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TiilS engaging study .is essentially a 
panoramic survey of the Iranian edu-
cational and intellectual scene over 
the last century. This is a vast field to 
cover and of neccessity the author has 
tried to abstract certain general trends -
running through the period rather 
than delve into the intricacies of the 
specific issues invo1ved. To some ex-
tent the lack of depth is overcome by 
the style chosen. The book is written 
in the form of an autobigraphical pic-
ture of the life of -one of the many 
tullab (students) in the Bauza of 
Oum. Interspersed -with -accounts of 
the life of this student - Ali -Hashemi -
are extended commentaries dealing 
with the main currents of Iranian .in-
tellectual and.educational life; 

In the last century Iran ·has had an 
eventful political history.-' -From the 
Tobacco Movement in 1-893, to the 
Constitutional Revolution of 1906, to 
the advent of Reza Khan, the nat- -
ionalist movement of Mohammed 
Mossadegh, the extensive US penetra-

-tion .. during the reign of Mohammed 
:Reza Pahlavi, and the eventual over-
throw of the monarchy by the Islamic 
Movement· , led by Ayatullah 
Khumayni in- 1978, there is an under-
current of great intellectual, political 

. and social upheaval. 
We encounter Ali Hashemi in a 

prologue on the eve of the triumph of 
the Islamic revolution, expressing joy 
and almost unbelief at the switfness of 
the ·events that overtook the country. 
In the epilogue;· six years after the 
revolution, we - meet him again ex-
pressing mixed feelings about the 
eventual outcome of this experiment 
in creating an Islamic state. 

The bulk of the book is devoted to 
the amplification of these doubts by 
delving into the make-up of a typical 
student's education in a seminary like 
Oum. The author takes us through the 

· establishment of the first Bauza in 
Najaf by Sheikh al-Tusi, to the rise of 
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the Safavid state in· -Iran and the even-
tual growth of the - Bauza of · Oum. 
The battles between the Akhbaris and 
the Usulis and the eventual triumph of 
the latter -is also recounted. With the 
ascendency of the Usulis the scope· of 
/jtihad (independent reasoning} was 
much enhanced, - and the essential 
foundations for- the emergence· of 
powerful mujtahids was laid. · This pot-
ential -power was actualised since the 
historic fatwa of Mirza Hassan Shirazi, -
banning the consumption of tobbacco 
in 1893, and the: consequent collapse 
of Nader Shah's authority. 

ln· parallel, under the increased ·1ee-
way ,given to Teason by the Usulis the 
theological sciences - flourished, · and 
philosophers like Sohravardi and 
Mulla Sadra, synthesised and greatly 
expanded the domains explored by 
Ibo Sina and others. All this - was 
incorporated-into -the curricula of-the 
madresah education. In the process 
madresah education itself had replaced 
the free-wandering knowledge acquisi-
tion process of the time of Ibo Sina. 
Ali Hashemi, recounts that once the 
madresa education stopped to be in 
the mainstream of the social and polit-
ical ife of the country, it tended to 
ossify, and in the process become 
ever_i . more removed from day-to-day 
realities. • 

In the political arena, the last hun-
dred years have seen foreign . occupa-
tion (like the British and Russian in 
the early part of the centul'}!), cap-
itulations (like the one to the Ameri-
cans in the fifties onwards) and-exten-
sive attempts at ·westernisation and 
secularisation (like under the Pahlavi 
monarchs). All through this, leading 
mujtahids have consistently offerred 
unwavering leadership for the cause of 

an independent and Islamic Iran. The 
role of Ayatollahs Naini, Tabatabai, 
and Fadhlollah Nouri in the Con• 
stitutional Revolution of 1906; that of 

-Ayatullah Hassan Modarres in oppos-
ing Reza Khan; of Ayatullah Kashani 

/during the fifties; and the school of 
· Ayatullah. Khumayni in the present 
revolution, is in sharp contrast to the 
actions of people like Isa Sadiq and 
Ahmad Kasravi. Isa Sadiq, a cham· 
pion of westernisation was content to 
tolerate the bQitality of Reza Khan to 

· advance -his aims. As Motebhedeh 
says, 'But all these measures (of _west· 
emisation):, were carried:· out- · with_ 3 

brutality that ,rnade the new men (like 
Isa Sadiq) uneasy even if they argue~ 
that some brutality :was necessarY· 
:Ahmad Kasravi, a 'jilted' m~ah tr_om 
Tabriz -is one of the most antt-cl~ncal 
figures commenting on the _ devclo~ 
ments in the country. '!he auth?~ 
counts, 'Kasravi's autob1ogra~hy hlcb 
some ways sectarian history ID 'fl 
the role of progressive _mullah\: 
sential to the sucess of the first P is 
of the constitutional . movement 1 played down.' And, · 'Kasravi, like. :C 
Sadiq, never forgot the dem~ be 
ideals of his youth, but like biJJltr11c· 
had to tum to the new secular 5shab 
tures built by the autocrat Reza 
to survive.' rni5CIS 

From a survey of these we5te sec 
in tandem with autocrats, we cd 
accounts of the life of M~h~y 
Mossadegh. A survey of biS ursuits, 
background and intelle~tual P th es· 
including his thesis, ytelds ~cd 
sential information that he co~afl 
religion as forming one part of this 
nationalism. In a secular !a;'io no 
force was to be harnessed, affaitS of 
way given primacy over the 
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the country. Mossadegh's downfall at 
the hands of American intrigue was 
made easier by his failure to woo the 
religious establishment to this thesis 
and the lack of will on the part of his 
supporters from the Tudeh Party of 
Iran. Motaheddeh has some interest-
ing things to say' about US involve-
ment in Iran. As early as 1943 he 
recounts, US officials were advocating 
that, 'Iran ... is (or can be ma!le) 
something in the nature of a clinic -
an experiment station - for the Pres-
ident's post-war policies - his aims to 
develop and stabilise backward areas. 
And it could all be done in Iran with 
negligible cost and risk to the United 
States.' 

The Mossadegh era was somewhat 
of a turning point, in that during the 
US-backed monarcy that followed, the 
~esternisers lost most of their remain-
mg credibility. People like Jalal Al-e 
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Ahmad, who had flirted with sec-
ularism, including its communist vari-
ent, began to return to the apprecia-
tion of Islam and its role in preserving 
the cultural and political integrity of 
Iran. With a distinct sense of loss 
Motahhedeh says, 'Of all the intel-
lectuals who returned to religion in 
the sixties and seventies none was 
more revered by his fellow intel-
lectuals than Jalal Al-e Ahmad.' 

Al-e Ahmad, with his powerful pen 
and equally potent concept of gharbz-
adeghi (plague of the Occident), was 
able to develop an appreciation of the 
role of Islam in saving the integrity of 
the Iranian people. So radical was his 
conversion that he wrote a beautiful 
euology in honour of Sheikh Fadhlo-
llah Nouri, the mujtahid who was ex-
ecuted in 1912 for continuing to dem-
and an undiluted Islamic polity as 
opposed to a monarcy bounded by 

constitutional limitations. Al-e 
Ahmad, in his. wake gave rise to pow-
erful mobilising forces like Ali 
Shariati who essentially brought the 
young and educated multitudes up-to-
date with the treachery and deceit of 
the westernisers. 

It should be noticed that at the tum 
of the century, 'Intermarriage be-
tween ayatollahs and the new intel-
lectuals produced by the enw educa-
tion was even rarer.' However, people 
like Jalal or Shariati came from 
families boasting many mujtahids, and 
thus helped to create the fusion, so 
essential to the success of the revolu-
tion of 1978. 

Thus, we have on the one hand, an 
ossified and remote madresah educa-
tion and on the other a distinguished 
string of mujtahids forming the back-
bone of the struggle to preserve the 
cultural and political independence of 
the country. The fusion of these in the 
Islamic revolution is a unique phen-
omena, and the results unpredictable, 
as the forebodings of Ali Hashemi 
seem to indicate. 

Reading through the narrative, it is 
evident that the author himself is in 
favour of the westernisers and shows 
much sympathy with their collusion 
with autocrats . He also makes much 
play of the 'skepticism' of his in-
formant, Ali Hashemi . However, in 
the course of his account he offers 
enough insights into the political and 
educational development of the coun-
try , to see why the westernisers have 
been thoroughly discredited, and are 
unlikely to shape the future of the 
country. The moment is ripe for the 
flourishing of a new intellectual tradi-
tion in which elements of the uncom-
promising stance of the mujtahids are 
fused with a deep understanding of 
the dynamics of gharbzadeghi. For, as 
the author points out the begining of 
the century saw Iran occupied and 
intimidated by foreigners ( the British 
and the Russians) and the last days of 
the Shah saw the same preponder-
ence, this time from the Americans. 
Both periods proved fatal for the regi-
mes concerned. Only a new intel 
ectual dispensaation setting frame-
work for the preservation of the cul-
tural and political integrity of the 
country can lead to a sustained period 
of stability. In this quest both the 
secular and madresah systems will 
have to evolve into a new synthesis. 

This highly provocative and read-
able account raises far more questions 
than it answers, but is a good starting 
point for an inquiry into the intel-
lectual and political ferment in twent-
ieth century Iran. 
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