mu’tazilite idea of free will was based on the argument that 
humans, in order to act morally, are in the end free to choose whether or 
not they like to follow divine law, the principles of which can be 
acknowledged by human reason, Shabestari, following Kant, goes one 
step further when he argues that freedom means moral and inner 
freedom, which includes the capacity of autonomous lawgiving. At the 
same time, Shabestari states, man is an imperfect being, neither all-
powerful, nor all-knowing, nor even immortal. Faith, therefore, means the 
search for salvation from one’s own imperfection in the perfection of 
God.1479  

Words such as ‘inner freedom’, ‘imperfect being’ and ‘perfection of God’ (ehsan) evoke 

imagery and ideas congruent with Islamic mysticism and in this case erfani-philosophy.  

In sum, while increasingly silent in the last decade, Shabestari filled an important 

niche in the ideological debates of the Khatami and early Ahmadinejad periods. Building 

his public persona as a mujtahid-first then philosopher, Shabestari was able to comment 

on certain religious preferences of the regime in a way that most academic-philosophers 

at the University of Tehran could not by using kalam.  

Mehdi Haeri Yazdi (1923-1999) was a prominent Iranian academic philosopher 

and theologian, a student of Khomeini and the son of the creator of the Seminary in Qom 

where he trained in Islamic jurisprudence and philosophy. Yazdi completed his advance 

studies in Usul and Fiqh with Ayatollah Boroujerdi who also gave him his ijazeh in 

1959.1480 Yazdi traveled to the US at the request of Boroujerdi who made him a full 

Mujtahid (Mujtahid-e Tom al-Ikhtiyar). In the US, Yazdi studied philosophy at 

Georgetown University. After obtaining his BA in philosophy, Yazdi taught at Harvard, 

McGill and Michigan University, before settling at the University of Toronto where in 

                                                
1478 Seidel, 697. 
1479 Seidel, 698. 
1480 Khaterat-e Mehdi Haeri Yazdi (Transcribed and edited from interview with Yazdi as appears 
in Iran Oral Project Vol. 9, 2016), 3.  



411 

1980 he obtained his PhD in Analytic Philosophy.  Returning to Iran following the 

Revolution, Yazdi did not receive the same reception and integration into state 

institutions as enjoyed by other academic philosophers such as Haddad Adel or Reza 

Davari. He was effectively put under arrest under the orders of Khomeini and left Iran in 

1983 never to return.   

His teaching activities spanned several decades beginning in 1954 at the Faculty 

of Theology at University of Tehran. Interestingly, given his credentials, he began at the 

Associate rather than the customary Assistant Professor rank. While at the University, 

Yazdi published his first monograph Ilm-e Kolli (Complete Knowledge), which became 

an introductory textbook about philosophical knowledge at the Faculty of Theology.1481 

Yazdi taught Aristotelian (Masha’i) philosophy including the philosophy of Kant while in 

Iran. In addition, he was versed in Sadrian theosophy and also lectured on the 

philosophies of Ibn Sina and Mulla Sadra. However, while at Harvard, Yale, McGill and 

Michigan, he expanded his lectures to include Islamic jurisprudence (fiqh), Islamic ethics 

(akhlaq), and ishraqi philosophy (falsafa-ye ishraq).1482  

His last monograph, Hekmat va Hokumat (Philosophy and Governance) was a 

scathing critique of Velayat-e Faqih using Western and Islamic philosophy. Published in 

1995, Hekmat va Hokumat employed logic as presented in analytic philosophy in the 

negation of Velayat-e Faqih. Yazdi described analytic philosophy as Anglo-American 

Philosophy.1483 In this monograph, Yazdi provides several philosophically driven critiques 

of the rationale behind the Islamic Republic and the political doctrine of Velayat-e Faqih.  

In his critique of Velayat-e Faqih, Yazdi begins by separating the basis for the 

Prophet’s religious mandate and his political authority. He argues that while God 

mandated His Prophet in risalat (the deliverance of a message through a prophet) it did 

not automatically extend to the political sphere.1484 In fact, while in Medina it was a 

Showra that gave the Prophet his political legitimacy. Therefore, “The basis of 

governance is outside the realm of message and prophet… It is created from the 

selection and consent of the people, (Ayin’e keshvardari az howzeh-ye resalat va 
                                                
1481 Khaterat-e Mehdi Haeri Yazdi, 8. 
1482 Khaterat-e Mehdi Haeri Yazdi, 31. 
1483 Khaterat-e Mehdi Haeri Yazdi, 9. 
1484 In particular, Yazdi refers to Surah Fatah (Ayat 18). See Yazdi, Hekmat va Hokumat, 152.  
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payambari kharej mibashad… az tariq-e entekhab va mobai’yat-e mardom be vojud 

amadeh.)”1485  

Next, Yazdi differentiates between prophecy, imamate and caliphate. He argues 

that Mohammad was at once Prophet and Imam. Yazdi states that the role of prophecy 

contains two dimensions: “One is knowing the Sharia through connection to the zenith of 

human ethical development (vosul be qoleh-ye kamal-e ensani va akhlaqi),”1486 a very 

Sufi notion, and the other is the reception of prophesies. In the Islamic philosophical 

tradition, these two dimensions produce different forms of knowledge known as ‘ilm-e 

rabubi and ‘ilm-e huzuri, respectively. Therefore, he is at once prophet and imam, “in 

knowing divine knowledge he is ahead of all people (dar danestan-e ulum-e Elahi bar 

hame’ mardoman pishi darad).”1487 Thus, the imam’s knowledge is derived from ‘ilm-e 

huzuri, and the position of imamate is derived from the divine mandate of the Prophet 

and does not depend on affirmation (be’yt) and selection (entekhab). However, caliphate 

(khalafat) which means a political leader is a worldly phenomenon (‘Ama khalafat ke be 

ma’ni-ye rahbar-e siyasi ast, yek padideh-ye donyayi ast) and has no logical, theological 

or ideological relationship to the position of prophethood and imamate (va hich rabeteh-

ye manteqi ya kalami ya e’teqadi be maqam-e besyar rafi’-ye nabovvat va imamat 

nadarad).”1488 Therefore, Yazdi argued that caliphate is an earthly office subjected to 

affirmation and selection and has no reality other than the selection of the people 

(vaqe’iyati joz entekhab-e mardom dar bar nadarad).  

Having established that Islamic political authority is not based on divine mandate, 

Yazdi parses the scope of hokumat (government) and velayat (guardianship) in Shia 

political tradition. Using the classical Arabic definition of wali and mowali (agent and 

client), Yazdi argues that velayat (guardianship) is the legal authority granted to the wali 

in the administration of the affairs of the mowali, a form of personal authority. Hokumat 

                                                
1485 Yazdi, Hekmat va Hokumat, 152. 
1486 Yazdi, Hekmat va Hokumat, 171. Elsewhere, Yazdi expands on the Sufi notion of Imamate by 
drawing on Ibn Sina and al-Farabi’s discussion of the imam’s qualities: “the imamate is an 
intrinsic (zati), natural (tabi’i) and ethical (ma’navi) manifestation (pishi), that is manifested (padid 
miayad) in the attainment of the station of the morally complete human (ensan-e kamel-e akhlaqi) 
and his submission to the mountaintop of complete humanism (soluk-e ou be qoleh-ye kamal 
ensaniyat), 176.  
1487 Yazdi, Hekmat va Hokumat, 171. 
1488 Yazdi, Hekmat va Hokumat, 172. 
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(government), meanwhile, is a public administrative office within specific geographic and 

political boundaries (Hokumat ya hakemiyat-e siyasi be ma’na-ye keshvardari va tadbir 

omur mamlekati ast ke dar yek mahdudeh-ye joghrafiya-i-siyasi qarar darad).1489 Even 

from a historical perspective, there has never been an interpretation of velayat in a 

political or public administrative sense (az nokhteh-ye nazar-e tarikhi niz velayat be 

mafhum-e keshvardari be hich vaj’ dar tarikh-e fiqh-e Islami matrah nabudeh).1490    

The last chapter of the book is entitled “the Unsolvable Puzzle [Dichotomy] of the 

Islamic Republic and Velayat-e Faqih” (Mo’amayeh La-inhal-e Jomhuri-ye Islami va 

Velayat-e Faqih). Here, Yazdi directly attacks Khomeini’s conception of Velayat-e Faqih 

as the head of a republican form of government: “an Islamic Republic subjected to the 

governance of a guardian jurist, is a self contradictory statement with visible deficiencies 

in both logic and Islamic law (Jomhuri-ye Eslami zir-e hakemiyat-e velayat-e faqih yek 

jomleh-ye motenaqezi ast ke khod dalil-e roshan va sarihi bar naf’i va ‘adam-e 

ma’quliyat va mashru’iyat khod mi-bashad).”1491 From a philosophical perspective, 

having a supreme Jurisconsult as the absolute ruler in a Republican system is a logical 

contradiction (tanaqoz-e manteqi ast), since a Republic is by definition governance 

mandated by the people. From a fiqhi perspective, “if there is any condition in a contract 

that is contrary to the true nature and quiddity of the contract, that condition itself voids 

and corrupts the contract.”1492 Thus, Velayat-e Faqih is contractually deficient and void of 

its valid prescription (as a fatwa or a political doctrine). 

The inclusion of Yazdi as an academic-philosopher at state institutions in 

Republican Iran is a bit out of place. However, his background as instructor at University 

of Tehran and at Qom seminary produced an academic quality to his subsequent 

publications. In particular, his philosophical arguments against the validity of Velayat-e a 

Faqih gained currency within the framework of the Reform movement of the late 1990s.   

                                                
1489 Yazdi, Hekmat va Hokumat, 177. 
1490 Yazdi, Hekmat va Hokumat, 178. Yazdi does mention that it was Mulla Ahmad Naraqi (Fazil-e 
Kashani) who first proposed the extension political authority to mujtahids (allowing for political 
fatwas), see Yazdi, Hekmat va Hokumat, 178. 
1491 Yazdi, Hekmat va Hokumat, 216. 
1492 Yazdi, Hekmat va Hokumat, 217. 
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Academic Philosophy at Specialized State Institutions  

In addition to academic philosophers at the university mentioned thus far, there is 

a cadre of research specialist at the Mo’asseseh-ye Hekmat va Falsafa (formerly, the 

Imperial Iranian Academy of Philosophy) engaged in the utilization of philosophy for 

regime preferred cultural orientation. Among them is the former director of the Academy, 

Abdol Hossein Khosrowpanah (b.1967) and the lesser-known Heideggerian specialist at 

the Academy, Shahram Pazouki (b.1956). Given the expanded role of the Center since 

the Revolution, I begin with a brief post-revolutionary history of the institution.  

The Academy was closed from 1978 to 1982, and it was not until 1983 that the 

Academy was fully staffed and integrated into the post-Cultural Revolution educational 

system. In particular, a sub-branch of the Ministry of Education was created under the 

name Mo’asseseh-ye Motale’at-e Farhangi (the Institute for Cultural Research). The 

Academy, renamed Anjuman-e Hekmat va Falsafa, along with eleven other institutions, 

fell under the jurisdiction of the Institute for Cultural Research.1493 According to its official 

website, the institution owes its post-Revolutionary existence to Motahheri’s insistence. 

From 1983, it was structurally divided into the Center for Research in Religious 

Philosophy (Pajuheshkadeh Hekmat va Adyan) and the Center for Research in History 

and Philosophy of Science (Pajuheshkadeh Tarikh va Falsafa-ye Ilm) until remerging 

into a single institution following Khatami’s election in 1997. Renamed Anjoman-e 

Hekmat va Falsafa, the institution was active in philosophical knowledge production 

during Khatami’s Reform Movement and Dialogue between Civilizations Initiative. In 

2002, and at the order of the Council of Higher Education, the Academy became an 

independent institution under the direct supervision of the Minister of Education. Dr. 

Gholomreza Avani was assigned as managing director of the renamed Mo’asseseh 

Pajuheshi Hekmat va Falsafa Iran (Iran Research Institute of Philosophy).1494 These 

changes were significant, reminiscent of the original structure and function of the 

                                                
1493 Official Website of IRRP (Iran Research Institute of Philosophy), http://irip.ir/Home/Single/81.  
1494 According to N Wahid Azal, Avani belongs to a Traditionalist Sufi order and was chosen as 
khalifa or representative of Nasr in Iran. See, N. Wahid Azal, “Shills, Spooks and Sufis in the 
service of Empire: The Case of the Maryamiyyah,” downloaded from Academia.edu (16 October 
2019) 
https://www.academia.edu/30236413/Shills_Spooks_and_Sufis_in_the_service_of_Empire_The_
Case_of_the_Maryamiyyah?auto=download. 
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Imperial Academy. Additionally, the choice of Avani,1495 a Pahlavi era trained 

philosopher of mystical Islam who did his BA in philosophy at the University of Beirut and 

his PhD under the supervision of Nasr, Corbin and Izutsu at the University of Tehran, is 

suggestive of ideological continuity or reproachmont in philosophies used for 

acculturation directives of the state. However, following the 2009 elections and 

subsequent Green Movement, Ahmadinejad’s Minister of Science, Kamran Daneshjoo, 

replaced Avani with Abdol-Hossein Khosrowpanah in August of 2011.1496       

Abdol-Hossein Khosrowpanah (b.1967) was an odd choice as director of the 

Institute. Unlike Avani, he did not have foreign language skills or formal studies in 

Western philosophies. His appointment and philosophy however, do shed light on the 

function and utility of academic philosophy in Iranian post-revolutionary political ethics. 

According to Mohammad Ali Kadivar,  

Avani is a respected professor of philosophy who acquired his Ph.D. in 
1976 from the University of Tehran under the supervision of Nasr. He is 
proficient in Arabic, English and French, and familiar with Latin and 
ancient Greek. He has published many books and articles dealing with 
both Western and Islamic philosophy in major academic publications in 
Iran. In August 2011, however, Sciences Minister Daneshjoo dismissed 
Avani and appointed Abdol-Hossein Khosropanah to take his place. 
Khosropanah, 45 years old at the time, has no regular academic degree 
but a Ph.D. equivalent from his studies at the Qom seminary. At the time, 
he was chair of the philosophy department in one of the think tanks under 
the authority of Ayatollah Khamenei, the Research Institute for Islamic 
Culture and Thought. Most students of philosophy in Iran were shocked 
and appalled by the choice. A philosophy professor who was later sacked 
posted on his blog about the poor quality of Khosropanah’s writings, 
which are rife with grammatical errors, nonsensical passages, wrongly 

                                                
1495 Gholomreza Avani (b. 1942) trained in philosophy at AUB  (BA 1964) and University of 
Tehran (PhD 1976). After the Cultural Revolution, he continued teaching as professor of 
philosophy at University of Tehran and as a research director at Anjoman-e Hekmat va Falsafa.  
1496 Mohammad Ali Kadivar, “The Battle over Higher Education in Iran,” MEIRP Report 20 
February 2014, https://merip.org/2014/02/the-battle-over-higher-education-in-iran/. According to 
Kadivar, Daneshjoo was the supervisor of the 2009 presidential elections, the person who 
proclaimed Ahmadinejad the winner, and awarded the cabinet position thereafter. “In a 2010 
speech, he said: “Whoever fails to walk in the regime’s path should leave [the universities] without 
reservation.” On another occasion, he declared “we need faculty at universities with real 
commitment to Islam and Velayat-e Faqih…. These faculty should train cadres [for the regime] so 
that the system remains strong and victorious.”  
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defined terms and tautological statements about basic concepts such as 
epistemology and ontology.1497 

Furthermore, Ramin Jahanbegloo expressed his concerns about Khosrowpanah’s 

appointment in a BBC interview: “This appointment is in line with the politics of the 

Iranian regime in the limitation of philosophical thought in Iran, and concurrent with the 

complete abandonment of Western philosophy and its academic advocates across 

Iranian universities.”1498  

Khosrowpanah’s training and institutional affiliations partially explain his 

appointment as Director of the Institute in 2011. Khosrowpanah completed his middle 

studies (darus-e motevvaseteh) at Qom seminary in 1989, and his advanced studies 

(darus-e kharej-e fiqh va ‘usul) in 2015, becoming a mujtahid that same year. 

Concurrently, he obtained his MA in Islamic studies (Islamic Jurisprudence and 

principals) at Qom’s Islamic seminary in 1989 and his PhD in Islamic Theology & 

Philosophy from the Qom Institute of Imam Sadiq in 2002.1499 

Khosrowpanah’s philosophy, in particular his interpretation of the illuminist 

philosophy of Suhrawardi also provides justification for his appointment as Director. In 

an article titled, “The Explanation of Approaches and the Methodological Process of 

Illuminative Philosophy,”1500 Khosrowpanah attempts to negate Zoroastrian influences in 

Suhrawardi’s philosophy. He describes Suhrawardi as a philosopher, “for all the 
                                                
1497 Mohammad Ali Kadivar, “The Battle over Higher Education in Iran,” MEIRP Report 20 
February 2014, https://merip.org/2014/02/the-battle-over-higher-education-in-iran/ 
1498 “Gholamreza Avani az Riyasat-e Mo’aseseh Hekmat va Falsafa bar Kenar Shod,” from: 
https://www.bbc.com/persian/iran/2011/08/110804_l44_iranian_institute_philosophy 
1499 Khosrowpanah, Curriculum Vitae, http://www.irip.ir/Home/Single/53854. According to his CV: 
His PhD thesis was entitled, “Need of the Man in Religion In particular.” He studied tafsir-e Quran, 
falsafa and erfan with some of the most prominent teachers at Qom seminary such as Hassan-
Zadeh Amoli, Javadi Amoli, Mesbah Yazdi, Sobhani and Ansari Shirazi between 1989 and 2006.  
Since 2006, Khosrowpanah has served in some of the most conservative institutions for the 
propagation of regime ideology including: The High Council of Cultural Revolution, Council for 
Islamization of Universities (Showra Islami Shodan Daneshgah), Director of Philosophy at the 
Center for Islamic Thought and Culture (Pajuheshgah-e Farhang va Andisheh-ye Islami), and 
perhaps his most important, and certainly linguistically lengthy, role as the director of the Social 
and Cultural Committee in charge of the Commission for Analysis and Provisioning of Religious 
Educator Training Centers relating to The Expediency Council (Ra’is-e Komiteh-ye Farhangi va 
Ejtema’i-ye Komisiyon-e Barresi va Ta’min-e Niyaz-haye Dini-ye Dabir Khaneh Majma’eh 
Tashkhis Maslehat-e Nezam). This last position is responsible for the religious orientation of 
educators congruent with the state interests (maslehat-e nezam). 
1500 Abdol-Hossein Khosrowpanah, “Tabin Ruykard-ha va Farayand-e Ravesh Shenakhti-ye 
Hekmat-e Ishraq,” Javidan Kherad Vol. 24, (2013): 65-79. 
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emphasis and attention that Suhrawardi generates regarding intuition, Sufism and 

mystics, the structure of his thought is the philosophical type.1501 However, Suhrawardi 

“believed that analytical philosophy and experiential philosophy were not sufficient in 

themselves for uncovering the totality of reality.”1502 Next, Khosrowpanah analyzes 

ishraqi methodology in promoting an affinity towards Islamic knowledge rather than 

Zoroastrian tropes in Suhrawardi’s philosophy. 

Suhrawardi's methodology was to place gnosis (erfan), revelation (Quran) 
and argument (borhan) next to each other, or better stated to make 
intellect (‘aql), narration (‘naql) and intuition (shohud) as tripartite basis for 
his ethics (nezam-e ma'refati). His thought structure (nezam-e fekri) 
emanated from a philosophical reference that he introduced in a coherent 
and harmonious manner.1503 

This methodology allows Khosrowpanah to argue that the usage of Zoroastrian tropes 

(vajgan-e zardoshti) in ishraqi philosophy is not indicative of Suhrawardi’s affinity 

towards Zoroastrian beliefs; rather his philosophical content (mohtavay-e falsafa ou) is 

taken from Islamic knowledge (bargerefteh az ma’aref-e Islami ast).1504  

As the above example demonstrates, Khosrowpanah is in many ways 

representative of the politicization of philosophy in the Republican period. His 

comparatively shallow training in Islamic sciences including philosophy as well as his 

lack of expertise in Western philosophy are indicative of the politics of his appointment. It 

is not surprising then that Khosrowpanah was replaced as director of the Iranian Institute 

for Research in Philosophy in December of 2018 with Dr. Gholomreza Zakyani, an 

academic-philosopher from University of Tehran.   

However, under Khosrowpanah’s directorship, the Institute acquired its current 

structural composition consisting of six groups: Western Philosophy, Islamic Philosophy, 

Islamic Theology (Kalam), Philosophy of Science (Motale’at-e ‘ilm), Logic (Manteq) and 

Mysticism and Religion (Adyan va Erfan) headed by Dr. Shahram Pazouki. Pazouki’s 

                                                
1501 Khosrowpanah, “Tabin Ruykard-ha,” 66. 
1502 Khosrowpanah, “Tabin Ruykard-ha,” 66. 
1503 Khosrowpanah, “Tabin Ruykard-ha,” 65. 
1504 Khosrowpanah, “Tabin Ruykard-ha,” 78. 
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research entails the use of Heideggerian phenomenology and erfani Islamic philosophy 

in the intellectual tradition of Henry Corbin and Seyyed Hossein Nasr.1505  

Shahram Pazouki (b. 1956), trained in philosophy at University of Tehran 

attaining his PhD in 2004. His dissertation was titled, “The Journey of Metaphysics in the 

West According to Martin Heidegger,” (Seyr-e Metafisik dar Qarb be Tafsir-e Martin 

Heidegger). The title echoes the Foroughi’s Seyr-e Hekmat dar Urapa, a three volume 

monographs on the history of Western philosophy.1506  With a specialty in Heideggerian 

philosophy, Pazouki has taught at several higher educational institutes including, 

University of Tehran, Tarbiyat Modarres University, and Imam Khomeini Institute in 

Tehran (Pajuheshgah-e Imam Khomeini, Tehran). Pazouki’s courses include, 

Comparative Mysticism (Erfan-e Tatbiqi), Heideggerian Philosophy, Existentialism, 

Platonic Philosophy (Falsafa-ye Aflatun), Philosophy of Technology, and most 

interestingly, The Evolution of the Meaning of Truth from Classical Greece to the Present 

(Tahavvol-e Ma’na-ye Haqqiqat az Yunnan ta Konun).1507 

Shahram Pazouki’s publications, in the main, follow a comparative and 

conciliatory theme between Islamic and Western philosophies. Being known as a 

Heideggerian, we begin by examining his article entitled, “Suhrawardi’s East and 

Heidegger’s West: A comparison of Suhrawardi and Heidegger in their exegesis of 

Classical Greek philosophy (tafsir-e hekmat-e Yunnan-e bastan).”1508 In this article 

Pazouki asserts that the original meaning of Greek philosophy was corrupted by Ibn 

                                                
1505 A read through his English language academic publications confirms this affinity: The Sufi 
Path, (Tehran: Haqqiqat publications, 2002); Celebrating A Sufi Master (Netherlands: University 
of Leiden Press, 2003); “From Aristotle's Ousia to Ibn Sina's Jawhar,” In Substance and Attribute, 
ed. by Christian Kanzian and Muhammad Legenhausen (Ontos Verlag: Austrian Ludwig 
Wittgenstein Society, 2007); "Sufi Saints and Sainthood in Attar," In Attar and the Persian Sufi 
Tradition ed. by Leonard Lewison and Christopher Shackle (London: I.B Tauris Publishers, 2006); 
"Hazrat Sultan Alishah Gonabadi, The Renewer of the Ne’matullahi Order in Iran," In Celebrating 
A Sufi Master (Netherlands: University of Leiden Press, 2003); " Spiritual Walayah or Love in the 
Mathnavi Mawlawi", In Rumi's Spiritual Shi’ism, ed. S.G. Safawi (London, 2003); and, " Sufi 
Knowledge in Mulla Sadra," In Transcendent Philosophy (London, 2003). Source: Shahram 
Pazouki’s IRIP official Website, http://www.irip.ir/home/single/1693. 
1506 Shahram Pazouki’s IRIP official Website, http://www.irip.ir/home/single/1693. 
1507 Shahram Pazouki’s IRIP official Website, http://www.irip.ir/home/single/1693. 
1508 Shahram Pazouki, “Sharq-e Suhrawardi va Qarb-e Heidegger: Moqayeseh miyan Suhrawardi 
va Heidegger dar Tafsir-e Hekmat-e Yunnan-e Bastan,” Nameh Farhang, no. 31 (1999): 48-57. 
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Sina and al-Farabi’s Masha’i interpretation of Classical Greek philosophers.1509 Pazouki 

asserts that Suhrawardi corrected this trend through his ishraqi philosophical method 

and limited the use of empirical knowledge and logic in philosophic inquiry.1510  He writes 

that “Suhrawardi believed that this real wisdom (hekmat) is the treasured (‘atiqeh) and 

perennial wisdom (hekmat-e ladani) that has always existed and since this wisdom is 

imbued in light (chun in hekmat, hekmat-e nuri hast) he [Suhrawardi] finds it in the East 

(mashreq) meaning the place of the rising sun (mahal-e tolu’eh khorshid).”1511 This 

interpretation is bears similarity to Traditionalist philosophies advocated in Iran by Nasr 

and Avani at the Imperial Academy of Philosophy. He qualifies this East, not as the 

geographical east but as the point of origin for the light of Truth and knowledge.1512 

Pazouki posits that this point of origin is to be found in the Zoroastrian philosophy known 

as hekmat-e kherad and it appears as Sufism (tasavvof) in the works of Suhrawardi and 

other great Sufi Saints of the Islamic world.1513 Next, Pazouki emphasizes that 

Suhrawardi’s ishraqi philosophy is built upon Platonic concepts versus the Masha’i 

philosophies that are Aristotelian in nature.  Pazouki comments that in Suhrawardi’s 

view, the intellectual traditions of ancient Iran, Greece and India (be nazar-e Suhrawardi 

miyan-e tafakor Iran-e bastan va Yunnan-e bastan va balkeh Hind-e bastan ham zabani 

va ham deli ast).1514  

Next, Pazouki moves on to Heidegger, stating that this twentieth-century 

philosopher, like Suhrawardi, had an interest in Classical Greek and in particular 

Platonic philosophy. Drawing other comparisons between the two philosophers, Pazouki 

posits that both philosophers lived in an intellectual time that was predominantly built 

upon Aristotelian philosophy. He notes, “given that philosophers are a product of their 

time, Heidegger was the great philosopher of the end of modernity (enteha-ye dureh 

modern).”1515 Calling it the age of destitute, Heidegger’s approach is to start at the 

opposite end of the problem, meaning the place of the setting sun of knowledge: “if the 

                                                
1509 Shahram Pazouki, “Sharq-e Suhrawardi va Qarb-e Heidegger,” 49. 
1510 Shahram Pazouki, “Sharq-e Suhrawardi va Qarb-e Heidegger,” 49. 
1511 Shahram Pazouki, “Sharq-e Suhrawardi va Qarb-e Heidegger,” 51. 
1512 Shahram Pazouki, “Sharq-e Suhrawardi va Qarb-e Heidegger,” 51. 
1513 Shahram Pazouki, “Sharq-e Suhrawardi va Qarb-e Heidegger,” 52. 
1514 Shahram Pazouki, “Sharq-e Suhrawardi va Qarb-e Heidegger,” 52. 
1515 Shahram Pazouki, “Sharq-e Suhrawardi va Qarb-e Heidegger,” 53. 



420 

sun of existence has set and the era of injustice has begun (agar khorshid-e vojud 

ghorub kardeh ast va dureh zolmat aghaz shodeh)… but where did this setting begin, in 

other words, where is the West (maghreb kojast?).1516  Pazouki explains that according 

to Heidegger the change happened with Plato. In particular there was a change in the 

understanding of the essence of Truth (taghiir-i dar ta’rif-e mahiyat-e haqqiqat rokh dad). 

Previous to the Platonic turn, Greek thought operated on mythos and not logus. Within 

this thought system, humans were placed in such proximity to existence that the real 

station of the human was the point of discovery of truth (jayegah-e enkeshaf-e vojud 

mifahmidand).1517 It was with Plato that the conception of the existence of beings (vojud-

e mojudat) acquired a philosophic [logical] dimension and first separation (tafraqeh) 

between existence and being (vojud va mojud) and humanity and being (ensan va vojud) 

appeared, thus intellectual thought into the existence of being was born (tafakor-e ‘aql-i 

dar bab-e vojud zadeh shod).  Finally, Pazouki is ready to spell out the differences 

between Suhrawardi and Heidegger: 

The difference that Heidegger has with Suhrawardi is that Suhrawardi 
considered Plato as the zenith of ancient Greek philosophy and 
considered Aristotle as the progenitor of discursive and theoretical 
philosophy (hekmat-e bahthi va nazari). However, according to Heidegger 
both Plato and Aristotle where progenitors of philosophy in its analytic 
(tafakor-e ‘aqli) iteration. Thus, Suhrawardi places Plato within the 
Eastern intellectual orbit and horizon (ofoq va janeb-e mashreqi) and 
Heidegger places Plato within the Western intellectual orbit and horizon 
(ofoq va janeb-e maghrebi).1518 

Other than Heidegger and Suhrawardi, Pazouki makes more pronounced comparisons 

between Islamic and Western philosophers and philosophies. This comparative theme 

can be seen in an article titled, “The Muslim Aristotle.”1519 Following on the theme of 

Aristotle’s contribution in the creation of theoretical and analytical philosophy, Pazouki 

posits that Aristotelian thought mingled with concepts within the three Abrahamic faiths. 

Within the world of Islam, Aristotelian thought led to the creation of three main branches 

of philosophic inquiry: Greek versus faith-based philosophy (Yunani dar moqabel-e 

Imani), integration of Greek and faith-based philosophy (jam’ miyan-e Yunani va Imani), 
                                                
1516 Shahram Pazouki, “Sharq-e Suhrawardi va Qarb-e Heidegger,” 54. 
1517 Shahram Pazouki, “Sharq-e Suhrawardi va Qarb-e Heidegger,” 54. 
1518 Shahram Pazouki, “Sharq-e Suhrawardi va Qarb-e Heidegger,” 55. 
1519 Shahram Pazouki, “Arastu-ye Mosalman: Tafasir-e Dini-ye Arastu dar ‘alam-e Islam,” Nameh 
Falsafi, no. 62, (2007): 139-149. 
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and independence of Greek and Faith-based philosophy (Esteqlal-e Yunani va 

Imani).1520 Of the first camp, he mentions Christian and Muslim theologians who 

attempted to negate the validity of Aristotelian philosophy, namely Ghazali, Ibn 

Taymiyyah and Alameh Majlesi.1521 Advocates of the second camp, the integrationists 

such as al-Farabi and Ibn Sina, held philosophy to be a reflection (montabeq) and 

complement (jam’) of religion.1522 Here Pazouki takes a leap of faith himself by asserting 

that the Prophet attributed the station of prophet hood upon Aristotle as mentioned in a, 

admittedly disputed, hadith. Pazouki posits that the supposition of this hadith among 

Islamic philosophers along with al-Farabi and Ibn-Sina’s reverence for Aristotle, and the 

nature of his teachings and thought that closely resembled Islam, all and all, lead to 

proposition that we can thus call Aristotle a Muslim (Arastu ra mitavan bedin lahaz 

Mosalman khand).1523 Pazouki mentions that from a historical and evidentiary point of 

view the claim that Aristotle was a prophet and Muslim bears no validity, and it should be 

understood from a phenomenological perspective: what is significant is that philosophy, 

in essence, is not separated from religion, thus Greek philosophers, Aristotle chief 

among them, must be connected in some manner to prophecy or be prophet’s 

themselves (bayad be nahvi ba nabovvat ertebat dashteh ya khod nabi bashand).1524 

The final group of philosophers, those who held the realms of religion and philosophy as 

independent, are represented by Ibn Rushd. Pazouki posits that Rushd did not place 

philosophy above religion, rather, he critiqued al-Farabi and Ibn-Sina for their theological 

interpretation of Aristotelian philosophy. This philosophical understanding opened the 

way for scholars such as Ghazali to attack philosophy.1525 Pazouki then presents his 

reasoning as to why Aristotle is considered a Muslim philosopher: It is because the 

correct interpretation of Aristotelian philosophy in the Islamic tradition was Ibn Rushd’s 

method. However, Ibn Rushd’s philosophy did not make its way to Iran and Irano-Islamic 

philosophy in its latest Sadrian tradition is void of Ibn Rushd’s philosophy. The reason for 

this omission, which also explains the Muslim reading of Aristotle, is that “Ibn Rushd’s 

                                                
1520 Shahram Pazouki, “Arastu-ye Mosalman,” 140. 
1521 Shahram Pazouki, “Arastu-ye Mosalman,” 141. 
1522 Shahram Pazouki, “Arastu-ye Mosalman,” 142. 
1523 Shahram Pazouki, “Arastu-ye Mosalman,” 141. 
1524 Shahram Pazouki, “Arastu-ye Mosalman,” 142. 
1525 Shahram Pazouki, “Arastu-ye Mosalman,” 145. 
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Aristotle, meaning the pure Greek Aristotle that exemplifies complete independence of 

thought, cannot exist in the religious world view of Muslims.”1526 

In addition to these mentioned articles, Pazouki has published several 

comparative works on the philosophy of religion, in particular in regards to Islam and 

Christianity. The central argumentative thread in these articles is the necessity for a 

rational understanding of religion, with the use of philosophy, in the progression of 

human welfare in both Islamic and Western traditions. In an article titled,  “Falsafa-ye 

Masihi Chist?”1527 (What is Christian Philosophy), Pazouki posits that theocentrism (fekr-

e khoda bonyadi), which is the mixture of Greek philosophy and religion, originated first 

in the Christian and then in the Islamic and Jewish intellectual traditions. He uses the 

term Yunaniyat (Greekness) to describe the social projection of Greek philosophy, or the 

identity of those who apply Greek philosophy in their methods and practices. This is 

significant, because Pazouki uses this dialectical development between Greek 

philosophy and Christianity to normalize the relationship between philosophy and Islam. 

In so doing, he again points to his Traditionalist connections, citing the works and 

thoughts of Frithjof Schuon (1907-1998) in building the intellectual connection between 

religion and philosophy with reference to an ancient wisdom Sofia Perennis.1528 After 

drawing this connection, Pazouki returns to his familiar argument regarding the 

philosophies of the Mashreq and Maghreb and the periodization break with Plato in the 

history of Western philosophy as presented in this narrative.1529 

The relationship between philosophy and world religions is brought out in another 

one of Pazouki’s articles titled, “Moshtarekat-e Erfani-ye Adyan,” (Gnostic Similarities of 

Religions).1530  In this article Pazouki sets the premise that Gnosticism (erfan) is the 

inner core (batin) of the three Abrahamic traditions. The difference in each tradition, 

then, is the emphasis on this inner-gnostic element, as opposed to the outer-prescriptive 

element, what Pazouki terms here as Shari’at and tariqat. Pazouki argues that the 

                                                
1526 Shahram Pazouki, “Arastu-ye Mosalman,” 146. 
1527 Shahram Pazouki, “Falsafa-ye Masihi Chist?” Falsafa Nameh Daneshgah Tehran, no. 2, 
(2001): 201-219.  
1528 Pazouki, “Falsafa-ye Masihi Chist?” 208. 
1529 Pazouki, “Falsafa-ye Masihi Chist?” 209. 
1530 Shahram Pazouki, “Moshtarekat-e Erfani-ye Adyan,” Ketab-e Mah-e Din, no. 139, (2009): 76-
78. 
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Jewish tradition is predominately based on canonical law derived from religious text 

(Sha’r), and that this predominance translates into a smaller discursive body of gnostic 

and ethical writings in this tradition: “in ast keh az ma’naviyat va erfan dar din-e yahud 

be zahmat mitavan bahs kard.”1531 The Christian tradition, in turn, is predominately 

based on the inner-gnostic aspect of religion,  “thus we see Christ say that according to 

the new covenant: I have not brought a new divine mandate (Shari’at) and my 

commandments are limited to love (monhaser be eshq ast), love towards God and love 

towards creation (makhluq).”1532 In the Islamic tradition, these two facets are in 

equilibrium as demonstrated through the personal example of the Prophet.1533 Pazouki 

stresses that although the outer-prescriptive dimension of the three Abrahamic traditions 

are quite different, they share the same inner path (az heyse vaj’eh tariqati ba ham 

moshtarekand).1534 Chief amongst these similarities is the belief in a singular reality 

crossing the barrier between creator and creation. Secondly, the erfani dimension of all 

three traditions hold that knowledge of reality is achieved through experiential knowledge 

(‘ilm-e huzuri) and not theoretical knowledge (‘ilm-e husuli).1535  Another similarity is the 

“language of erfan, which is the language of worship (‘ebadat)… and is not the clear 

language of logic used in the extrapolation of meaning as forwarded by Kant, rather, it is 

a symbolic language (zaban-e esharat) which is more powerful than expressive 

language (zaban-e ‘ebarat).1536  

In many ways Pazouki is Davari’s successor among Heideggerian Muslims in the 

Republican era. This is made evident in Davari’s support of Pazouki’s presentation on 

Heidegger in a 2006 philosophical conference held in Tehran.1537 Referring to his East-

West intellectual divide as discussed in his article “Sharq-e Suhrawardi va Qarb-e 

Heidegger,” Pazouki advocates for a reconciliation of Western and Irano-Islamic 

philosophic traditions through Heideggerian philosophy. Thus, Pazouki is modifying 

Davari’s use of anti-modern, anti-Enlightenment elements in Heideggerian philosophy, 
                                                
1531 Pazouki, “Moshtarekat-e Erfani-ye Adyan,” 76. 
1532 Pazouki, “Moshtarekat-e Erfani-ye Adyan,” 76. 
1533 Pazouki, “Moshtarekat-e Erfani-ye Adyan,” 77. 
1534 Pazouki, “Moshtarekat-e Erfani-ye Adyan,” 77. 
1535 Pazouki, “Moshtarekat-e Erfani-ye Adyan,” 77. 
1536 Pazouki, “Moshtarekat-e Erfani-ye Adyan,” 78. 
1537 Dieter Thoma, “Heidegger in Tehran: Discussions on the Periphery of Fundamentalism,” Art & 
Thought, no. 63 (2006): 63-64. 
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instead using it as a premise or starting point for conciliatory dialogue. Davari’s presence 

at this conference and non-objection to Pazouki’s position implies a softening in Davari’s 

political ethics.  The greater implication, however, is that Heideggerian philosophy, as 

understood within an ishraqi framework, is now being projected by Muslim 

Heideggerians as the true bearer of the Western philosophic tradition.  

Academic Philosophy in Exile 

In the post-Revolutionary period, there is another class of Iranian academic 

philosophers that resides outside of Iran. Nonetheless their research and knowledge 

production leads to philosophies of consequence. The philosophies of Mohammad Reza 

Fashahi (b.1945) and Manuchehr Jamali (1929-2012), in particular, concern the parsing 

of Islamic philosophy into its non-Semitic (Zoroastrian, Avestan and Hindu) and Semitic 

elements. Since Sadrian theosophy is informed through ishraqi philosophy, and given 

that ishraqi philosophy itself contains pre-Islamic tropes and philosophies from the three 

aforementioned non-Semitic traditions, then it is through attacking Suhrawardi’s 

synthesis that this duo of philosophers methodologize their critique of Sadrian 

philosophic hegemony in Iran.      

Mohammad Reza Fashahi (b.1945) is a French-Iranian academic philosopher. 

He has a PhD in Sociology of Islam (Jame’eh Shenasi Jahan-e Islam) from the 

University of Paris and under the supervision of Jacque Berque (1910-1995) As well as, 

a PhD in Philosophy, Literature and Humanities (Falsafa va Adabiyat va Ulum-e Ensani) 

from the University of Paris, Saint Dennis College.1538 Fashahi has been a faculty 

member in Department of Sociology, University of Paris since 1982 and faculty in 

Department of Philosophy since 1987.  

In a 2005 article, Fashahi argued that the addition of Greek philosophy (or 

falsafa) to the Islamo-Semitic knowledge system by Muslim Aristotelians (Arastu’ian-e 

                                                
1538 https://www.naakojaa.com/author/17643 (biography of Mohammad Reza Fashahi). 
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Mosalman) was the primary reason for the erroneous thinking and misleading way (kaj 

andishi va biraheh ravi) among Muslims for the last fourteen centuries.1539  

This [hybrid] regime is neither philosophy in its Greek meaning, nor is it 
theology and mysticism in its Semitic meaning, it is all of them and at the 
same time it is none of them! And thinkers such as Mohammad Ghazali 
and Ibn Khaldun in their own eras and correctly, had subjected this 
regime to their strictest of criticisms (In nezam, na falsafa be ma’naye 
Yunnani-ye on ast, va na Elahiyat va Erfan be mafhum-e Sami-ye on, 
balkeh tamam-e on-ha hast va dar ‘eyn-e hal hich yek az on-ha nist! Va 
andishehmandani nazir-e Mohammad Ghazali va Ibn-e Khaldun dar Asr-e 
khish va be dorosti, in nezam ra be taziyaneh-ye enteqad baste 
budand).1540 

Fashahi constructs his argument by negating the genealogy of Shia Islamic political 

philosophy beginning with al-Farabi. In particular, Fashahi attacks the political 

philosophy of al-Farabi in al-Madina al-Fadila, based on Plato’s Republic, arguing that 

the Islamic philosopher morphs Plato’s philosopher-king into an inert carrier of prophecy-

inspiration (Ou hamel-e ‘vahy ast). Furthermore, Fashahi lists Farabi’s twelve conditions 

for the leader of the city, which are next to impossible to find in a single person.  

Next, Fashahi faults Ibn Sina’s political philosophy. Whereas al-Farabi drew 

inspiration from Plato’s Republic, Ibn Sina drew inspiration from Aristotle’s Politics.1541 

Methodologically however, Ibn Sina, like al-Farabi employs the concept of active intellect 

(‘aql-e fa’al) to argue for divine inspiration as the primal source of an idea. Seven 

centuries later, Mulla Sadra essentially rebrands chapter’s twenty-seven and twenty-

eight of Farabi’s al-Madina al-Fadila, into his own political philosophy under the name 

Prophetic Philosophy (Falsafa-ye Nabavi).  

Next, Fashahi connects Sadrian political ethics to Khomeini’s Velayat-e Faqih in 

a genealogical chain of intellectual progression. In the nineteenth century the Islamic 

Philosopher Hadi Sabzevari continued with this Sadrian interpretation of political 

philosophy. In addition, the Shaykhi Movement although unsuccessful, introduced the 

concept of Imam-Shahriyar (Imam-Sovereign) and Niyabat-Imam (Legateship of Imam) 

                                                
1539 Mohammad Reza Fashahi, “Bastanshenasi-ye Falsafa Nazari’eh ‘Fiqhi-Shahriyar,’” Iran-
emrooz Online News Network, (04 Jan 2005) http://www.iran-
emrooz.net/index.php/think/more/922/. 
1540 Fashahi, “Bastanshenasi-ye Falsafa Nazari’eh ‘fiqhi-Shahriyar.’” 
1541 Fashahi, “Bastanshenasi-ye Falsafa Nazari’eh ‘fiqhi-Shahriyar.’” 
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to Iranian politics.1542 Finally, in the twentieth century, Motahhari and Khomeini 

developed the idea of a Fiqhi-Shahriyar (Jurisprudential-Sovereign).         

According to Fashahi, technically the Persian concept of Kheradmand-Shahriyar 

(Wise-King), the Greek concept of Filsuf-Shahriyar (Philosopher-King) and the Semitic 

concept of Payambar-Shahriyar (Prophet-King) come from three separate traditions and 

are incompatible in the manner in which they are stated here. For example, in the 

Persian tradition, prophet and king were two separate positions so that you could have a 

wise king or a wise prophet but a prophet-king would not make sense. In short, by 

essentializing the Greco-Persian-Sematic epistemological traditions, Fashahi argues that 

the hybrid philosophy resulting from the Greco-Sematic philosophical tradition has 

polluted Iranian philosophy as represented by Sadrian theosophy. 

Fashahi’s critique of twentieth century academic philosophy and its impact on 

Iranian socio-political structures is more pronounced in his monograph, From Aryan 

Monarchy to Sematic Theocracy 1800-200.1543 In this work, Fashahi traces the 

development of political theology in Iran through the Sheikhi and Babi movements 

followed by the philosophies of the reform movement in the second half of the nineteenth 

century. Here, Fashahi expands on the concept of intellectualism (roshanfekri or 

roshangarai) in the works of Kermani, Akhunzadeh and Talebuf. The final chapter 

depicts the corruption of their philosophies, and that of the intellectual movement in 

general, at the University and through the teaching of academic philosophy.   

Speaking directly about philosophical research at the University, Fashahi 

observes,  

The philosophy that was taught at the Department of Philosophy at 
University of Tehran had no familiarity with the meaning of philosophy in 
the Greek or European sense. That was the real philosophy that regarded 
thought and politics as inseparable, manifested in the Athenian citizen 
who both thought and practiced politics. The philosophy that was taught 
at the University of Tehran was without spirit, blood and movement. What 
the professors said were pompous sentences (jomleh-hayi bud por 
tamtaraq) that were hollow in meanings. Philosophy for these educators 
did not induce movement [of thought] but prevented it like a dam. It was 

                                                
1542 Fashahi, “Bastanshenasi-ye Falsafa Nazari’eh ‘fiqhi-Shahriyar.’” 
1543 Mohammad-Reza Fashahi, Az Shahriyari Arya-i be Hokumat-e Elahi Sami: 1800-2000 
(Spanga: Baran, 2000). 
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the epicenter of regression (rokud), sesility (sokun) and surrender 
(taslim). It was not the philosophy of the free (azadegan) but was the 
philosophy of the salves to the ideologies of destiny and power (bardegan 
mo’taqed beh qaza va qadr bud).1544 

Fashahi names Fardid and Nasr as contributing scholars to this deficit. He stated that 

academics in the entire Department of Philosophy did not advance Irano-Islamic 

academic philosophy beyond Sadrian assertion, citing their use of Aristotelian notions 

regarding movement (harekat) in the second half of the twentieth century. In stead, they 

merely applied an Islamic veneer (rang va la’abbi Islami be an zadeh budand) to their 

misunderstanding of Western philosophy.1545  Thus, Fashahi faults Nasr and by 

extension his multi-essence project as obstacles to intellectual growth, while Nasr faults 

the intellectualist tradition for the same reason.  

Getting back to the main theme of the book in the conclusion, Fashahi posits that 

the duality and conflict (tazad va sanviyat) in the Zoroastrian worldview that supported 

what he calls the Aryan monarchy, was raw and undeveloped. As such and unlike the 

Greek worldview, it was unable to travers religious worldview and step into a 

philosophical worldview.1546  As a result, the Greek or Western worldview developed a 

political model based in Hegelian philosophy and ultimately independent of religion, 

while the Iranian worldview developed its political model imbued with both religion and 

philosophy in the Sadrian tradition (jahan shenasi-ye maktab-e Isfahan).1547 In short, 

Fashahi charges Iranian intellectuals and philosophers with intellectual lethargy because 

in their encounter with modern worldviews, based in various philosophies, they never let 

go of a religious structure in their political philosophies: 

Even twentieth-century Islamic intellectuals (Roshanfekran) and 
modernist (tajaddod khahan), such as Mostafa al-Saba’i, Enayat, Ale 
Ahmad, Shariati, Nakhshab, Sami, Bani-Sadr, Peyman, Bazargan, 
Soroush, and MKO theorists (nazariyeh pardazan-e mojahed), that 
learned many things from the West and the new age, did not poses the 
God-given mental ability and intellectual fortitude (khodavandgar on 

                                                
1544 Fashahi, Az Shahriyari Arya-i be Hokumat-e Elahi Sami, 170-171. 
1545 Fashahi, Az Shahriyari Arya-I be Hokumat-e Elahi Sami, 173. 
1546 Fashahi, Az Shahriyari Arya-i be Hokumat-e Elahi Sami, 194. 
1547 Fashahi points to Mir Damad and the development of a neo juridical philosophy in the late 
Safavid period in discussing this point. See, Fashahi, Az Shahriyari Arya-i be Hokumat-e Elahi 
Sami, 198-201. Please note, Fashahi uses the term the worldview of the School of Isfahan (jahan 
shenasi-ye maktab-e Isfahan) on page 249.  
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tavana’i-ye fekri va on bi parvayi-eh ‘ilmi nabudand), to address the issue 
of God and faith as personal and private, placing it within the realm of 
‘human personal psyche’ and not addressing it at the societal level or 
‘social group psyche’.1548   

In another publication titled, Andishidan-e Falsafi va Andishidan-e Elahi-Erfani, 

Fashahi sums up his central argument in this and his previously mentioned monograph: 

“My intention has been to show that what is referred to as Islamic Philosophy is neither 

philosophy in its Greek meaning nor theology in its Sematic meaning, but something in 

between.”1549 This hybridity was attributed to a discursive dialectic between mystics, 

theologians and philosophers. Returning to his familiar theme, Fashahi posits that in the 

Western philosophic tradition, scholars such as Descartes and Leibniz and Hegel strove 

to separate the realm of theology, mysticism and philosophy.1550 He noted that in the 

Iranian philosophic tradition, this separation never completed as a historic process. 

Fashahi attributes this to de-urbanization in the thirteenth century due to the Mongolic 

invasions. He argues that this led to the rise of the steppe accompanied by the 

ascendency of Sufism and khanaqahs over juridical Islam and mosques. The 

philosophical expression of this process was an “inert mysticism that replaced and 

occupied that intellectual space of thought, science and logic in the Iranian world.1551  

The issue surrounding the incompatibility of Semitic and Iranian thought is 

shared by another exilic Iranian philosopher, the late Manuchehr Jamali (1929-2012). 

Born Mohammad Yeganeh Arani into a well-to-do family, Jamali attended Alborz High 

School before studying physics at University of Tehran. In 1954, he attended the 

University of Frankfurt earning a PhD in physics. Thereafter, he transferred to the 

Goethe University’s Frankfurt School to study philosophy with Theodor Adorno and Max 

Horkheimer. According to Dr. Manuchehr Sebastian,   

Ferdowsi’s Book of Kings remained the inspirational source of Jamali’s 
revivalist political ideas after the Iranian revolution of 1979 and 
establishment of theocratic rule. He elaborated the Simorghi ethos and 
rites tracing back to the legendary phoenix of Persian folklore, As a non 
creationist thinker Jamali was critical of all religions of Semitic origin: 

                                                
1548 Fashahi, Az Shahriyari Arya-i be Hokumat-e Elahi Sami, 250. 
1549 Mohammad Reza Fashahi, Andishidan-e Falsafi va Andishidan-e Elahi-Erfani (Tehran: 
Nashr-e Baran, 2004), 16. 
1550 Fashahi, Andishidan-e Falsafi va Andishidan-e Elahi-Erfani, 31. 
1551 Fashahi, Andishidan-e Falsafi va Andishidan-e Elahi-Erfani, 21. 
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Judaism, Christianity and Islam. He was particularly dismissive of Allah 
whose one and only–ness Jamali regarded as the embodiment of 
absolutism.1552 

Thus, Jamali’s philosophy presents a nativist orientation that rejects both Greek and 

Semitic (Judaeo-Islamic) philosophies. Jamali calls this native Iranian philosophy Kherad 

(wisdom) and utilizes the legendary bird Simorg (phoenix) to enshrine its ethical-moral 

capacities. His overall orientation is often called farhang-e simorghi. These ideas are 

presented in Jamali’s book Iranian Republic (Jomhuri-ye Irani) as a philosophical nativist 

response to the Greek work Plato’s Republic and the Islamic work al-Madina al-Fadila, 

again setup in tripartite intellectual oppositions.1553   

In Iranian Republic, Jamali argued that in the Semitic tradition, Adam and Eve 

ate from the Tree of Knowledge and were thus cast out of Heaven. This metaphoric 

expression contains the philosophy that knowledge-wisdom is opposite to happiness 

(Ensan ba binesh, behesht va shadi ra nabud misazad).1554 Similarly, in the Greek 

tradition, Prometheus stealing fire from Zeus and Tantalus revealing Zeus’s secrets to 

man both symbolize the dichotomy between knowledge and happiness (tazad-e shadi 

ba shenakht).1555 However, the “Iranian culture is precisely built on the philosophy of the 

integration of knowledge and happiness (Vali farhang-e Iran dorost bar sar-e andisheh-

ye “hambastegi-ye shadi va shenakht” ostovar shodeh ast).”1556   

The same philosophical argument can be found in another monograph by Jamali 

titled, Tokhmeh-ye Khodza ya Surat-e Khoda (The Self-Created Seed or the Face of 

God).1557 About the title, Jamali explains, “In Iranian culture a human wants to become a 

self-created seed, [while] in Sematic culture a human wants to become the face of 

God.”1558 In this monograph, Jamali builds on pre-Islamic ethical tropes such as 

javanmardi (Aryan chivalry), ahriman (force of darkness), rasti (truthfulness, 

                                                
1552 Manuchehr Sebastian, “In memory of Manuchehr Jamali,” The Iranian, (10 October 2012), 
https://iranian.com/2012/07/10/in-memory-of-manuchehr-jamali/.   
1553 Manuchehr Jamali, Jomhurieh Irani (London: Kurmali Press, 2010). 
1554 Jamali, Jomhurieh Irani, 3. 
1555 Jamali, Jomhurieh Irani, 3. 
1556 Jamali, Jomhurieh Irani, 3-4. 
1557 Manuchehr Jamali, Tokhmeh-ye Khodza ya Surat-e Khoda (London: Kurmali Press, 1996). 
1558Jamali, Tokhmeh-ye Khodza ya Surat-e Khoda, 1. 
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straightforwardness), paki (cleanliness), and mehr (love). Building on the theme of the 

legendary phoenix, Jamali postulates that the Avestan God of the Iranian people was a 

limited god who “sat on the tree of existence as a seed (tokhmeh) along with its creation, 

man, who also sat on the tree in the form of a fire-seed, (simorgh royeh derakht-e 

hameh tokhmeh, khod niz tokhmeh-i bud, va ensan tokhmeh atash bud).1559 In short, 

Jamali is making the argument that there is a different power relationship between God 

and man in the Iranian culture than the Semitic one currently imposed on the Iranian 

people in which God commands and man obeys.     

This improper understanding of God and his relation to man, according to Jamali, 

continues to afflict Iranian culture in crippling man’s self-creative drive (khishafarini). 

Worst still, that in a search for a remedy Iranian intellectuals continued to deny 

khishafarini through the adaptation of philosophies such as communism and 

pragmatism.1560  

For a nearly a hundred years (since 1900) our intellectuals and writers 
denied themselves their self-creativity through the adaptation of 
Communist-oxication (Komunism-zadeghi) and in the next century it will 
be their adaptation of Pragmatism-toxication (nazdik be yek sad-e 
(1900s) roshanfekran va nevisandegan ma dar athar-e Komunism-
zadeghi az khishafarini baz dashteh shodand, va dar sad-e ayandeh dar 
athar-e Pragmatism-zadegi az khishafarini baz khahand mand).1561  

Jamali is referring to Marxist and Neo-Liberal Western philosophies, while parsing 

Westoxication into its socialist and capitalist iterations. He adds,  

The difference between Komunism-zadeghi and Pragmatism-zadegi is 
that they knowingly became Komunism-zadeh and are now are 
unknowingly becoming Pragmatism-zadeh (tafavot-e komunism-zadegi 
va pragmatism-zadegi in ast ke an-ha agah-budaneh komunism-zadeh 
shodand va aknun na-agah-budaneh pragmatism-zadeh mishavand). And 
Communism rose out of the strong philosophical tradition of Germany, 
France and England; while Pragmatism is the anti-philosophy philosophy 
of the Americans that has come to replace philosophy (va komunism az 
ravand qani-ye tafakor-e falsafi-ye Alman, Faranseh va Engilis miayad, 

                                                
1559 Jamali, Tokhmeh-ye Khodza ya Surat-e Khoda, 47. The imagery of the seed (tokhmeh) 
stands for the qualities of being the spring well, self-born or self-created (sar cheshmeh va khod-
za va khod-afarin), 63. 
1560 Jamali, Tokhmeh-ye Khodza ya Surat-e Khoda, 54. 
1561 Jamali, Tokhmeh-ye Khodza ya Surat-e Khoda, 54. 
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dar halikeh Pragmatism falsafa-ye bi-falsafagi-ye Amrika-i-hast ke 
janeshin-e falsafa mishavad).1562 

Jamali contends that in Semitic religions (Adyan-e Sami), man is created in the image of 

God and his existential reason is to become like the (face of the) God that created him. 

However, he is unable or incapable of reaching that state and not allowed to be himself, 

since his happiness is becoming the image of his creator.1563 However in the Iranian 

culture (farhang-e Irani), “man’s happiness is in becoming himself or in discovering his 

true essence (khoshi-ye ensan dar khod-shodanash ya dar peydayesh-e goharash 

ast).”1564  

According to Jamali, after the Islamic conquest, the Iranian mind had to integrate 

Ahura Mazda and Ahriman’s attributes into a singular deity called Allah.1565 Jamali 

argues that government, in the Iranian tradition, is an institution allowed to gravitate 

people towards itself; government is only allowed to attract people (Hokumat nahadist ke 

bayad betavanad ensan-ha ra be khod bekeshad, hokumat, haqq darad faqat ensan ra 

jazb konad). Thus, following the Islamic conquest, guilt and sin (sharm va gonah) were 

introduced into Iranian culture in soliciting a manufactured attraction.1566   

Thus, the philosophies of Jamali and Fashahi attempt to negate all or some of 

Islamic and Western elements from Iranian philosophy. Their political philosophy and 

ethics is thus radically different than the Sadrian-based philosophies of aforementioned 

academics. Yet, in their own capacity, both intellectuals’ knowledge production seeks to 

define a unique Iranian identity, culture, and political organization.  

In conclusion, the instruction of academic philosophy continued its expansion in 

the Republican period. While the Cultural Revolution influenced faculty selections and 

institutional affiliation, Sadrian philosophy with its mystical orientation continued to 

dominate Iranian academic philosophy. Furthermore, masha’i and ishraqi philosophy 

supplemented the Sadrian emphasis. Academic-philosophers in the Republican era 

employ one or a combination of the three aforementioned categories of Islamic 

                                                
1562 Jamali, Tokhmeh-ye Khodza ya Surat-e Khoda, 54. 
1563 Jamali, Tokhmeh-ye Khodza ya Surat-e Khoda, 60. 
1564 Jamali, Tokhmeh-ye Khodza ya Surat-e Khoda, 61. 
1565 Jamali, Tokhmeh-ye Khodza ya Surat-e Khoda, 95. 
1566 Jamali, Tokhmeh-ye Khodza ya Surat-e Khoda, 114. 
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philosophy in interpreting and comparing works of Western philosophy. This brings forth 

two observations: First, this method provides for the politicization of Iranian academic 

philosophy on the international level; in particular, in defining an Iraniyat (a combination 

of identity and mentality).1567 Second, this method provides for the politicization of Iranian 

academic philosophy on the domestic level. A closer look at the philosophies of these 

academics reveals a multitude of contestations and negotiations as various political 

factions such as centrists, reformists, conservatives and neo-conservatives associate 

their ideologies with one or more of the aforementioned academics. Thus, the epilogue 

of this thesis presents this contestation in a case study Reza Davari’s political discourse.   

 

  

                                                
1567 By mentality, I am here referring to the expressed rationality of national interest. 
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Academic Philosophy and Politics of Knowledge in Modern 
Iran: The Case of Reza Davari Ardakani 

Davari’s academic influence on Iran’s post-revolutionary political ethics is most 

apparent in three of his publications in the 1980s: Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye 

‘Alam (Islamic Revolution and the World’s Current Situation), Falsafa dar Dam-e Ideologi 

(Philosophy in the Snare of Ideology), and “Molahezati dar Bab-e Enqelab-e Iran” 

(“Observations about the Revolution”).1568 These works, written and published in the 

1980s, a time of heightened ideological and political uncertainty in Iran, exhibit a 

revolutionary tone while providing an insight into Davari’s reflections about the purpose 

and direction of the Revolution. Compared with his later publications, written from the 

late 1990s onward, the rhetoric used by Davari in these earlier works reads with a 

political affinity.1569 For example, Davari’s use of words such as mostazaf (downtrodden), 

mostakbar (arrogant elite), na sharqi na gharbi jomhuri-ye Islami (Neither Eastern nor 

Western [but an] Islamic Republic), echo the talking points of Khomeini. This was a 

prevalent practice by many intellectuals and regime officials in 1980s Iran, and perhaps 

the reason why many Iranian intellectuals in the West see Davari as an ideologue of the 

Islamic Republic. Moreover, Davari’s rhetoric in these publications helped establish his 

status as a fervent supporter of the Islamic Revolution and its socio-political ideology. 

In the three aforementioned publications from the 1980s’, Davari affirms the 

validity of the Islamic Revolution and its political ideology in the following manner. First, 

he establishes the problems associated with Western political ethics, in general, and its 

application to Iranian government, in particular. Second, he defines what he considers to 

be fundamental features of a true revolution. Third, he traces the relationship between 

the Constitutional Revolution (1907) and the Iranian Revolution (1979) in arguing that 

the latter was the completion of the former. Finally, he defines the goals of the Iranian 

Revolution and its association with the nature of leadership in the Islamic Republic that 

leads to his support of velayat-e faqih. 

                                                
1568 Reza Davari, “Molahezati dar Bab-e Enqelab-e Iran,” Zaban va Adabiyat, no 99&100 (1979): I-
18. Please note, Falsafa dar Dam-e Ideologi was originally published under the title, Falsafa dar 
Bohran. 
1569 As compared to his later publications such as: Falsafa, Siyasat, Khoshunat (2006). 
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Davari’s main argument against Western political theory is its reliance on man-

made reason in the creation of laws governing a state. Davari argues that mankind has 

reached a stage that sees itself as an active actor in all earthly deeds and states, 

“mankind approaches things in a way, that whether he knows about it or not, the root of 

his talk claims his godliness.”1570 Using clear Islamic rhetoric, he posits that mankind 

cannot be compared with any other animal, nor can he become an angel. In his most 

developed stage, he is greater than an angel and, in his downfall, he is less than an 

animal.1571 Thus, a political intellect created and employed by an individual or a group for 

their own welfare becomes an evil intellect (‘aql-e siyasi be ‘aql-e sheytani), because 

political intellect has its roots in faith, belief and rationality. In contrast, the evil intellect of 

power hungry individuals is the same as faithlessness, unbelief, and ignorance (jahl). 

The West has gained power through a specific use of ‘aql- e ’amali va siyasi (active and 

political intellect). This ‘aql is faithless in essence (nafsaniyat) and comprised of ego. 

Davari argues that the batin of ‘aql-e jadid (inner dimension of new intellect) and modern 

intellect is the new technique and perhaps should be called ‘aql-e teknik.1572  

In the old days when ‘aql became dependent on logic (manteq), it created 
a type of destitution. Today in our era, our destitution is the same as 
Gharbzadegi.... Without divine will we cannot go to sleep at night with 
Gharbzadegi and wake up free from it.... The West is a complete system 
with its own ‘aql, technology, customs, and power... or in other words the 
batin of the West’s power and politics is ‘aql-e Gharbi (the Western 
intellect).... Right now, if we don’t follow the guidance of religion we will 
continue to be trapped in the West [Gharbzadegi].1573

  

Davari argues that the main political ideologies of the West, socialism and democracy, in 

essence employ congruent methodologies with a singular goal. This common goal is to 

conquer everything with the new technique in reaching a state of power that can, with a 

push of a button, destroy an entire world, his reference to nuclear power and nuclear 

Armageddon.1574  

                                                
1570 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 214. 
1571 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 215. 
1572 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 92. 
1573 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 100-102. 
1574 Reza Davari, Falsafa dar Dam-e Ideologi, 91. 
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Using this developed concept of a Western intellect, Davari moves forward to 

establish a new political model free of Western ideology. He rejects the polemic that if 

you are against democracy then you are for despotism and if you are fighting despotism, 

it is because you want democracy: “Until Iranians free themselves from Western political 

theory and its polemics of despotism and democracy, it will be difficult for them 

overcome this dichotomy.”1575 Davari proposes a new solution: “There is a third way to 

this dichotomy of the rule of one (despotism) and the rule of many (democracy). Mankind 

is a creature that belongs to God (ta’alloq be haqq darad) and travels [in his life]  between 

truth (haqq) and falsehood (batel).”1576  

In adding strength to his argument, he contends that the Western model of 

democracy leads to a decadent political order that erodes human dignity and 

freedom.1577 For Davari the essence of freedom lies in its relation to divine truth or the 

sacred: 

If we think that we can [have freedom without the sacred] then we have 
lost freedom itself for he who speaks of Truth is free and fears no one but 
God, but he who wants freedom to speak whatever he wants has strayed 
from Truth.1578  

Moreover, the creation of the original Islamic order was neither democratic, as compared 

with the current understanding of Western democratic theory, nor despotic in nature. The 

Caliphs were not free to institute their will in their conduct and in their rule. Davari 

contends that Islamic rulers merely carried out the orders of Islam, meaning that the 

basis for law was the rule of God and the rulers were merely guardians and executors of 

this divine order.1579 It then follows that this type of regime is a government of the people 

                                                
1575 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 123 
1576 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 123. 
1577 Davari states that, “If someone says that freedom must be taken away from the people, that 
person is void of human qualities; however, if someone says that political and social freedoms as 
stated in the universal declaration of human rights must be adhered to under all conditions and in 
all costs, and does not think about the prerequisites of these freedoms and how these freedoms 
are guaranteed and who guarantees these freedoms, i.e. Velayat-e Faqih, that person is either 
invalid or void of political intellect.” Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 93. 
1578 Reza Davari, “Molahezati dar Bab-e Enqelab-e Iran,” 10. 
1579 A clarification is in order here. This position does not negate Davari’s contention that the true 
philosopher uncovers knowledge through union with God, even though, as stated above, the ruler 
is more akin to a newscaster reading off the teleprompter. I believe what Davari means is that the 
method in which knowledge is gained by the true philosopher is the union of his mind with that of 
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in that no class of people rule over another and personal interest and temptations have 

no place. This is why, according to Davari, it is the best type of government, a true 

democracy.1580  

Conveniently, this approach allows Davari to address one of the main strengths 

of Western democratic theory, namely the ability to change laws based on the will of the 

people. 

When they say that although the rules and regulations of Euro-America 
were crafted in the past, [and that] they are changeable when deemed 
necessary by the people, the discussion then becomes to mean that 
mankind has the right to establish rules and regulations, and obedience to 
the sacred is a form of fundamentalism.1581

  

Davari is not arguing that the rules established by man in an Islamic society are infallible; 

rather, he is limiting the scope of legal reform in an Islamic society to be congruent with 

the will of God. In other words, in an Islamic democracy laws can be changed so long as 

they still conform to the core tenets of Islam and are not solely based on the will of the 

people – which is a problem for Davari in the Western democratic theory. 

With the flaws of Western democratic theory having been firmly established, and 

having addressed issues surrounding freedom, democracy and mankind’s ability to 

change laws in an Islamic democracy, Davari brings forth a millennial view of history 

(circa 1980s). This millennial approach informs Davari`s views on revolution in general 

and the Iranian Revolution in particular. He states that Europe and the entire West are in 

need of another revolution: 

If we view the past and the 1789 Revolution from an unbiased gaze, the 
eyes of France and Europe and in general all of the West’s political, 
economic, and military players should be to the future and in doing so 
understand that the hunger for power, love of this earth [Hobb-e donya - 
referring to materialism] and duration of their actions will endanger 
Western culture.... Europe and the West must distance themselves from 
the French Revolution and in the first place learn from its teachers 
[amuzegaran - perhaps meaning intellectual critics to Western modernity 
such as Nietzsche and Heidegger] that when the conditions of donya bini 
[worldliness - a loose reference to secularism] has become prevalent 

                                                                                                                                            
God; yet in his action, and because of this union, the philosopher is not free to act independent of 
the divine intellect. 
1580 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 123. 
1581 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 284. 
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within the being of a person, he can no longer resist the temptations of 
power, infamy, and wealth.1582  

The French Revolution for Davari is the political manifestation of Enlightenment 

philosophy that placed mankind and his reason at the center of politics and marginalized 

the political role of the sacred. In the same manner, the Islamic Republic can be 

regarded as the political manifestation of an Irano-Islamic philosophical revival at the 

hands of Nasr, Fardid, and Davari, among others. Furthermore, in the tradition of 

Persian narratives, Davari asserts that the Islamic Revolution took place in this darkest 

of hours when Western democracy had run its course and injustice engulfed the earth: 

“The Islamic Revolution took place at a time when the road to man’s autonomous will 

and vision has come to an end...and this shows the revolution as a world event.... this 

revolution was not a mere political change.”1583 Following this narrative, Khomeini is the 

contemporary Iranian heroic figure of Rostam who through his will, wisdom, and courage 

rescued at first Iran and then the entire world from this abyss. 

The question then becomes, what was the nature of the Islamic Revolution 

(1979) and how was it different from Iran’s Constitutional Revolution (1906)? Davari’s 

answer begins with a definition of revolution: “When we speak of a revolution in politics, 

we mean that with a revolution a set of customs, traditions, and laws are replaced with 

another.”1584 Davari is referring to the scope of a revolution and what sets it apart from a 

coup d’état or a change in government, a vague reference and negation of the 

Mosaddegh era in Iranian history (1949-1953).1585 A true revolution, for Davari, goes 

beyond the replacement of figures in a government or the way in which state power is 

applied. Therefore, for Davari the post-World War Two revolutions in Asia, Africa and 

Latin America were not real revolutions since, “only a cosmetic change occurred and 

British, English, and Belgian rulers were replaced by native rulers who continued the 

same politics.”1586  

                                                
1582 Reza Davari, Falsafa dar Dam-e Ideologi, 71. 
1583 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 215. 
1584 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 234 
1585 The prevalent view of Khomeini and other political figures of post-revolutionary Iran is that the 
Mosaddegh era, although ending in a foreign-inspired coup, was, none the less, problematic in its 
application of a purely secular government. 
1586 Reza Davari, “Molahezati dar Bab-e Enqelab-e Iran,” i. 
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A revolution is a successful revolt in which the rationale behind the application of 

power is changed and, according to Davari, not only a class of rulers is displaced and 

political power transferred to another, but the administration of power and its relation to 

the people changed.1587 More important, a revolution “belongs to the people and saying 

that the revolution belongs to this or that person makes no sense.”1588 This statement 

reaffirms Davari’s position that there is a popular, or democratic, aspect to the Iranian 

Revolution. He adds further strength to the democratic nature of a true revolution by 

arguing that every revolution has a nature and its leaders are intertwined with that 

nature: “the French Revolution was necessarily led by believers in a bourgeois 

democratic order, and the October Revolution was the revolution of [led by] 

Bolsheviks.”1589 Elsewhere he states that in every revolution, the revolutionaries are 

familiar with the direction of the revolution and if the leaders of the revolution stray from 

this direction, they are abandoned by the revolutionaries. The relationship between the 

people and the revolutionary leadership is not accidental and the essence of a revolution 

can be found within this relationship.1590  

The essence of a revolution, according to Davari, can be understood by 

examining the articles of negation and affirmation that define it: “in every revolution the 

‘la’ [negation] and the ‘ila’ [affirmation] are necessarily adjoined or the revolution is not 

real.”1591 That is why in the Islamic Revolution it was apparent to all that the Shah’s 

regime must fall, and all were united on its negation. However, one cannot negate 

without affirming an alternate, for negation and affirmation go hand in hand. He argues 

that revolution against the person of the Shah is completely without meaning. Here, 

Davari is saying that the revolution was against the social order put in place by the Shah 

including that order’s state-projected identity. Therefore, a revolution demands that a 

political or social order subsides and is replaced by another, and the nature of the post 

revolutionary order depends on the nature of the old order that the revolution negated. 

                                                
1587 Reza Davari, “Molahezati dar Bab-e Enqelab-e Iran,” i. 
1588 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 111. 
1589 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 114. 
1590 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 112. 
1591 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 231 
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According to Davari, if the revolution negates despotism and its dependence on 

imperialism, it does not necessarily follow that the essence of the revolution is 

democratic, although sometimes this situation does lead to a so-called democratic 

regime.1592  

This last statement is a reference to Iran’s Constitutional Revolution. In 

strengthening the argument in favour of the Islamic Revolution and its leadership, Davari 

resorts to a comparison of the two revolutions. He states that the Constitutional 

Revolution had a negation and an affirmation. Its negation was despotism, injustice, and 

decline; while its affirmation was the desire to bring about a Western democratic order. 

However, Davari argues that this affirmation was not finished because its leaders were 

infatuated with Western modernity, including its political manifestations, but did not have 

a complete understanding of it.1593 In the French and Russian Revolutions, Western 

philosophy had preceded politics in permeating into society. In the case of the French 

Revolution, the bourgeoisie class was well developed within French society and culture 

before the Revolution. Davari argues that the French Revolution actually started with the 

Renaissance and its new philosophy had a chance to develop for two hundred years: “in 

my opinion, the bourgeoisie class formed and grew as a result of changes in humanity, 

not that a bourgeoisie class formed and changed the mind of people.”1594  

His argument for the Russian Revolution is more significant, arguing that while 

the Renaissance and Western modernity did not originate in Russia; both had time to 

develop within Russian society and culture, as ideas, before developing into a political 

manifestation. Davari states that, 

Russia interacted with the West [Western thought] in another way, and in 
any case benefited from Western philosophy and cultural tradition [adab- 
plural]. Russia tried to be European not only in politics but in its people’s 
hearts and minds as well. The works of Dostoyevsky is a testament of 
Russia’s peaks and lows against the West. He had read European 
philosophy but was not a philosopher and used poetry to describe the 
people of Russia and the ways in which Russia was becoming European 
and Western…. Russia has not completely broken with its past in this 
process. Russia in its current form and in particular in the works of 
Dostoyevsky cautions that it must break with religion if it wants to become 

                                                
1592 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 113 
1593 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 115-116. 
1594 Reza Davari, “Molahezati dar Bab-e Enqelab-e Iran,” iii. 
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Western…. This is related to the October Revolution in that from the 
nineteenth century philosophy in Russian literature paved the way for the 
acceptance of dialectic materialism and historic materialism.1595

  

Davari is arguing here that the Russian way of moving towards modernity entailed a 

poetic and literary methodology as well as the suppression of religion. This is 

unacceptable for Davari. More importantly, he posits that philosophical inquiry and 

understanding must precede political change, elevating the significance of his endeavour 

in presenting a philosophical interpretation of Velayat-e Faqih. 

Returning to his analysis of the Constitutional Revolution, Davari points to two 

different things: the correct nature of the leadership and the incorrect nature of the 

leadership’s ideology. He states that we can partially separate the Constitution from the 

constitutionalists due to the atmosphere of injustice: 

A wind blowing from the West (farang) caused their movement without 
themselves understanding the nature of this wind. The Constitutional 
Movement was a sacred revolt for the attainment of freedom and if the 
foreigners did not meddle in it with the intention of benefiting from it, this 
was not the fault of the constitutionalists but that of those who 
meddled.1596  

Davari states that, correctly understood, the Constitutional Movement had two faces: one 

was Gharbzadegi whose nature had nothing to do with religion and the other was the 

revolt against injustice, pressure, and socio-political strangulation. Thus, Davari posits 

that in the Constitutional Revolution the people revolted against the shah’s injustice, not 

for democracy in its Western meaning, which is also true of the Islamic Revolution: “this 

is repeated again today [in the Islamic Revolution] that if the people are revolting against 

                                                
1595 Reza Davari, “Molahezati dar Bab-e Enqelab-e Iran,” iii. 
1596 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 119-120. On page 239 of this text 
Davari further explains his comments: “[In the past] we wanted to become Western but lost our 
way; in other words we were not going to reach the West using the old, failed methods and must 
change our way; but revolution is unaware and unaffected by these words and meanings, but is a 
kind of return. How and when did we start this journey to the West? This Western way was never 
really forced upon us. From the beginning we heard a calling from the West and saw a 
manifestation (zahir) of it and started to follow it. Now, to where do we want to return? How do we 
return? This is a type of confusion and destitute. Let’s imagine that we turn our gaze again to the 
West and decide to return to where the West began, how is this possible? What is our compass 
for this task? When we first became acquainted with the West, we did not understand the road 
and conditions that made it possible to become what it is, and what are the requirements and 
equipment that make Western civilization a possibility.” Davari goes on to attack Iranian 
intellectuals at the time of the Constitutional Revolution who acted as incomplete transmitters of 
Western civilization, placing the majority of the blame with those intellectuals. 
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the injustice and force of the previous regime, is it because they want [Western] 

democracy?”1597  

Davari points out the reasons for the failure of the Constitutional Revolution in 

order to set up his argument for the success of the Islamic Revolution. According to him, 

the Constitutional Revolution failed because its intellectuals believed that politics were 

independent and could be applied anywhere and at any time.1598 Davari calls this 

condition siyasat-zadegi (politic-toxication), which “means that everything is dependent 

on and obedient to politics. It means that politics is the foundation, the goal, and a tool; 

politics is everything and everything is in the service of politics.”1599 In affirming the 

invalidity of independent politics, Davari uses an example that attacks the Iranian Left 

who were also politically active during the formative years of the Islamic Revolution: “In a 

country that has no proletariat population, how could you first apply Marxist politics in 

society and then create the proletariat class?”1600  

According to Davari, the Constitutional Revolution was in truth a Western 

constitutional movement and the clergy could not have been its leaders since one of the 

demands of this revolution was the separation of church and state, meaning the clergy 

could not have entered politics for they would have to renounce religion.1601 In other 

words, he is comparing mashruteh, laws based on conditions and mashru’eh, laws 

based on the conditions set forth by Sharia.1602 Davari is making the argument here that 

the Constitutional Revolution (Enqelab-e Mashruteh) was, as the name suggests, a 

movement for the establishment of conditions (i.e. a secular-based constitution); 

whereas, the Islamic Revolution was a movement for the establishment of a Sharia- 

based constitution. In addition, it follows that the Irano-Islamic methodology for 

                                                
1597 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 121-122. 
1598 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 225. 
1599 Reza Davari, “Molahezati dar Bab-e Enqelab-e Iran,”  iv. 
1600 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 119. 
1601 Davari has said, “The late Ayatollah Na’ini did not publish two chapters of his book Tanbih- 
atol-allameh va tanzi-yatol almlet that dealt with Velayat-e Faqih; that time was not ripe for an 
Islamic government. And they even killed Haj Sheikh Fazullah Nuri who was supporting 
Mashru’eh and no one raised any objections, because the era of imitation was a different era. 
Now people who have suffered from the works and deeds of a hundred years of imitation are 
happy to return to Islam and found sympathy from slogan of Islamic Republic that flows from the 
mouth of Mr. Khomeini.” Reza Davari, “Molahezati dar Bab-e Enqelab-e Iran,” 9. 
1602 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 118. 
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determining Sharia-based law is fiqh. This argument makes it clear that the clergy were 

not the leaders of the Constitutional movement, and the necessity for Khomeini’s 

continued involvement, as Vali-ye Faqih (Supreme Jurisconsult), in the Islamic 

Revolution: 

If the clergy had led the Constitutional Revolution then the clergy must 
have led that revolution as clearly as Imam Khomeini is the leader of the 
Islamic Revolution...He is the leader of the people (imam-e ommat) and 
this is not just a saying but a reality.... In the Constitutional Revolution the 
clergy did play a role and helped the faction that was against despotism 
and injustice while affirming the Constitution; however the clergy did not 
determine the direction of the revolution.... Those who advocate Khomeini 
should have gone to Qom seminary after 22 Bahman (February 11, 
1979), and limited his activity to teaching fiqh, usul va hekmat [referring to 
various topics taught at seminaries: Jurisprudence, principles, and 
philosophy] are not just ignorant but opportunists.... The leader of a 
revolution cannot relinquish its reins and is not free to go where he 
pleases, because he is a manifestation of the revolution and not just a 
decor.1603  

Thus, according to Davari, the very nature of the Islamic Revolution demands a faqih as 

leader. In another article, published a few months after the Revolution, Davari supports 

his argument for the leadership of the Islamic Revolution by reversing the leadership role 

between the intellectuals and the clergy. He argues that intellectuals ideologically led the 

Constitutional Revolution, whereas the clergy ideologically led the Islamic Revolution. 

Davari states that, “Mr. Khomeini says that the Revolution is an Islamic revolution.”1604 

Davari’s referral to Khomeini as “Mr.” instead of “Imam,” 1979 versus 1982, is indicative 

of the historic Davari’s concurrent ideological development alongside Iran’s mainstream 

political ideology of the same period. He continues by saying, 

Many intellectuals say that this revolution was a democratic and anti- 
despotic revolution and the people fought for freedom and against 
injustice. On the face of it, these two statements can be added together 
since the negation of despotism and injustice is contained within an 
Islamic revolution.1605  

                                                
1603 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 117-118. 
1604 Reza Davari, “Molahezati dar Bab-e Enqelab-e Iran,” 4. 
1605 Reza Davari, “Molahezati dar Bab-e Enqelab-e Iran,” 5. 
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In short, Davari is arguing that since Islam is about social justice, with its own democratic 

and anti-despotic ideas, then the intellectuals of the Islamic Revolution are, in essence, 

advocating for Islam. 

Davari associates Iranian intellectuals with Westoxication in an attempt to further 

erode their objection to the direction of the Revolution.1606 He understands that Western 

educated intellectuals ran many of Iran’s civil and government institutions and the 

government could not function, at least at this stage, without their expertise.1607 Davari 

associates many intellectuals with the provisional government and attempts to give them 

a way out of their objection to Islamic rule by citing what they inherited: “The institutions 

of a deceitful regime, on the other hand, have to deal with economic and social 

problems, and to make matters worse its [the regime’s] provisional nature prevents it 

from making fundamental decisions on resolving these social, cultural and economic 

problems.”1608  

Having argued the necessity for the Islamic nature of the Revolution and by 

containing and negating the objections of Iran’s intellectuals to this nature, Davari 

expands on the purpose and leadership of the Revolution. This is perhaps one of the few 

instances of originality in Davari’s work, where in grounding his argument in favour of 

Velayat-e Faqih, he mixes religion, philosophy, politics, and history. Davari argues that 

the goal of the Islamic Revolution was to detoxify the Westoxication present in Iranian 

society and politics in 1979. It then follows that the nature of the order brought about by 

the Revolution should be Islamic, meaning that the order it brings about in curing 

Westoxication emanates from the Sharia. Naturally, the political leadership of this order 

must itself be defined and sanctioned by Sharia in the Irano-Islamic tradition, paving the 

way for the affirmation of Velayat-e Faqih. 

                                                
1606 “In my opinion, an intellectual is someone who is modernized or modern-toxified (tajaddod 
zadeh), and belongs to an ideology in the Western sense of the word, not to be confused with 
Islamic ideology. An intellectual usually supports one ideology and negates another and all of his 
efforts are in support of extending the politics of his ideology. This intellectual could be a writer or 
filmmaker or a poet but in any case, his intellectualism becomes apparent when he begins 
participating [in his field] in critiquing social and political dimensions…. Every educated person 
who is the recipient of European knowledge from the eighteenth century forward is an intellectual 
in my opinion, and how difficult is it for us [perhaps referring to himself] who have read second 
and third hand foreign texts [translated works] to not be an intellectual.” Reza Davari, “Molahezati 
dar Bab-e Enqelab-e Iran,” 3. 
1607 Reza Davari, “Molahezati dar Bab-e Enqelab-e Iran,” 32. 
1608 Reza Davari, “Molahezati dar Bab-e Enqelab-e Iran,” 34. 



444 

Davari begins with a definition of the Islamic Revolution. He states that what is 

certain is that a political revolution has taken place and an Islamic government has been 

created.1609 However the world that existed before it, “in zahir and batin was non- 

religious and non-Islamic; in other words, it had an incomplete and Westoxified 

appearance.”1610 He then addresses the question: Is it possible to solve the problem of 

Gharbzadegi with Islamic polity? The answer, of course, is affirmative for Davari: 

When we say neither East nor West but an Islamic Republic, it means we 
accept neither socialism nor capitalism, but the Islamic Republic is not 
something in between [the two]; it is different from both and essentially 
differs from the conditions that made those two types of orders 
possible.1611  

Thus, the defining political nature of the Islamic Revolution is the creation of a third order 

that breaks free from both dominant political streams in the post-World War Two global 

context.1612  

Davari further explains this third order and its relation to Islam by countering the 

Islamic Revolution’s ideological critics who argued that Iranians are living in a connected 

world, in conditions of interdependence. Davari argues against those who argue that the 

saying “neither East, nor West, but Islamic Republic” has no merit, by replying that, “we 

have said no to the current Western world order (and when I say the West, it includes 

Canada, Vladivostok, Japan, and in sum the entire political West and East).”1613 This 

negation of the two dominant global political orders, or ‘la’ is accompanied by an ‘ila’ 

(instead) and this is what defines an Islamic Republic: 

                                                
1609 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam,  251. 
1610 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 251. 
1611 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 251. 
1612 For more information regarding scholarly debates on the theoretical nature of the Iranian 
Revolution, see: John Foran, “The Iranian Revolution of 1977-79: A Challenge for Social Theory,” 
in A Century of Revolution: Social Movements in Iran, ed. John Foran (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1994). In addition, see: S. N. Eisenstaedt, The Great Revolutions and the 
Civilizations of Modernity (Leiden: Brill, 2006). On page 111, Eisenstaedt refers to the 1979 
Iranian Revolution as the last of the Great Revolutions that transformed the Axial Age 
Civilizations of their perspective societies. 
1613 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 227. 
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We have an ‘ila’ as well, and this ‘ila’ is mixed with and a part of our being 
and must be made an external truth.... This ‘ila’ is not a mere political 
slogan; rather using it we establish the truth of religion.1614  

Being aware that a religious political order can be criticized as backward and 

fundamentalist in nature, Davari argues for the progressive nature of the Islamic 

Revolution. He states that a mortaja’ is a conservative that is opposed to progress 

(tajaddod) and advocates a return to the conditions of the past.1615 However, in this stage 

of the Revolution one cannot refrain from the use of new knowledge and technology, 

because the Islamic Revolution started in a complex and puzzling world situation and in 

this situation the negation of everything Western is neither necessary nor conductive to 

the goals of the Revolution.1616 Davari sees the Islamic Revolution as a new and better 

form of modernity than that which is found in the West, claiming: 

Our revolution was not a fundamentalist revolution advocating a return to 
the past.... The progress we are familiar with was the modernity we 
experienced before the revolution and we saw that it did not lead to 
benefits and progress in our society.... Our revolution was not for creating 
a completed version of new modernity, however, until the time the West 
starts to crumble from within (batin), not only do we not oppose 
technology and technological knowledge, but truly embrace this new 
knowledge.1617  

Thus, Davari holds a utilitarian view of Western technique and knowledge and adds that 

in the current stages of the Islamic Revolution an obtainable (tahsili) new knowledge, 

based in truth, is needed for the employment and utilization of Western knowledge, 

making it authentic to the Irano-Islamic tradition. More significant, he posits that a 

mixture of traditional Irano-Islamic religious values and modern Western technique will 

define the Islamic Republic’s state-projected identity. 

Having defined the nature and goals of the Islamic Revolution, Davari expands 

on the qualities of political agents needed in its governance. The quality enabling the 

distinction of truth for political agents of the Islamic Republic, according to Davari, is the 

presence of political intellect (‘aql-e siyasi). He argues that this political intellect is 

permanently exemplified in the person of Khomeini: “we can see the nature of the 
                                                
1614 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 227-228. 
1615 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 282. 
1616 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 231. 
1617 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 283. 
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political intellect to which the imam of the people (imam-e ommat) has referred.”1618 It 

must be emulated by other political agents of the Islamic Republic in the same fashion 

that a Muslim emulates his marja’-e taqlid, a reference to a Grand Ayatollah as a “source 

of emulation.” Davari qualifies this political intellect: 

First of all this intellect (‘aql-e siyasi) is part of ‘aql-e ’amali (the active 
intellect); however, it is different from the ‘aql-e ’amali seen in fiqh and 
ethics in its validity, strength and mode of appearance (nahveh-ye 
zohur).... The active intellect (‘aql-e ’amali) of the politician does not 
replace the ‘aql of the faqih.1619

  

The above quote makes clear the subordination of political intellect to active intellect and 

by extension the politician to the faqih. At the same time, Davari posits that the leader of 

the Islamic Republic, being a faqih, posses both types of intellect, making the case for 

the emulation of Khomeini`s politics by lesser political agents of the Islamic Republic. 

Davari resorts to the negation of the nature of rival political agents in Iran in 

strengthening his argument for the type of political agents in the Islamic Republic. He 

rules out the use of violence for political gain in a direct reference to the street battles of 

early 1980s Iran between the Left (Mujaheddin and Fadaiyan) and, in Davari’s view, the 

legitimate political agents of state, the Islamic Republic Party (Hezbollah) created by 

Khomeini. He states, “Some political factions think that they can gain power [in Iran] 

through open conflict with the Islamic Republic.... These groups are either dependent on 

foreign elements or else lack an understanding of political wisdom.”1620 Elsewhere he 

states that there are some factions, either semi-Islamic or non-Islamic in nature, that 

desire the downfall of the Islamic Republic. According to Davari, if this regime were to 

fall, dependent and independent groups – the majority of the National Front and the Left 

– would not gain anything since there is no political party that has the political intellect to 

rule Iran. In this situation, he argues, the victory would go to the United States and the 

imperialist world order.1621 Thus, only the leadership of qualified Islamic political agents 

ensures the survival of the Revolution and by extension the freedom of Iranians from 

Westoxication. 

                                                
1618 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 88. 
1619 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 88. 
1620 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 93. 
1621 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 95, 217. 
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In further negating rival politics in Iran, Davari compares them to the Khavarej of 

the early Islamic period. He states that the Khavarej in Islamic history were a group void 

of wisdom that endangered Islamic rule. They were not within the truth of Islam, but 

rather were sitting on the periphery waiting for someone to act against their 

understanding of Islam, and they would rectify this person’s sin with a greater sin.1622  

Here, Davari is making reference to the fourth Caliph Ali and the fitna (revolt), a common 

reference also used by Khomeini comparing the formative years of the Islamic Republic 

to the early Islamic history. Davari goes further and argues that the political enemies of 

the Islamic Republic are worse than the Khavarej: 

Currently it seems that we have groups that resemble the Khavarej and 
even more akin to Azadeqeh (followers of Ibn Azraq who were the most 
violent among the Khavarej) with the main difference that the old 
Khavarej were mindful of religious customs (adab-e dini) whereas these 
people [the new Khavarej] do not obey any religious law (Shari’at).”1623  

In sum, Davari’s thoughts, as presented in these publications, exhibits an ideological, as 

well as a rhetorical affinity with the regime. His critique of Western political ethics in 

general and the Constitutional Revolution in particular further supports this affinity. In 

addition, his support for Khomeini’s position within the structure of leadership in the 

Islamic Republic, as well as his negation of opposing ideologies, including the Pahlavi-

trained technocrats who remained within Iran’s civic institutions, rightly points to his 

close association with the regime, and by extension its projected Irano-Islamic national 

identity. We can now examine his role as a public intellectual, representing the core of 

the regime’s ideology in public discourse. 

Davari’s influence on public discourse relating to Iranian post-Revolutionary 

political ethics spans the entire life of the Islamic Republic. His 1980s intellectual 

debates with Abdolkarim Soroush, Ali Paya and, to a lesser extent, Akbar Ganji were a 

major factor in Davari’s growth as an Islamic intellectual in the formative years of the 

Islamic Republic. In the 1990s, the use of his political philosophy by conservative 

elements of the Majles created an additional obstacle to constitutional reforms during 

Khatami’s presidency. Additionally, his philosophy was used in confronting a new 

philosophic challenge to the regime: the emergence of the religious reformers. This 

                                                
1622 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 98. 
1623 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 98. 
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group of intellectuals included Mohammad Shabestari and Mohsen Kadivar. Since the 

mid-2000s, however, some of Davari’s publications began addressing his intellectual 

critics regarding the use of his philosophy in politics, his support for Heidegger and for 

the Islamic Republic. The combined effect of Davari’s activities in public discourse, I 

argue, adds significance to his designation as a post-revolutionary public intellectual who 

uses academic philosophy in support of Velayat-e Faqih. 

Davari gained currency as an academic philosopher following his published 

correspondence with Soroush in 1985, where they debated the merits of various 

configurations of Islamic governance in the context of political ethics. Soroush supported 

Popperian philosophy, which was seen as too liberal in some of its teachings by Islamic 

conservatives of the newly created regime. Ali Paya and Akbar Ganji more or less 

supported Soroush’s views on the historicity of religion and the necessity for a 

contemporary understanding and application of Islam in Iranian society and politics. 

According to Ali Paya, the Department of Philosophy at the University of Tehran 

at this time was run by Heideggerians like Ahmad Fardid and Reza Davari who 

responded against Soroush, Paya, and Ganji using philosophical methodologies 

including the use of Heideggerian phenomenology and existential philosophy.1624 Davari 

engaged Soroush in a series of debates published in Keyhan-e Farhangi; the first 

occurred in a 1985 article titled, “Observations Concerning the Open Society and Its 

Enemies.”1625 The Soroush-Davari debates were an important stage in the development 

of post-Revolutionary Iranian political ethics, as well as helping establish the status of 

Davari as an Iranian intellectual. These debates and their ideological outcome are 

among the best-studied aspects of Davari in Western historiography. Thus, I shall limit 

my discussion of them to a brief summary and instead focus on Davari’s responses, 
                                                
1624 According to Paya, “during the 1980s, Fardid ran his lectures parallel to Soroush’s lectures.  
In these lectures, he would mount direct personal attacks on Soroush’s Popperian views, 
branding them as representatives of a degenerate liberalism that recognizes no bounds and 
advocates the policy of ‘anything goes’ in ethics and politics. Fardid argued that Popper is 
preaching a religion whose god is the arch-enemy of Allah, and warned his audience not to be 
fooled by his views, which might appear as interesting but in reality and in essence are nothing 
but thick veils of ignorance.” Ali Paya, “The Philosopher and the Revolutionary State,” 192. 
1625 Ali Paya, “The Philosopher and the Revolutionary State,” 196. “Keyhan-e Farhangi was a 
monthly magazine that was a de facto forum for the exposition and debate of contemporary 
issues among Iran’s remaining intellectuals. In the ideologically charged atmosphere of the 
1980s, various political factions from Islamists to centrist and the Left published articles 
expressing their views on the desired direction of Iran’s post-revolutionary society. In the 1980s, 
Ali Ardeshir Larijani also published pro-regime philosophical essays in this periodical.  
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published in several books between 2006 and 2011, in which he downplays the “Muslim 

Heideggerian” designation given to the Department of Philosophy, Fardid, and himself. 

According to Mirsepassi, the debates concerned the West, the merits of 

historicism versus positivism, and the “exploration of in-depth philosophical and political 

questions and point in some measure to the future shape of the Islamic Republic.”1626 

Farzin Vahdat has isolated the main argument about the future shape of the Islamic 

Republic between Soroush and Davari to be the issue surrounding the expansion and 

contraction of human subjectivity in Iranian political ethics. Soroush’s position on 

mediated subjectivity was that the goal of human activity is a move towards perfection, 

and humans are historic beings with an unfolding understanding of religion. This 

evolving religious understanding defines the contours of the move towards perfection 

favoring the expansion of human subjectivity.1627 Davari, according to Vahdat, disagrees 

with Soroush’s position and favors a static understanding of religion. His position argues 

for the contraction of human subjectivity as compared to Western democratic theory, and 

in favor of Velayat-e Faqih. 

Ali Paya presents a clear summary of the published debates in a co-authored 

article, “The Philosopher and the Revolutionary State: How Karl Popper’s Ideas Shaped 

the Views of Iranian Intellectuals.”1628 In this article, Paya cites several articles published 

by himself, Soroush, and Ganji between 1984 and 1986 that upheld the views of Popper 

on rationalism and positivism and its application in the Islamic Republic. Davari is 

portrayed as their ideological antagonist who “accused Popper of not being a proper 

philosopher but a propagandist of degenerate liberal values... a defender of the 

hegemony of the West who has no concern whatsoever for the oppressed people of the 

third world.”1629 Paya subsequently argues that Davari has not only not responded to the 

criticisms made in the earlier article, but also continued to make use of fallacious ways of 

reasoning including ad hominem arguments, misrepresentation of the ideas of his critics, 

                                                
1626 Ali Mirsepassi, “Religious Intellectuals and Western Critiques of Secular Modernity,” 
Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East, 26 no. 3 (2006): 431. 
1627 Vahdat, God and Juggernaut, 199-200. 
1628 Ali Paya and Mohammad Amin Ghaneirad, “The Philosopher and the Revolutionary State: 
How Karl Popper’s Ideas Shaped the Views of Iranian Intellectuals,” International Studies in the 
Philosophy of Science, 20.2 (2006). 
1629 Ali Paya and Mohammad Amin Ghaneirad, “The Philosopher and the Revolutionary State,” 
197. 
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and resort to category mistakes as a means of conflating and confusing issues at 

hand.1630 Concerning these debates, I agree with Paya’s critique and Davari’s failure at 

presenting a coherent counter point.  

By the time of Khomeini’s death in 1989, the Islamists had consolidated their 

political dominance in Iran over the remnants of the centrist National Front and the 

socialist-Marxist Mujahedin (MKO).  It is often thought that the politics of Islamist groups 

in Iran had a mono-cultural and mono-political dimension. In fact, within the Islamists 

that governed Iran, political rifts and factionalism began to appear during the Iran-Iraq 

War and were downplayed until the end of the conflict and subsequent death of 

Khomeini. As was the case in the ideological battles between the centrists, Leftists and 

political Islamists, academic philosophy was utilized in the subsequent power politics of 

Islamists. Within Islamist politics in Iran, Davari enjoyed the support of the radical right 

(rast-e efrati) with the two main factions of Rohaniyun-e Mobarez (the Fighting Clergy) 

and Ansar-e Hezbollah (The supporters of Party of God). Thus, a brief history of their 

formation and ideology in the 1980s is foundational to understanding their affinity with 

and at times affirmation of Davari’s views in the Reform Movement, a full decade later. 

In 1984 Hezbollah, Iran’s only legal political party, was led by president Mir 

Hossein Musavi when disagreement over economic and political policies caused the first 

fracture among Iran’s political elite, giving rise to two new political parties.  The Right 

(Jenah-e Rast) splintered from Hezbollah over differences in the management of Iran’s 

economic policy.  The Right opposed government intervention in economics and had a 

neo-liberal approach to economic policy.1631  

The other group that splintered from Hezbollah became known as the 

pragmatists. The Centrist or Pragmatist party splintered from Hezbollah on differences 

regarding the conduct of Iran’s foreign policy; in particular the radicalization of Iran’s 

foreign policy leading to virtual international isolation at a time of war (with Iraq).1632  

Hezbollah’s tenure as an Iranian political party was ultimately cut short due to its 

                                                
1630 Ali Paya and Mohammad Amin Ghaneirad, “The Philosopher and the Revolutionary State,” 
198. 
1631 Said Barzin, Jenah Bandi-ye Siyasi dar Iran: az Daheh 1360 ta dovvom-e Khordad 1376, 
(Tehran: Sa’adi Publication, 1998), 50. 
1632 Said Barzin, Jenah Bandi-ye Siyasi dar Iran, 51. 
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ideologically charged rhetoric, which created economic and political isolation for Iran 

during the difficult years of the war. 

The end of the Iran-Iraq War, which caused great harm to Iranian society and 

produced no gains, spelled the end of Hezbollah as a force in Iranian politics.   In 1989 

Rafsanjani, the leader of the Pragmatist Party was elected president. Building his 

government on what he called the cabinet for reconstruction, “Rafsanjani’s cabinet 

largely reflected his administration’s core objectives: reconstruction of the shattered 

country and reform of the economy and the bureaucracy. To this end, he assembled a 

team of largely Western-educated technocrats and social reformers.”1633   In 1992, Iran’s 

parliamentary election for the fourth Majles virtually eliminated Hezbollah from the 

national political scene. This political feat was accomplished through a power sharing 

arrangement in the Majles, between the Right and Pragmatist parties with Khamenei and 

Rafsanjani as their respective leaders.1634  

The alliance between the Pragmatist and the Right lasted but two years, and 

differences centering on economic policy was the culprit of their split.  The Right gained 

support and political power in the mid 1990s and was able to win a majority in the fifth 

Majles elections of 1996.1635 It is also worth noting that the remnants of Hezbollah split 

once again in the early 1990s forming the Religious Left. The Religious Left allied with 

the Pragmatist in the 1997 presidential election against the Right who was allied itself 

with the remaining members of Hezbollah.1636  

Since Davari’s political philosophy supports the Right in general and the radical 

right in particular, the composition and ideology of the Right’s two main political parties, 

Rohaniyun-e Mobarez (the Fighting Clergy) and Ansar-e Hezbollah (The supporters of 

Party of God), merits closer attention.  

                                                
1633 Anoushiravan Ehteshami and Mahjoob Zweiri, Iran and the Rise of Neoconservatives: The 
Politics of Tehran’s Silent Revolution (New York: I.B. Tauris, 2007), 3. 
1634 Said Barzin, Jenah Bandi-ye Siyasi dar Iran, 51. 
1635 Said Barzin, Jenah Bandi-ye Siyasi dar Iran, 52. 
1636 Said Barzin, Jenah Bandi-ye Siyasi dar Iran, 52. 
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All parties within the Right derive their ideological roots from Shi’ite texts, terms, 

and thought.1637  Their members consider governance to be the duty and privilege of the 

Twelve Imams and have a theological view of politics.  The Islamic Revolution allowed 

for the political ascendency of this group who includes the influential Larijani brothers.1638 

Members of the Right eventually gained control over many of Iran’s key institutions 

including the national media and judiciary.1639 In addition, the Right, in accordance with 

Khomeini’s concept of active entezar (waiting), now considered governance as their right 

and duty, even during the period of occultation of the twelfth imam (al-Mahdi). This 

millenarian political ideology reached its zenith during Ahmadinejad’s presidency.  

One of the Rights’ political factions, Rohaniyun-e Mobarez, has its roots in the 

Qom seminary and the Haghani Madrasah. According to Younes Benab, despite its 

small numerical representation in Iranian politics, Rohaniyun-e Mobarez enjoys great 

influence in Iran’s government, military, and financial system.1640 Furthermore, Benab 

contends that this faction controls many of Iran’s print media including Keyhan daily 

newspaper.  Said Barzin shares a similar view of the Right and its political factions. He 

states that their domestic policy seeks to limit political freedom in a society governed by 

their ethics. They model and present their discourse on the practical necessities of their 

rule – similar in philosophy to American pragmatism – based on Iran’s domestic and 

international currents.1641 Since it considers governance as its right, Iran’s political Right 

conducts most of its policy behind closed doors, offering minimal explanations for their 

policy whenever the need arises.  Also, in line with Davari’s philosophy, the Right views 

itself as the guardian of Iran’s traditional Irano-Islamic culture (and identity) and 

vehemently opposes Western civilization and modernity.1642   

                                                
1637 Said Barzin, Jenah Bandi-ye Siyasi dar Iran, 63. 
1638 For a discussion on the political influence of the Larijani brothers see, Muhammad Sahimi, 
“Nepotism and the Larijani Dynasty,” PBS Frontline: Tehran Bureau (20 August 2009) 
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/tehranbureau/2009/08/nepotism-the-larijani-
dynasty.html. 
1639 Said Barzin, Jenah Bandi-ye Siyasi dar Iran, 64.  
1640 Younes Parsa Benab, Tarikh-e Sad Saleh-ye Ahzab va Sazmanhay-ye Siyasi-ye Iran (1284-
1384) – Jeld-e dovvom (Az Engelab-e Bahman 1357 ta 1384) (Washington D.C.: Ravandi 
Publishing House, 2006), 161.  
1641 Said Barzin, Jenah Bandi-ye Siyasi dar Iran, 64. 
1642 Said Barzin, Jenah Bandi-ye Siyasi dar Iran, 65. 
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In short, the Right promotes Islamic values in the form of traditional Islamic 

relations (from governance to social stratification, etc.), which is crucial to its survival as 

a political force. Many of the adherents to Iran’s conservative culture comprise its social 

base – a rigid and non-reforming entity. In the economic sphere, the Right opposed the 

economic policies of Musavi’s presidency in the 1980s and formed an uneasy alliance 

with Rafsanjani during his presidency in the 1990s. However, the Right upholds the 

ascendency of politics over economics and believes that their traditional Islamic political 

ethics rather than a free market should represent the invisible hand in Iranian 

economics. This position also echoes Davari’s views on the necessity of the religious 

sanction of political ethics discussed earlier in this section. Consistent with safeguarding 

its social base, the Right’s foreign policy is conservative in nature.  Thus, its reluctance 

in maintaining amicable relations with the West stems more from the negative impact on 

its social base – that is found among the urban poor and rural working classes - than 

anything else.  According to Barzin, the Right also enjoys the support of certain clerics in 

the Howzeh (seminary schools), the clerical class, and several powerful economic 

conglomerates including those owned and operated by the Revolutionary Guards.1643 In 

similar fashion, Davari also enjoys the support of the Qom Howzeh and is considered a 

conservative ally of the regime since his publications in Keyhan-e Farhangi.1644   

The fifth Iranian presidential election since the Islamic Revolution would prove to 

be another catalyst for the advancement of Davari’s political influence. After the victory 

of Mohammad Khatami in 1997 and the ascendancy of reformers in the executive and 

legislative branches of Iranian government, discussions on political ethics reacquired a 

philosophical dimension. Ideas on universalism, human rights and, by extension, popular 

political representation were deployed on an Irano-Islamic language and presented by 

reformist intellectuals as alteration to Velayat-e Faqih.  

President Khatami’s call for a dialogue among civilizations,1645 Mojtahed 

Eshkevari’s comments at the 2000 Berlin Conference and Mohsen Kadivar’s open 

                                                
1643 Said Barzin, Jenah Bandi-ye Siyasi dar Iran, 67. 
1644 Ali Paya, “The Philosopher and the Revolutionary State,” 200.  On the same page, Paya also 
states “a number of dailies and weeklies published by the religious conservatives, including the 
daily Keyhan, the semi-official organ of the conservatives, also lent their full support to the anti-
Popper campaign.” 
1645 Dialogue among civilizations was a UN initiative in 2000.  
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criticism of the minority view of velayat-e motlaq-e faqih (the absolute guardianship of 

the supreme jurist) are well known examples of some Iranian reformers who used an 

Islamic language and rationale to promote political change.1646 Conservatives within Iran 

interpreted the political demands of the reformers such as greater decentralization and 

democratization as digressions from Islamic political values and towards secular political 

values. In other words, conservatives believed Islamic reformers were using Islamic 

knowledge to promote secular ideologies in opposition to Velayat-e Faqih. In particular 

Mujtahid-academics such as Kadivar, Shabestari, Eshkevari, and even the exiled Yazdi 

utilized philosophic principals in conjunction with fiqhi methodology to pressure for 

political reforms.  In response to this reformists’ challenge, the Radical Right (rast-e 

efrati) promoted Davari’s philosophy as a “secular” defence to Velayat-e Faqih. 

This was a unique opportunity for Davari.  At the outset of the Islamic Revolution 

it was his Islamic expertise that had caused advancements in his career and influence.  

Nearly two decades later, it would be the use of his philosophical views on politics that 

would cause further advancement of his career and influence. The Reform Movement 

was in a way the ideological successor to the Shia reformation that had started with the 

Islamic Revolution.1647 The intellectuals engaged in its ideological debates were in fact 

influencing Iranian modernity, identity, as well as another generation of Iranian 

intellectuals. In my view, it is from this point in time that Davari’s ideas surfaced as a 

source of influence in post-revolutionary Iranian political ethics. In other words, his 

ideology had grown from academic circles and discourses to reach a wider audience, 

being now promoted not by intellectuals but political factions to their social base. 

However, there is very little direct evidence, either from Davari himself or his critics to 

support this view. Davari’s only reference to his activities at this time reads, 

One of the main criticisms about my own philosophy is that it gets used in 
the service of politics or even contains political considerations. The writer 
who has exercised the greatest caution in speaking about my writings 
thought that I changed my writings after the second of Khordad ‘76 
(Khatami’s presidential victory in 1997); and another propagandist has 

                                                
1646 See Ziba Mir-Hosseini and Richard Tapper, Islam and Democracy in Iran: Eshkevari and the 
Quest for Reform (New York: I.B. Tauris, 2006); Mohsen Kadivar, Andisheh-ye Siyasi dar Islam: 
Nazariye-haye Dowlat dar fiqh-e Shi’a (Tehran: Nashrani, 1997); Mohsen Kadivar, Andisheh-ye 
Siyasi dar Islam: Hokumat-e Vela’i (Tehran: Nashrani, 1998); Mohammad Khatami, Islam, 
Dialogue and Civil Society (Canberra: The Australian National University, 2000). 
1647 Said Amir Arjomand, “The Reform Movement and the Debate on Modernity and Tradition in 
Contemporary Iran,” International Journal of Middle East Studies, 34.4 (2002): 720. 
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said that my approach and tone, after my ascension to the presidency of 
the Islamic Institute of Sciences) about knowledge and technology has 
changed. That means that not only have I mixed philosophy with 
ideology, but have changed my position based on different 
conditions...that they say I have changed my position is both correct and 
incorrect. It is correct for whenever I read my own writing, I tell myself I 
should have written it in a different way; but is incorrect in that I changed 
or let go of my beliefs because of the certain conditions.1648  

His old ideological opponent Soroush was already an active architect of the Reform 

Movement as was Akbar Ganji.1649 Fiqh-oriented reformers such as Mojtahed Shabestari 

and Mohsen Kadivar added juristic influence and Islamic legitimacy to the philosophic 

arguments of Soroush. In essence, the Reform Movement pushed for greater 

democracy and freedom for the people of Iran, as well as a desire for reengagement 

with the West. More specifically, the reformers wanted to make structural changes to the 

Iranian constitution, in particular to the Office of the Supreme Leader, Vali-ye Faqih.  

The Reform Movement’s political discourse included ideas and neologisms such 

as civil society (jame’eh-i madani), legality (qanun-mandi), citizens (shahrvandan), and 

law-oriented-ness (qanun-gird'i). Khatami himself coined many of the terms. Two key 

neologisms that came from the reformist hermeneutics were pluralism (kathrat-giri) and 

reading (qira'at) [of Islam]. 1650 Since control of the military and real executive and judicial 

power rests with the supreme leader under the current Iranian Constitution, Khatami 

used the press and academic circles to promote his reform agenda.  According to 

Anushiravan Ehteshami, 

The 2nd Khordad movement’s other major achievement was its ability to 
modernize and liberalize the media. With over 40 newspapers, weeklies 
and other papers in circulation (until the conservative backlash of the late 
1990s), newspaper kiosks across the country were a hub of activity and 
debate after the May 1997 elections. The reformist newspapers shouted 

                                                
1648 Reza Davari, Falsafa-ye Mo’aser-e Iran, 295. 
1649 Said Amir Arjomand, “The Reform Movement and the Debate on Modernity,” 721. Akbar 
Ganji (b. 1960) is an Iranian journalist, writer and public intellectual. He was a strong supporter of 
the Revolution before falling out with the regime in the 1990s. He became a public intellectual 
during the Khatami presidency with his calls for reform and freedom and subsequent 
imprisonment. He is the author of several articles about the disappearance and murder of 
dissident intellectuals between 1988 and 1998.   
1650 Said Amir Arjomand, “The Reform Movement and the Debate on Modernity,” 726. 
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the loudest, raised the most important issues in a challenging manner, 
engaged in debate and dared to criticize authority.1651 

The regime responded with judicial orders for the closure of several newspapers 

and the arrest of many activists.  Mohsen Kadivar was arrested in 1999 and sentenced 

to eighteen months in jail due to his involvement in the reform movement.1652  

Abdolkarim Soroush and Akbar Ganji were harassed and eventually left Iran.  Many of 

the reformers’ newspapers were ordered closed by the regime and dozens of newspaper 

writers, editors and other outspoken critics of the regime were assassinated.1653  Most 

significantly by this time, Davari’s philosophical defense of Velayat-e Faqih, which was 

presented in the previous section, was incorporated into the ideology of the radical right. 

Therefore, the Reform Movement and conservative backlash, from 1997 to 2002, 

can be seen as a period of growth and influence for Davari.1654  Both Mehran Kamrava 

and Ramin Jahanbegloo call Davari the secular vanguard of the regime as a result of his 

involvement in the Reform Movement.1655  The conservative backlash to the Reform 

Movement coupled with the events surrounding 9/11 and the War on Terror muted both 

supporters and reformers of the regime in the early 2000, producing an era of political 

malaise similar to the period immediately following the 1953 Coup. In 2004, 

Ahmadinejad’s election brought to power another faction within the Right, at times 

referred to as the New Right or Neoconservatives,1656 with its own philosophical ideology 

                                                
1651 Ehteshami and Zweiri, Iran and the Rise of Neoconservatives, 8 
1652 Said Amir Arjomand, “The Reform Movement and the Debate on Modernity,” 731. 
1653 These assassinations, known in Iran as the Chain Murders, were attributed to rogue elements 
within the regime’s Ministry of Information in an Iranian court. However, Benab contends that this 
was the work of the radical right faction Muta’alef-i Islami, led by Ayatollah Mesbah Yazdi at the 
time.  See Benab, A One Hundred Year History of Iranian Political Parties, 168-169. 
1654 I have not located sources for Davari’s specific activities during the Reform movement.  The 
primary and secondary sources I have on Davari make no specific reference to the nature of his 
involvement in the Reform movement other than through publications and speeches (methods he 
has always used in delivering his views). 
1655 Danny Postel, “Ideas Whose Time has Come: A Conversation with Iranian Philosopher 
Ramin Jahanbegloo,” Logos Online 2006, 
http://Daryush.logosjournal.com/issue_5.2/jahanbegloo_interview.htm; (accessed 20 July, 2012).  
1656 According to Ehteshami and Zweiri, “Ahmadinejad represents a new breed of conservatism in 
Iran. The differences between his neoconservatives and the traditional conservatives lie in the 
following. First is the prioritization of the needs of the destitute masses, to win back their support 
for the regime. Second, they differ on their definition of the state, which for the former is to be an 
interventionist state – a state that will control all the main lifelines of the country, quite unlike the 
‘privatized’ variety of the traditional conservatives. Third, the focus of the neoconservatives is on 
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based on messianic Mahdism and with the theological support of Ayatollah Mesbah 

Yazdi (Ahmadinejad’s marja’):  

This group of dangerous dreamers is in turn presented by pundits and 
even many serious Iran-shenasan (Iran specialists) as the tip of a 
gargantuan chiliastic iceberg subsuming important groups within the 
government apparatus as well as large sections of the military and even 
the populace, all of whom are wittingly or unwittingly implementing 
policies inspired by the radical, messianist-oriented wing of the Shi'ite 
clerical class.1657 

Alumni from the Haghani School in Qom philosophically supported Ahmadinejad and his 

politics. More importantly, this group, at time associated with the Hojjatieh, had been 

steadily rising in power since the 1980s and their philosophy made them the ideal 

opponent, along with the Right faction of clerics to reverse the ideological gains of the 

Reform Movement and the clerical Left. “After the Revolution, many of the Haghani 

graduates were brought into the judiciary. The key behind the move was Ayatollah Ali 

Qoddusi, a teacher at Haghani and revolutionary prosecutor…As long as Khomeini was 

alive, Haghani graduates involved in government were almost entirely in the 

judiciary.”1658 Their influence soon expanded beyond the judiciary following Khomeini’s 

death in 1989 as “Khamenei began purging the political system of the leftist clerics who 

were close to Khomeini and replacing them with right-wing ones. Many of them were 

graduates of Haghani School.”1659 By way of example, since its creation in 1984, every 

Minister of Intelligence has been a Haghani alumnus.1660  

                                                                                                                                            
the discourse of social justice and the welfare of the mustazzafin umma [destitute masses] and 
on Islamic values and the question of haq versus batil (right and wrong in religious matters),” see, 
Iran and the Rise of Neoconservatives, 45-46. 
1657 Ze’ev Maghen, “Occultation in Perpetuum: Shi'ite Messianism and the Policies of the Islamic 
Republic,” Middle East Journal, Vol. 62.2 (2008): 234. 
1658 Muhammad Sahimi, “Hojjatiyeh, Mesbahiyeh, and Ahmadinejad,” PBS Frontline: Tehran 
Bureau (29 September 2010), 
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/tehranbureau/2010/09/hojjatiyeh-mesbahiyeh-and-
ahmadinejad.html. 
1659 Muhammad Sahimi, “Hojjatiyeh, Mesbahiyeh, and Ahmadinejad,” PBS Frontline: Tehran 
Bureau (29 September 2010), 
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/tehranbureau/2010/09/hojjatiyeh-mesbahiyeh-and-
ahmadinejad.html. 
1660 According to Sahimi: As Khamenei consolidated his power, Mesbah also spread his influence 
through the Haghani graduates such as hardline clerics Ali Razini, Ebrahim Ra’isi, Ali Mobasheri, 
and Abbasali Alizadeh who have worked within the judiciary for over two decades and are all 
graduates of Haghani. Since 1984, when the Ministry of Intelligence was formally established, 
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 Accordingly, Ahmadinejad staffed his cabinet with Haghani alumni in 2005. The 

political motivation for this ideological and institutional affiliation (both with the Haghani 

School and Hojjatieh)1661 concerns the Office of the Supreme Jurisconsult (Vali-ye 

Faqih): 

According to those who believe in the doctrine of Velayat-e Faqih, the 
Supreme Leader is Mahdi's deputy in his absence, and it is through him 
that people can connect with the hidden Imam. But if Ahmadinejad can 
constantly give people "news" about the hidden Imam, which means that 
he is directly "linked" with him, why would he need the Supreme Leader, 
or the clerics for that matter?1662  

In short, this was all part of an attempt to marginalize clerical power as mandated in the 

office of the Vali-e Faqih. Part of this strategy lies in presenting the elitist tendencies 

among the clerical class while highlighting the theme of social justice in their neo-

conservative populism.1663 However, this view is problematic given the inverse 

relationship between Shia political power and Shia messianism. According to Ze’ev 

Maghen,  

Contrary to conventional (and even to a great deal of scholarly) wisdom, 
Shi'ism in general, and post-revolutionary Iranian Shi'ism in particular, is 
not only not messianic or apocalyptic in character, but is in fact the 

                                                                                                                                            
every intelligence minister -- Mohammad Mohammadi Rayshahri, Ali Fallahian, Ghorban-Ali Dorri 
Najafabadi, Ali Yunesi, Gholam-Hossein Mohseni Ejehei, and Haydar Moslehi -- has been a 
Haghani graduate. Raeisi, Mobasheri, and another Haghani graduate, Mostafa Pourmohammadi 
(Ahmadinejad's first interior minister), played key roles in the execution of more than 4,000 
political prisoners in 1988.” From, “Hojjatiyeh, Mesbahiyeh, and Ahmadinejad,” PBS Frontline: 
Tehran Bureau (29 September 2010).   
1661 The Hojjatiyeh was originally created by clerics as a modern intellectual space to combat the 
spread of Baha’i ideology in Iran, in the same fashion that Hosseiniyeh Ershad served to combat 
the spread of Marxist ideology in Iran. As such, it promoted the messianic doctrine of occultation 
above all else, using reason and philosophy as a medium of indoctrination to an educated 
Tehrani population. The institution provided seating and tables, and encouraged members to 
observe “a modern look,” again similar to Hosseiniyeh Ershad.   
1662 Muhammad Sahimi, “Hojjatiyeh, Mesbahiyeh, and Ahmadinejad,” PBS Frontline: Tehran 
Bureau (29 September 2010). 
1663 Ehteshami and Mahjoob concur with this view: “President Ahmadinejad’s immediate concerns 
therefore are not political justice, political rights, freedom of speech and modernization of the 
Iranian state, but rather what he calls social justice for the Iranian people. The theme of social 
justice has been informing the neoconservatives’ strategy since the local elections in 2003 and 
the Seventh Majles elections in 2004. They also recognize readily that social justice is the magic 
term that can mobilize ordinary people.” See, Ehteshami and Zweiri, Iran and the Rise of 
Neoconservatives, 65-66. 
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fiercest enemy of messianism to be found anywhere in the Muslim world 
or in Islamic history.1664  

Maghen provides historical precedents in support of his argument before discussing 

Ahmadinejad. First, he posits that the doctrine of quietism as developed by the fifth and 

sixth Shia imams overtly subdued messianic (ghulat) tendencies separating political 

power from messianic beliefs.1665 Next, the Ulema employed the Doctrine of Occultation 

in the presence of Buyid Shia power in separating political power from messianic beliefs, 

“as the Buwayhid horse trotted into Baghdad, the Mahdi's mule plodded out, never to be 

seen or heard from again.”1666 Finally, he makes the argument that contrary to 

Khomeini’s rhetoric, his philosophy was necessarily anti-messianic, as was that of 

Ahmadinejad: 

Khomeini and his revolution were the logical conclusion of the multi-stage 
process of de-messianization we have been tracing. In other words: all of 
those centuries of impressive Shi'ite clerical achievement, now 
culminating in 1979 in the glorious realization of the primeval Shi'ite 
dream of reuniting sacerdotum and imperium in a bona fide Islamic 
Republic. All of this was and continues to be based on one essential, 
indispensible prerequisite: that the Mahdi stays far away. Put another 
way: when their imams are strong, the Shi'a are weak; when their imams 
are weak, the Shi'a are strong.1667  

Aside from the philosophical ideologies of the neoconservatives, Ahmadinejad’s rise to 

power “has prompted commentators to suggest that a general militarization of Iranian 

                                                
1664 Ze’ev Maghen, “Occultation in Perpetuum: Shi'ite Messianism and the Policies of the Islamic 
Republic,” Middle East Journal, Vol. 62.2 (2008): 237. 
1665 Maghen, 242. 
1666 According to Maghen, “The 'ulama' consequently sought to bolster their position in 
preparation for the up and coming struggle with the Buwayhids by completing their conquest of 
the imama and making themselves the only spiritual-religious game in town: the messianic figure 
of the Hidden Imam Mahdi whose presence still overshadowed them and to whom they were 
forced to turn, through the medium of his "ambassadors," for every matter of consequence, must 
be neutralized. He was, therefore, exiled in 945 CE to the furthest parts and declared 
incommunicado (al-ghayba al-kubra, the Greater Occultation): as the Buwayhid horse trotted into 
Baghdad, the Mahdi's mule plodded out, never to be seen or heard from again. All religious 
decisions were from that point forward the sole prerogative of the professional jurists and 
theologians, in whose eyes? though they could never admit as much in so many words even to 
themselves? their own legal-doctrinal expertise had become far more valuable than the 
eschatological charisma of the ethereal Imam.” Maghen, 246. 
1667 Maghen, 250. 
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politics has been taking place.”1668 The political ethics of this shift manifest in increased 

influence among academics such as Gholam-Ali Haddad-Adel who,  

Are amongst the younger members of the ‘middle’ generation of the 
Islamic Revolution, who are faithful to the Revolution’s values and grew 
up under the establishment apparatuses… It seems that the conservative 
regime prefers the middle generation of non-cleric conservatives – who 
grew up in the institutions of the regime – over members of the founding 
generation.1669 

For his part, Davari remained quiet in these internal power struggles for most of 

the 2000s. In fact, his membership in the HCCR, which is an extension of the Office of 

the Supreme Leader, all but guaranteed his support of the status quo. Instead, Davari 

engaged in a different philosophical-ideological battle on behalf of the regime, one 

against Iranian intellectuals in the diaspora.  

If the 1980s published debates in Keyhan-e Farhangi were open intellectual 

warfare between these Iranian intellectuals, their 2000s’ publications about the context 

and consequences of the debates was more akin to a cold war. More specifically, in the 

2000s, Mirsepassi, Vahdat, and Paya all published books and articles referencing 

Davari’s philosophy and ideology in the 1980s and 1990s.1670 In addition to Paya’s 

aforementioned article, published in 2006, Mirsepassi published two works dealing with 

the phenomenon of Heideggerian-Muslims.1671 In addition, Farzin Vahdat’s book, God 

and Juggernaut: Iran’s intellectual debate with Modernity (2001) provided a measured 

philosophical analysis of Davari and Soroush’s thoughts regarding subjectivity in post- 

revolutionary Iranian society. 

                                                
1668 Ehteshami and Zweiri, Iran and the Rise of Neoconservatives, 69. 
1669 Ehteshami and Zweiri, Iran and the Rise of Neoconservatives, 79. 
1670 Ali Mirsepassi, Intellectual Discourse and Politics of Modernization: Negotiating Modernity in 
Iran (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000). Ali Paya and Mohammad Amin Ghaneirad, 
“The Philosopher and the Revolutionary State: How Karl Popper’s Ideas Shaped the Views of 
Iranian Intellectuals.” International Studies in the Philosophy of Science, 20.2 (2006): 185–213. 
Farzin Vahdat, God and Juggernaut: Iran's Intellectual Encounter with Modernity (Syracuse, NY: 
Syracuse University Press, 2002). 
1671 Ali Mirsepassi, Intellectual Discourse and Politics of Modernization: Negotiating Modernity in 
Iran (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000). Ali Mirsepassi, Political Islam, Iran, and the 
Enlightenment: Philosophies of Hope and Despair (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2011). 
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Davari’s response to these publications and the portrayal of his philosophy as an 

instrument of the regime was equally measured. In 2006, he published a book Falsafa, 

Siyasat, Khoshunat (Philosophy, Politics, and Aggression) as a clarification and defense 

of his philosophy and methodology. The book is written in dialogue format with each 

chapter exploring questions and accusations about his philosophy. For example, in the 

first chapter Davari addresses the accusations that his philosophy promotes aggression. 

His response is that while philosophy can be used to promote aggression, he has never 

done so; more significantly, he states that those who correctly understand his philosophy 

also understand that it is apolitical.1672   

Davari does not name any of his ideological opponents and uses phrases such 

as ‘they said’ to indirectly respond to the accusations. In another instance, he directly 

responded to Paya’s article in which Davari was quoted as negating Popper’s stature as 

a philosopher. Softening his tone and position considerably from his 1980s articles, 

Davari states: 

First of all I am not saying that Popper is not a philosopher, and I do not 
even believe that all of his writings are in support of neo-liberalism.... But 
since he [Popper] did not properly understand philosophy and did not 
respect its value, he perceived the political findings of great contemporary 
philosophers as independent and essential.1673 

Davari addresses Paya, Soroush, and Ganji more directly in another book titled, ‘Aql va 

Zamaneh: Gofteguha (Thought and Time: Discussions).1674 In a section of the book 

dealing with the limitations of negating modernity in Iran, he mentions that the meaning 

of logic (manteq) and being logical has been loosely utilized with many who have a 

limited understanding of the philosophical term since their professions concern “poetry, 

politics, [and they are] historians and journalists.... I say to these gentlemen, you do your 

work but allow me to do my work. If you are positivists, I shall continue to correct your 

Continental Philosophy.”1675 Davari next turns to his previous comments regarding 

Popper and states that if he made comments about Popper and the translations of his 

work outside of academic and university circles, a reference to his publications in 

                                                
1672 Reza Davari, Falsafa, Siyasat, Khoshunat, 14-15. 
1673 Reza Davari, Falsafa, Siyasat, Khoshunat, 47. 
1674 This book is a reprint of articles published in several Iranian magazines and presented in an 
interview format. 
1675 Reza Davari, ‘Aql va Zamaneh: Gofteguha, 124. 



462 

Keyhan-e Farhangi, it was not because he was opposed to the propagation of Popperian 

thought or work. In a conciliatory tone, Davari states that, “I now understand that you can 

be a Popperian in politics and at the same time a practitioner of religion; however, 

religious politics is incongruent with Popperian philosophy.”1676 This statement somewhat 

weakens Davari’s argument that politics cannot be practiced independently of religion, 

as written in his other work Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam.1677 

Although softening his tone and response in the aforementioned works, Davari’s 

clearest rebuttal against being labeled a “Muslim Heideggerian” is found in his 

publication, Falsafa-ye Mo’aser-e Iran (Iran’s Contemporary Philosophy, 2011). In this 

work, Davari attacks Popper’s philosophy, defends Fardid and the Department of 

Philosophy at the University of Tehran and, in the process, answers the charge of being 

a “Muslim Heideggerian.” This is an important book in establishing Davari’s continued 

maintenance of his philosophy supporting a religiously sanctioned political ethics while 

distancing him from political factions based on his philosophy. 

Davari’s more recent critique of the use of Popper’s philosophy falls into two 

categories. First, he associates Popperian philosophy with Iranian politics and then he 

compares Popper to Heidegger. In Falsafa-ye Mo’aser-e Iran, Davari argues that Popper 

is the currency of those who use their writing to negate philosophy and if their writing 

contains any philosophy, it is the philosophy of the bazaar.1678 He attributes this 

phenomenon to a historic shift in the last thirty years: “an incident has occurred which is 

the politicization of philosophy, in that a party or political group has claimed a certain 

philosophy. This incident has two sides labeled Heideggerians and Popperians [in Iran] 

and is symptomatic of the shortcomings in the understanding of philosophy for us.”1679 

Davari’s comment here is interesting in that while criticizing the political use of 

Popper’s philosophy he equally places blame on the political use of Heidegger’s 

philosophy. In other words, he is distancing himself from the use of philosophy in politics 

in general. 
                                                
1676 Reza Davari, ‘Aql va Zamaneh: Gofteguha, 125. 
1677 Reza Davari, Enqelab-e Islami va vaz’-e Konuni-ye ‘Alam, 225. 
1678 Reza Davari, Falsafa-ye Mo’aser-e Iran, 84. Please note, the reference to Bazzar is an 
economic and not an ideological one, connoting the fluctuating demands of commodities (i.e. 
fluctuating values and positions of these philosophers). 
1679 Reza Davari, Falsafa-ye Mo’aser-e Iran, 205-6. 
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Davari begins his analysis of the problem of the politicization of philosophy with 

an historic account. He posits that starting in the 1980s, two camps have written on 

modernity and various intellectual interpretations using Islamic philosophy, kalam, and 

religious hermeneutics: 

In one camp there are those who have paid attention to religion, the 
relation between religion and kalam, and the interpretation of religion. And 
there is the other group that has paid attention to the state of thought in 
the world and the historic condition of Iranians.1680 

According to Davari, the first group, who later became the Popperians, had political 

aspirations from the outset and only used philosophy that was congruent with their 

interpretation, 

In the beginning, they thought that religion and politics could complement 
each other and did not condemn a religious political order; however, they 
said that religion must be counted with modernity, human rights, and 
democracy; or in other words, [they] wanted an interpretation of religion 
that was congruent with the modern order. This approach was accepted 
and cherished by a great many people and the philosophy of Popper who 
is its [ideological] support became popular for this reason.... But they 
never considered Popper’s utility between religion and modernity and 
ignored questions posed about the subject.1681 

Davari’s comment about ignoring questions is a reference to his 1985 article, “Din va 

Tajaddod” (Religion and Modernity), in Keyhan-e Farhangi, in which he attacked 

Soroush and other Popperians. Davari states that in the 1990s the Popperians realized 

that they no longer needed Popper’s philosophy because it was incapable of 

complimenting religion and democracy.1682 Davari supports his critique on the use of 

Popperian philosophy in politics by directing his argument towards America. He states, 

Perhaps you can create a political party based on the decorations (ara- 
ye) of Karl Popper. The current government in the United States could 
have introduced Karl Popper, instead of Leo Strauss, as the teacher of its 
political methodology, since firstly Popper defended freedom and 
liberalism (whereas Leo Strauss negated liberalism) and secondly 
[Popper] considered violence a necessity for [liberalism’s] defense and 
expansion, and in this regard introduced some methods on dealing with 

                                                
1680 Reza Davari, Falsafa-ye Mo’aser-e Iran, 328-329. 
1681 Reza Davari, Falsafa-ye Mo’aser-e Iran, 329. 
1682 Reza Davari, Falsafa-ye Mo’aser-e Iran, 330. Notice the shift from religion and modernity to 
religion and philosophy. 
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Saddam Hussein. Thirdly, he [Popper] considered American democracy 
as the best form of democracy.1683 

The implications here are twofold. First, Davari is saying that ideological political 

congruency does not necessarily entail the use of a particular philosopher’s philosophy, 

for if that was the case Karl Popper instead of Leo Strauss’s philosophy would be 

associated with American democracy. Second, Davari is indirectly associating Popperian 

philosophy with American politics and suggesting that those who support Popper support 

the Islamic Republic’s nemesis - the United States. 

Next, Davari posits an historic account of Popper and Heidegger in weakening 

Popperian philosophy. He states that while Heidegger and Popper were contemporaries, 

they never referenced each other or wrote of each other since Popper considered 

Heidegger, “to be a dark writer [nihilist] and opposed to an open society,” while 

Heidegger “could not have considered Popper a philosopher.”1684 Davari does not 

expand on either interpretation. He merely states that it would be irrational to place them 

in opposition to each other and concludes by referring to Soroush’s philo-religious 

hermeneutics. “When Popperian philosophy becomes one with Islamic thoughts and 

gravitations of a person, then why is it different and wrong to have Heideggerian thought 

with its similarities with religious thought towards the sacred?”1685 

After his critique of Popper and the use of his philosophy, Davari returns to the 

greater problem of the politicization of philosophy in post-revolutionary Iranian society in 

order to defend philosophy in general and Fardid, himself, and the Department of 

Philosophy at the University of Tehran, in particular. Davari, in 2011, tries to distance 

himself from some of his 1980s comments regarding the use of philosophy in politics. 

However, this is not to say that he has changed his position, as seen through his 

differentiation of political philosophy and the use of philosophy in politics. 

Davari argues that some Iranian philosophers refrained from writing, specifically 

because they feared its political use. Davari is, of course, referring to his mentor Ahmad 

Fardid. He states that a number of writers have published books and articles on Fardid 

accusing him of meddling in politics. Davari agrees that Fardid was entangled in politics, 
                                                
1683 Reza Davari, Falsafa-ye Mo’aser-e Iran, 206. 
1684 Reza Davari, Falsafa-ye Mo’aser-e Iran, 207. 
1685 Reza Davari, Falsafa-ye Mo’aser-e Iran, 209. 
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although, “If we consider all those who considered thought [philosophy] to be greater 

than politics, Fardid’s name should be among them and in my opinion at the top of the 

list.”1686 Instead, Davari’s view is that Fardid, himself and the University of Tehran’s 

Philosophical training group (Goruh-e Amuzeshi-ye Falsafa-ye Daneshgah-e Tehran) 

were wrongly accused of meddling in politics. 

Davari expands on his support of Fardid. He states that from the time of their 

acquaintance at the University of Tehran, Fardid considered himself to support the same 

type of philosophy as Heidegger. However, Davari believes that Fardid did not consider 

himself a Heideggerian based on comments such as: “in philosophy there is no relation 

of pupil to teacher (morid be morad) and secondly Heidegger is not the type of 

philosopher [whose philosophy] that can be replicated.”1687 Davari instead argues that it 

was Fardid’s historic understanding of Iran’s encounter with modernity that led him to 

produce writings such as, “Sadr-e Tarikh-e Tajaddod-e ma Zeyl-e Tarikh-e Gharbi Ast” 

(“The Zenith of Our Modern History is a Footnote in the History of the West”).1688 Davari 

states that if someone does not understand what Fardid had in mind when he used the 

word history then he cannot properly understand the above argument. However, “if 

someone understands what Heidegger meant by history, even in a loose sense, then the 

understanding of Fardid’s argument becomes apparent.”1689 Interestingly, Davari does 

not elaborate on either Heidegger or Fardid’s meaning of the word history (tarikh). 

Instead, Davari extends his defense of Fardid to include Iranian philosophers 

who taught alongside Fardid at the Department of Philosophy in the University of 

Tehran. Davari states, probably referring to the late-1960s to mid-1970s, that  “Fardid 

had a circle of intellectual followers, about ten to fifteen, who engaged with him and each 

other in dialogue, and I knew them and was present in this circle.”1690 Among them were 

Dr. Abol Hassan Jalili, Dr. Daryoush Shayegan, Daryoush Ashouri and Reza Davari 

                                                
1686 Reza Davari, Falsafa-ye Mo’aser-e Iran, 289-290. 
1687 Reza Davari, Falsafa-ye Mo’aser-e Iran, 290. 
1688 Davari gave a speech with a similar title at the 1998 commemoration ceremony of Fardid (d. 
1994). 
1689 Reza Davari, Falsafa-ye Mo’aser-e Iran, 290. 
1690 Reza Davari, Falsafa-ye Mo’aser-e Iran, 311. 
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himself. Davari also mentions that Dr. Amir Hussein Jahanbegloo was also present but 

generally had questions and criticisms.1691 

Davari refers to the comments of Kamrava and Jahanbegloo in regards to the 

influence of “Muslim Heideggerians,” “that they have recently said that the philosophical 

group of the University of Tehran is Heideggerian, and this has no merit. I have no idea 

where this idea came from or for what ends it’s being repeated, but I know that these 

sayings are a form of propaganda.”1692 It is important to note that Davari is not denying 

that Heidegger’s philosophy was discussed and debated among this group; rather that 

the discussion of Heidegger as an influential philosopher took place alongside other 

influential philosophers without preference and for the intellectual advancement of the 

group as a whole. Davari specifically states, that his group was not Heideggerian either 

and except for me who was a student of Fardid and have read some of Heidegger’s 

writing and consider him the great thinker of the twentieth century, none of my 

colleagues have a particular memory of Heidegger much less being a Heideggerian.1693 

By affirming his familiarity to Fardid and Heidegger`s philosophy, Davari redirects 

the defense towards himself, 

I consider Heidegger among the great philosophers of the new era and 
consider it a necessity to know the way in which he approaches a 
particular Western historic era with a view towards the end of this history 
and thinks of an alternate future [after the end of Western history]. But 
this does not mean that I follow Heidegger or am a Heideggerian. The 
importance I hold for Heidegger, I also hold, more or less, for Descartes, 
Hegel, Kant, Nietzsche, and of course Plato and Aristotle, so since I’m not 
a Platonist or an Aristotelian, then I can’t be considered a Heideggerian 
either.1694 

Thus, in the 2000s Davari has somewhat softened his tone and position when compared 

with his original ideological debates of the 1980s. More significantly, he stayed out of 

philosophical debates within conservative circles and instead focused on opposing the 

religious reformers in the 1990s and Iranian intellectuals in the diaspora in the 2000s. 

                                                
1691 This might be Davari’s way of alluding to Ramin Jahanbegloo’s ideological opposition to 
Fardid and Davari as presented in the article “Ideas Whose Time has Come: Conversations with 
Ramin Jahanbegloo.” 
1692 Reza Davari, Falsafa-ye Mo’aser-e Iran, 312. 
1693 Reza Davari, Falsafa-ye Mo’aser-e Iran, 313. 
1694 Reza Davari, Falsafa-ye Mo’aser-e Iran, 100. 
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Nonetheless, his 1980s publications in Keyhan-e Farhangi were responsible for his 

elevation to the status of a pro-regime public intellectual and neo-conservative factions 

used his views and philosophical methodology in the 1990s within the Islamic Republic 

to impede the progress of the Reform Movement. 

Davari’s philosophy and ideology has grown in Iran’s post-revolutionary period. 

That is not to say that he has a large following: in fact his public discourse in the 2000s 

and efforts at the promotion of a softer version of Islamic society in international 

academic conferences point to a shift in his methodology if not beliefs. At the same time, 

his defense of the regime’s theory of state in the intellectual debates of the 1980s, 

subsequent rebuttals and defense against opposing Iranian intellectuals in the 2000s 

and the use of his philosophy by conservative supporters of the regime in the Reform 

Movement of the 1990s and early 2000s, affirms his role as a public intellectual in the 

propagation and implementation of the Islamic Republic’s vision for an Islamic society, 

and by extension an Irano-Islamic identity.  
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Chapter 6. Conclusion 

As a system of rational inquiry, philosophy needs an unknown to define, interpret 

and familiarize for the human mind. As a human endeavor, philosophy engages with 

socio-political unknowns. As such, the most prominent issue of each historic period is 

reflected in the philosophies of that age. Iran’s power deficit vis-à-vis nineteenth century 

European states translated into political and economic encroachments that produced the 

most prominent philosophical issue grappled by Iranian intellectuals in the second half of 

the nineteenth century: Why were the Europeans superior? Many Iranian intellectuals 

identified Western academic philosophy as the catalyst producing superior methods and 

practices that translated into increased political power and economic output.   

Thus, Western philosophy was introduced and understood as a remedy to the 

aforementioned conditions of Iranian socio-political deficit. In introducing this remedy to 

Iranian societal and political structures, Iranian intellectuals met three types of 

contestation. The first contestation was with monarchy and the question of the political 

legitimacy of this remedy. The second contestation was with the public and the question 

of the intelligibility of this remedy. The third contestation was with religion and the 

question of the validity of this remedy. One of the arguments of this thesis was that 

Iranian intellectuals’ engagement with these three contestations as historicized in their 

publications and activities beginning in the late Qajar era produced the philosophies of 

the reform movement (Roshangari). 

The philosophies of the reform movement initially engaged with German idealist 

and French positivist philosophy in promoting rational-scientific European methods and 

practices. Starting with Dar al-Funun, the creation of ministry-specific colleges provided 

a space for the instruction and translation of Western philosophy. Translation and, more 

importantly, the intelligibility of the ideas and concepts embedded in these new works of 

philosophy necessitated the utilization of Islamic philosophy. This method proved to be 

effective and consequential. For the Qajar state, this method produced alternative 

political philosophies in Iran by intellectuals such as Malkam Khan, Akhund zadeh, 

Kermani, and Talebuf whose philosophies aimed to limit and restructure the Qajar 

monarchy. For the public, this method produced an alternative social structure in terms 

of their relationship vis-à-vis the Qajars and the clerics. In particular, the concept of 
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power was no longer solely associated with God and king but manifested in knowledge. 

Thus, another implication of this thesis is that Western philosophy was understood 

through the lens of Islamic philosophy in a relational manner that produced a specific 

cohort of academic-philosophers in Iran. In chapter two, I demonstrated how figures 

such as Foroughi, Vali Nasr, Hekmat, Siassi and Sadiq trained in and developed Iranian 

academic philosophy within an Irano-Islamic philosophic paradigm.  

 At the same time, Iranian academic philosophy did not develop exclusively 

within the domain of state institutions and actors. Thus, I minded developments in the 

seminary-based instruction of philosophy such as the creation of Qom Seminary in 1922 

and the emergence of the School of Tehran, as new intellectual centers for the study of 

philosophy. Concurrently, I traced the introduction of Protestant moral ethics to Iranian 

academic philosophy through Presbyterian missionaries and their educational models in 

the early twentieth century. These two alternative streams in the instruction of academic 

philosophy were coopted by Reza Shah era educators and introduced into their 

philosophy of education and at the University of Tehran (est. 1934) and elsewhere. 

Writing the history of the University of Tehran entailed a discussion of the role, 

association and objectives of a university in a modern state. Thus, I argued that the 

selection of the American liberal model of higher education, despite an affinity to 

German and in particular French education models, was motivated primarily by 

geopolitical considerations of the interwar years. Furthermore, I explored the 

development of modern academic philosophy in the West to demonstrate developments 

within the discipline of philosophy including the infusion of Christian moral ethics and the 

diffusion of philosophy into sub-fields including sociology, psychology and anthropology. 

I concluded the discussion on the modern Western university by demonstrating political 

and religious associations that challenge the notion of a secular and independent 

university in the West before returning the discussion to University of Tehran. 

 The University of Tehran provided an intellectual base for the development and 

propagation of sciences and ideologies favorable to the Pahlavi dynasty. In the case of 

philosophy, it brought together intellectuals trained in Islamic schools of thought 

including falsafa, kalam, and erfan with those trained in European philosophies including 

positivism, idealism, Marxism and even the process philosophy of Henri Bergson. My 

discussion of the development of academic philosophy in the Reza Shah period led to 
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the observation of three processes: clusterization, hybridization, and politicization. 

Clusterization refers to the grouping of academics around their training and languages. 

In particular, the French speaking Sorbonne educated intellectuals came to dominate the 

Department of Philosophy at the University in the Reza Shah period. Hybridization refers 

to the intermingling of Western and Irano-Islamic philosophical methods and concepts in 

the production of knowledge. In particular, hybrid philosophies were produced to 

promote Reza Shah’s modernization project as expressed in the concepts of state, 

culture and nationalism. Politicization refers to the utilization of philosophy in support of 

political positions. In particular, the politicization of philosophy was observed in the 

interaction of these academics with other state institutions as well as a selective public 

they served through instruction, oration or publication. The sum of these observations 

was the development of a hybrid state philosophy referred to as Bastangarai nationalism 

with the University as site for its formulation and projection.  

Alongside these mainly internal discussions of academic philosophy at the 

University, I observed the influence of academic philosophy in institutional and political 

developments of the Reza Shah period. Drawing on Lefebvre’s concept of the social 

production of space, I observed the projection of Bastangarai nationalism through the 

prism of Islamic and Western philosophy articulated in the construction of national 

museums, libraries and mausoleums. Additionally, I traced factors related to the role of 

academic philosophy in the intelligibility of this projection to other Reza Shah era 

institutions such as the Farhangestan-e Zaban-e Farsi (Academy of Persian Language) 

and the Institute for the Propagation of Thought (Sazman-e Parvaresh-e Afkar).  

Intelligibility entails the conditioning of the mind, what Mitchell calls enframing, 

through state induced methods and practices. In this study, I observed this intelligibility 

from the point of view academics, as well as their audience. In other words, I found it 

insufficient merely to observe the means and practices these academics employed in 

imparting their philosophies onto their students, texts, and institutional affiliations. It 

became necessary to parse their writings, mind their training, and account for their social 

experience in uncovering their understanding of Western philosophical concepts. Thus, it 

is with a degree of certainty that I argue that Islamic philosophy never left Iran’s 

intellectual space at the University, even at the height of Reza Shah’s authoritarian turn 

in the 1930s, a period marked by forced unveiling of women in Iran.  
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 Islamic philosophy and in particular Irano-Islamic philosophy of the mystical or 

erfani variety offered an intellectual malleability that facilitated the enframing process of 

the Pahlavi modernity and preferred identity. This process was steeped in Western 

methods and practices and rationalized through reference to Islamic philosophy. This 

malleability was essential in the reformulation of hybrid philosophies in support of 

orientation, or the acculturation and nationalism models of the Pahlavi era that were 

informed through geopolitical considerations.  

Geopolitical considerations and orientations accelerated the politicization, 

clusterization and hybridization of Iranian academic philosophy in the first half of the 

twentieth century. This impact is most visible during certain events in the twentieth 

century history of Iran that put domestic and geopolitical interests in opposition. In 

particular, I discuss these developments in reference to the Constitutional Revolution of 

1906 and the Anglo-Russian Convention of 1907; the rejection of the 1919 Agreement 

and the 1921 British sponsored coup; Iran’s declaration of neutrality in 1939 and the 

1941 Allied occupation; the 1951 oil nationalization and the 1953 co-sponsored British 

and American coup. Additionally, I observe a trend in which Russian, French and then 

British influence recedes from Iranian politics and institutions accompanied by a 

reduction in the number of academics trained in and promoting philosophies orientated 

towards each European powers’ geopolitical considerations. Concurrently, I observe a 

trend in which an American political and academic orientation emerges in the 1950s 

imprinting its own geopolitical considerations on the politicization, clusterization and 

hybridization of Iranian academic philosophy for the remainder of the Pahlavi dynasty.  

Iran’s deepening relationship with the United States in the second half the 

twentieth century influenced changes within its higher education system including 

academic philosophy. The Sorbonne clique was sidelined through retirements and new 

hires resulting in a changing of the guards at the Department of Philosophy in the late 

1950s. The addition of Seyyed Hossein Nasr to the Department in 1958 proved 

consequential as he accelerated the hire of new philosophers that further diluted the 

positivist intellectual trends of the Sorbonne clique. In the 1960s, structural changes to 

the Department of Philosophy and the University accompanied the new hiring trend. 

Through close association with American educators such as T. Cuyler Young, Richard 

Gable and Henry Kissinger, Iranian academic-statesmen acquired and incorporated new 

methods and philosophies into their academics and politics.  
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In the 1960s-70s, academic philosophy expanded not only as an academic 

discipline but also in interdisciplinary and specialized institutes such as the School for 

Public Administration and the Imperial Iranian Academy of Philosophy. Structural 

changes to educational policy such as the creation of the Central Council of Universities, 

the Ministry of Higher Education, and the Education Revolution of 1968 accelerated the 

politicization of philosophy. Promotion of an Iranian philosophy was internationalized 

through participation of academics in conferences. International participation 

promulgated an Iranian philosophy associated with the Pahlavi monarchy. Domestically, 

the politics of the White Revolution and later the monoculture of the Rastakhiz political 

party informed Iranian academic philosophy in the 1970s. Thus, this study observes the 

politicization of education and its association with academic philosophy nearly a decade 

before the events of the Cultural Revolution.       

The Americanization of Iranian institutional practices and personnel in the second 

half of Mohammad Reza Pahlavi’s reign was moderated through a program of counter-

orientation rooted in mystical Irano-Islamic philosophy. The monarch himself was 

involved in the project and tasked certain educators such as Nasr, Mojtahedi and Naraqi 

with the integration Islamic content into Iran’s overall philosophy of education. This 

project was a response to errors incurred in the intelligibility of Western philosophy since 

its introduction in Qajar Iran in the nineteenth century. In particular, the role of Islamic 

philosophy as a compiler language for communicating Western philosophical ideas had 

relegated it to a secondary position vis-à-vis Western philosophy. While this method 

proved effective at rationalizing reforms in the Reza Shah and early Mohammad Reza 

Shah period, it had lost its effectiveness by the 1960s. The ineffectiveness of this 

method and its accompanying cultural and nationalist models accelerated 

Americanization of Iranian institutional practices and personnel.  

The generation-based, intellectual product of this selective process of conformity 

to Westernization was a condition described by Ahmad Fardid as Westoxication. 

Westoxication is an intellectual deviance resulting from a perceived deficit. According to 

the academic philosophers of this study, it is both reflexive and self-inflicted based on its 

historic contexts. It is a reaction to the intellectual dimension of European encroachment, 

presented in the philosophies of the Enlightenment, Marxism, positivism and idealism. 

This observation leads to the central argument of this thesis. To put differently, it was the 

philosophies of the reform movement (Roshangari) that produced the Westoxified 
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(gharbzadeh) intellectual. Thus, a new dual-natured intellectual (zu-janbatin) was 

needed who would be equally immersed in Western and Islamic knowledge systems. 

This project was envisioned by the monarch, Nasr and other academics as a remedy to 

the error in the intelligibility of Western philosophy by Iranian academic-philosophers. 

Thus, the Islamization of politics and political philosophy in the 1960s and 1970s 

can be interpreted through the philosophies of hybridity particular to this period. In 

particular, in the period leading up to the Iranian Revolution, the Pahlavi state, as well as 

certain clerics and Marxist intellectuals produced hybrid philosophies using Western 

phenomenology and mystical interpretations of Irano-Islamic philosophy in support of 

their model of the dual-natured intellectual. In short, I argued that the Islamization of 

education, including the subsequent Islamic university, began as Pahlavi projects, 

involving academic-philosophers. Furthermore, I argued that this process was 

reconfigured and coopted for use by Khomeinists in the aftermath of the Cultural 

Revolution.   

Given the victory of the Khomeinists in the post-revolutionary struggles of the 

early 1980s, and the establishment of institutional preferences for their version of the 

dual-natured intellectual, I found it necessary to expand on the instruction of academic 

philosophy at the howzeh in the Pahlavi era (1921-1979). This discussion entailed a 

closer look at the personas and philosophies of Morteza Motahhari, Hossein Tabatabai, 

and Ruhollah Khomeini as faculty at Qom Seminary. Additionally, I discussed the 

application of Irano-Islamic philosophy in their activities and publication. Thus, I 

observed a clear affinity towards mystical or ishraqi tropes and imagery in Khomeini’s 

philosophy. Secondly, I observed a clear and common trajectory towards the pre-

eminence of Sadrian philosophy despite influxes of Aristotelian (masha’i) philosophy, as 

was primarily taught in Najaf, and the emergence of localized challenges in the form of 

the Haghani and Tafkiki schools in Qom. Combined, both observations facilitate the 

understanding of the Islamic Republic’s preferences in academic philosophy and 

philosophers. 

The Iranian Revolution of 1979 ushered in a new political order informed through 

Irano-Islamic philosophy in Khomeini’s doctrine of Velayat-e Faqih (guardianship of the 

jurist). However, this order was based on the same Irano-Islamic philosophy of the 

mystical variety that appeared in the works of academic-philosophers since the 
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beginning of the twentieth century, although the juristic component was expanded and 

interpreted. In fact, Irano-Islamic philosophy was the constant amongst forms of 

academic philosophy at the University as successive intellectual waves of Western 

philosophies were taught, researched, and hybridized by Iranian academics since the 

University’s creation in 1934. In parsing through nearly a century’s worth of academic 

publications by Iranian academic-philosophers, I was surprised to find the same three 

strands of Irano-Islamic philosophy interpreted and synthesized with various schools of 

Western philosophy. The first two strands are the Aristotelian (masha’i) philosophy of Ibn 

Sina and al-Farabi and the (ishraqi) illuminist philosophy of Shahb al-Din Suhrawardi. 

The third strand is the synthesis of the two found in Sadrian theosophy. The difference in 

application and interpretation in each historic period was, in the main, determined 

through national policy and international considerations.    

I observed certain continuities in regards to both academic philosophy and the 

overall philosophy of education in the Islamic Republic of Iran. In particular, pragmatism 

continues to inform Iran’s philosophy of education. Developed by John Dewey in early 

twentieth century, American pragmatist philosophies became part of educational policy 

in Iranian higher education in the 1930s. Isa Sadiq, Mohammad Ali Foroughi and other 

academics were responsible for this endeavor. Closer ties with the US in the 1950s-70s, 

cemented this affinity towards pragmatism, which was coopted into the Islamic 

Republic’s educational policy. As discussed in chapter five, Khosrow Bagheri Noaparast 

is a Republican era academic and current head of the Philosophy of Education Society 

of Iran, who employs neo-pragmatism and hermeneutics in developing an Islamic 

philosophy of education.  

Likewise, phenomenology has been part of Iranian academic philosophy since 

the creation of the University of Tehran. In particular, in the 1930s-40s academics such 

as Foroughi, Yasami and Fardid used Bergsonian phenomenology and process theory 

to validate Sadrian philosophy. Similarly, in the 1950s-70s, Henry Corbin, Hossein Nasr 

and Fardid used Heideggerian phenomenology and ontology to demonstrate affinity and 

an on par quality with ishraqi philosophy. Following the Revolution in ’79, the next 

generation of academic philosophers, such as Davari, Pazouki, Kadivar and Soroush, 

inversed the methodology by validating Sadrian philosophy using phenomenology and in 

particular hermeneutics.  
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The observations made in this thesis make certain contributions to Iranian 

historiography, academic philosophy, and the emerging field of epistemic encounters 

such as science studies in the Middle East and beyond. Twentieth-century Iranian 

historiography centers on the creation of the nation-state and the socio-political 

tribulations that it entailed. Given that the Iranian state’s legitimacy is drawn through 

reference to religious and political rationale, it is surprising to see sparse reference to 

philosophy in Iranian historiography. Thus, the role of philosophy was referenced but not 

comprehensively analyzed as a relevant factor in the development of the modern Iranian 

state and identity. In a metaphoric sense, this thesis presented the role of academic 

philosophy as shock absorbers on the bumpy road of modernity.  

The University of Tehran was, in many ways, the canary in the coalmine of Iran’s 

socio-political condition, with the Departments of Philosophy and Theology acting as the 

lungs, exerting and absorbing socio-political influences in a rhythm, not unlike that of 

respiration. To put differently, academic philosophy fulfilled contestation through 

malleability by absorbing, interpreting and projecting Western methods and practices 

using variations of Irano-Islamic philosophy. This concept extends our understanding of 

what Homi Bhabha calls the third space, as well as the significance of hybridity and 

cultural difference in the production of knowledge in Iranian institutions such as the 

University.  

Furthermore, this thesis followed the production of hybrid philosophies using 

variations of Zoroastrian, Islamic and Western ideas in Iranian academic philosophy. 

This revealed the significance of academic philosophy in the development of Iranian 

state-preferred culture and nationalism, as well as in the development of modern Iranian 

institutions to administer and project those preferences. In particular, I contextualized 

structural and ideological changes at these institutions informed through academic 

philosophy. In short, this thesis observes the emergence of a modern, Iranian academic 

philosophy that is supported through state institutions in informing a preferred politics 

and identity.  

In his monograph, Can Non-Europeans Think? Hamid Debashi discusses the 

intertwined relationship between the postcolonial mind, identity and politics of 
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knowledge.1695 In particular, the role Western academic philosophy plays in the 

affirmation of Euro-American methods, practices, and politics within and outside of the 

Euro-American epistemic world. This thesis forwards the proposition that the 

politicization and instrumentalization of Iranian academic philosophy was in response to 

this encroachment. The hybrid philosophies developed at University of Tehran and other 

Iranian institutions in the second half of the twentieth century aimed to counter these 

epistemic pressures. Cultural and national preferences promoted by various Iranian 

governments reflected this approach. This interpretation also explains why Islamic 

philosophy never left Iran’s academic institutions and how Irano-Islamic philosophy 

became progressively relevant in the confirmation of a modern Iranian identity. As it 

relates to politics of knowledge, the philosophy of Iranian identity in the twentieth century 

can be summed up in: I think therefore I am Iranian.  

There are also parallels between some ideas in Western philosophy and ishraqi 

philosophy. The introduction of Islamic philosophy of the ishraqi variety to Western 

philosophers in the nineteenth century was part of a dialectical process that began as a 

contestation between Christianity and secularism, or more correctly put, between 

religious and non-religious epistemologies in Europe. It is generally believed that 

secularism was the prevailing force of this contestation, manifested in the rise of the 

modern European state, the Enlightenment tradition and the scientific and industrial 

revolutions. It is important to note, however, that while adherents to non-religious world 

knowledge systems became prevalent in the public sphere beginning in the nineteenth 

century, dominating the political and educational arenas of social life in Europe, 

elements within Christian knowledge systems adapted through evolution and immersion 

into political and educational institutions across Europe and North America. As the 

church lost its pre-eminence over educational training, its pupils found seats, its priests 

found lectureships and its doctrine found a niche as the academic subject of moral 

philosophy in new ‘secular’ universities being founded or reformulated in the post 

Napoleonic Order. My thesis demonstrated that the emerging field of academic 

philosophy in Iran benefitted from this European development in that Islamic mysticism 

and philosophy found relevance among certain Western academics such as Louis 

Massignon (1883-1962).  

                                                
1695 Hamid Debashi, Can Non-Europeans Think? (London: Zed Books, 2015). 
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Episodic outbreak of global conflict in the twentieth century presented different 

challenges to Western philosophy as it undermined notions of peace and progress 

embedded within Enlightenment philosophies. Furthermore, in the early twentieth 

century, advances in math and physics revealed limitations of empiricist and positivist 

Western philosophical methodologies. As such, metaphysics, phenomenology and 

mysticism were popularized in Western philosophy. In short, the idealist and later 

positivist philosophies of the Enlightenment promised mastery over nature through 

understanding of its processes and a utopian society based on human progress and 

rationality. Looking back to the 1930s, neither promise had materialized questioning the 

validity of the very philosophy that gave rise to the Enlightenment and the modern 

European way of life. This perceived failure prompted new ontological approaches and a 

move away from positivist philosophy in Europe. This process was happening at the 

same time that Iranian reformer-educators were ‘bringing’ Western philosophy to Iranian 

colleges and later to the University of Tehran. In finding relevance in and placement 

within the international field of academic philosophy, Iranian scholars found connections 

to these new ontological approaches found in the philosophies of Bergson, Heidegger 

and others. In the Reza Shah era’s highly nationalistic atmosphere, it is easy to see why 

these comparisons were made and equivalencies posited. 

As such, critical theory and political theology were popularized in Western 

philosophy to address this “epistemological crisis.”1696 In particular, this thesis intersects 

with scholarship on the development of political theology. In “Iqbal, Bergson and the 

Reconstruction of the Divine Nexus in Political Thought,” H.C. Hillier argues that an 

epistemological crisis furnished the re-emergence of political theology among certain 

academic-philosophers. As such, philosophers such as Iqbal and Bergson argued for the 

reintroduction of the sacred into secular political philosophy. Similarly, in The Stillborn 

God: Religion, Politics and the Modern West, Mark Lilla argues that the twentieth-

century philosophical turn to political theology stemmed from unresolved socio-political 

problems of the Great Separation.1697 In remedy, certain academic philosophers 

reasoned that, “If we conceive of God as the shaper of our cosmos, which displays his 

purposes, then the legitimate exercise of political authority might very well depend on 
                                                
1696 For an explanation of this epistemological crisis see, Alasdair MacIntyre, Whose Justice? 
Which Rationality?  (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1998), 360-361. 
1697 Mark Lilla, The Stillborn God: Religion, Politics, and the Modern West (New York: Vintage 
Books, 2008), in particular chapter two.  
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understanding those purposes.”1698 In this thesis, I traced the development of an Iranian 

political theology informed through Iran’s intellectual encounter with the West. This 

political theology incorporated elements of European anti-modern philosophies found in 

the works of Bergson, Heidegger and others.  

This thesis contributes to the field of Middle East Studies connecting to several 

recent works in science studies. According to Shahab Ismail, science studies have 

provided a “more eclectic examination of various processes of epistemic encounters, 

translations, mediations, and conflicts that shaped societies.”1699 My research into the 

development of academic philosophy as a science and its influence on Iranian socio-

politics addresses the process of social engineering referred to by Ismail. Furthermore, 

my research affirms Ismail’s observation about the relevance of knowledge production in 

the shaping of modern Middle Eastern societies, thereby expanding our understanding 

of epistemic encounters.     

Similarly, Deniz Peker and Ozgur Taskin’s observations in “The Enlightenment 

and Science Education in Turkey,” regarding the role of Western philosophy in the 

development of modern Turkish education, reveals striking similarities with Iran as 

discussed in this thesis. For example, they traced the development of Tanzimat era 

ministry-based colleges such as the Darulfunun in 1863 within the framework of 

Enlightenment philosophies.1700 Furthermore, Peker and Taskin’s discussion of 

developments in Turkish higher education, including the renaming of Ottoman 

Darulfunun to Istanbul University in 1933, the utilization of pragmatist philosophies of 

John Dewey at Village Institutes in the 1940s, and greater integration with American 

educational and administrative models during the Cold War, intersects with my research 

on the development of higher education and educational philosophy in modern Iran. 

Likewise, Adrien Zakar’s article on the contributions of late Ottoman academic-

statesmen such as Ziya Gokalp and Sati’ al-Husari in “The End of Ottoman Positivism: 

the Gokalp-al-Husari Debate of 1916,” is demonstrative of the use of academic-

                                                
1698 Mark Lilla, The Stillborn God, 22. 
1699 Shehab Fakhry Ismail, “Engineering Heterotopia,” International Journal of Middle East 
Studies, Vol. 47 (2015): 556-569. 
1700 Deniz Peker and Özgür Taskin, “The Enlightenment Tradition and Science Education in 
Turkey,” in History, Philosophy and Science Teaching, New Perspectives, ed. Michael R. 
Matthews (Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2018), 78.  
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philosophy in socio-political contestations of state formation and not unique to the 

Iranian experience.  

This observations leads to another implication of this thesis: the role of American 

and other Western universities in Middle Eastern knowledge production. As such, it 

connects with scholarship on the development of Arab state universities such as AUB 

and AUC and their relationship with American missionaries, east coast universities and 

the development of the liberal arts model of education as found in the works of Betty 

Anderson and Cyrus Schayegh.1701 In particular, this scholarship traces the influence of 

Western academics and institutions from a colonial to a post-colonial order in the Middle 

East, demonstrating certain intellectual continuities not apparent through a social or 

political reading of history.  

Moving beyond post-colonial observations about knowledge and power as 

articulated by Edward Said, my research connects with recent scholarship on the 

importation, translation and interpretation of Western academic philosophy by non-

Western academics. In particular, I historicize the process through which the 

construction of a modern Iranian culture and national identity was articulated by Iranian 

academics through selective readings of Western philosophy. Similarly, Yoav Di-

Capua’s monograph, No Exit, concerns Arab academics’ utilization of Heideggerian 

phenomenology and Sartre’s existential philosophy in the development of an authentic 

Arab culture and identity.1702  

In fact, the relevance of this emerging method of analysis extends beyond the 

Islamic-Western philosophical dialectic. For example, Yvonne Schulz Zinda’s research 

has uncovered a generational quality and coherence in twentieth century Chinese 

academic philosophy.1703 In particular, her research uncovers a group of mainly 

American trained Chinese scholars who in the 1920s established the discipline of 

academic philosophy in Chinese universities and how this cohort was replaced by 
                                                
1701 See, Betty S. Anderson, The American University of Beirut Arab Nationalism and Liberal 
Education (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2011); And, Cyrus Schayegh, “Three Questions for 
Historians of Science in the Modern Middle East and North Africa,” International Journal of Middle 
East Studies, Vol. 47 (2015): 588-591. 
1702 Yoav Di-Capua, No Exit: Arab Existentialism, Jean-Paul Sartre and Decolonization (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2018) 
1703 Yvonne Schulz Zinda, “The Transformations of PRC Academic Philosophy: Maoist Features 
and Their Use under Xi Jinping,” Asian Studies, Vol. 7.23 (2019) 219-245. 
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Marxist and pragmatist philosophers in the 1950s. More, importantly, she argues for Xi 

Jinping’s selective appropriation of Maoist ideologies developed by the 1950s cohort, in 

the current decade. As such, her scholarship compliments my observations about the 

politicization of academic philosophy in the acculturation and nationalization process of 

the modern nation-state.     

Beyond these observations and implications, my research revealed several 

limitations and possibilities for future research. First, my research into the instruction of 

academic philosophy at the seminary revealed a historiographical gap in the nineteenth 

and twentieth century. There is very little research on the transformation of Qom into a 

modern Shia center of study, much less about the discipline of philosophy at the 

howzeh. In this thesis, I provided a limited account of this development as it informed 

academic philosophy at the University, but not as an independent subject of inquiry. 

Thus, my research provides a starting point for the development of seminary education 

and philosophy in twentieth-century Iran as an independent subject of inquiry. 

Second, my research revealed a relationship between American missionaries, 

the US government and the formation of Iran’s security apparatus (SAVAK) following the 

Second World War. In particular, Presbyterian missionaries seemed to have acted as 

intermediaries between the Office of Strategic Services and Pahlavi patrons and 

officials. After its formation, SAVAK became an extension of the monarch’s power and 

perhaps even more effective than his armed forces with its increasing reliance on 

American weapons and Americanized officers. Thus, it is surprising to find no extended 

Western scholarship on the history of SAVAK and the continuities found in its successor 

organization in the Republican era, the SAVAMA. The methodology I employed in the 

biographical, textual and institutional analysis of academic philosophy and philosophers 

overlaps with and can be extended to the study of Iran’s modern intelligence services in 

a future study.    

Third, my research reveals a lack of familiarity with and incorporation of regional 

intellectual history into Iranian historiography. For example, what was the contribution of 

academic philosophy in neighboring Pakistan or Turkey to the development of the 

discipline in Iran and vice-versa? Beyond, individual comparisons between the works of 

public intellectuals such as Iqbal and Shariati, little scholarship has been undertaken on 

the topic. My research into academic philosophy demonstrated several nodes of 
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intellectual interaction between Iran and British India and later Indo-Pakistan, involving 

figures such as Hekmat, Foroughi, Hossein Nasr, Iqbal, Tagore and others in the 

twentieth century. The intellectual connections span philosophy, religious studies and 

mystical and alternative knowledge systems such as Traditionalism. Therefore, a future 

study of regional developments in higher education and in particular of academic 

philosophy in a comparative framework will add a layer of transnational complexity in the 

study of intellectual history across North Africa, Middle East and South Asia.       

In conclusion, this thesis inquired into the relationship between academic 

philosophy and the development of an Iranian state in the twentieth century. It traced the 

introduction and utilization of Western philosophy within mainly modern academic 

institutions by state-employed academic-philosophers. It demonstrated that the 

relationship of Iranian to Western academic philosophy had come full circle from being 

an ingredient in the comprehension of a superior mode of knowledge in the Reza Shah 

period, to being part of a dialectic for the progression of knowledge in the Mohammad 

Reza Shah period, to being the validator of an independent and national epistemology in 

the Republican period. 
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