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Iranian Intellectuals in the Tiventieth Century Critique of Westernism

sembles a Marcusian criticism of positive science,” but then he intro-
duces the mysterious and nebulous external agent devised as part of a
grand colonial plan and attributes to it all historical manipulations since
the medieval period, if not earlier. The term gharbzadegi, originally
coined by a contemporary Iranian philosopher, Ahmad Fardid (1912—
1994), though literally the state of being afflicted or struck by the West,
has been variously translated into English as “plagued by the West,”
“Weststruckness,” “Westoxication,” “Ovccidentitis” (playing on the Per-
sian suffix -zadegi, which in medicine refers to the state of being struck
by an ailment or an infection), “Westamination,” and “Euromania.” 10
In any case, most connotations of gharbzadegi include the image of the
nation or state as an organism, which is in itself an old metaphor, as are
the medical and anatomical images of disease and plague. Fardid himself
explained gharbzadegi by using the word “dysiplexia,” a Greek neologism
that he invented by joining dysis, which means the West, with plexia,
meaning to be afflicted (as in, for example, “apoplexy”).
Fardid’s main complaint was not with modern Western technology,
but with the very structure of the worldview (Weltanschauung) of Occi-
he had already made it clear that he would not follow the family voca- dental ePistelnology, as it originated in ancie.nt Greece, which posits' an
tion of becoming a cleric. He left school just as Reza Shah abdicated and existential separation between the. human mind as the knowing subject
the period of relative political freedom began.” ‘ and the external. world as the object of StL.ld.y. The emergence of -that
Al-Ahmad found the source of many contemporary social and cul kind of perspective, as opposed to the totalizing, harmonious, and illu-
tural maladies to be the abandonment of the traditional heritage and minative qualities of Oriental thought, began a period of universal dark-
submission to, and superficial imitation of, Western ways, combined ness tbat has S.inCC c.on.cealed the Or%gi'r%al unity and toFality of Being. 1!
with a lack of any real knowledge of the roots of Western progress. He Iﬁ in Fardid’s thinking, any possibility for rederr%pmo.n was suspended
termed the condition as a whole gharbzadegi (the state of being struck by lintll the eventual c9nﬁgurat10n (Qestalt) f)f the historical .Z.Eif'gf—’i“’ fc-)r
the West) and first described it in a short booklet with the same title. Al-Ahmad the_ question was less phﬂosophlcal and more .pohtlcalz Irani-
The book had originally been prepared as a report given at meetings ans as a Muslim C‘omml.lmty must begin from the point where they
on the problems of contemporary Iranian culture (Showray-e Hadafe 195t their cultural integrity .and self-confidence. .He beyev%d that the
Farhang-e Iran) sponsored by the Ministry of Culture, in Novembt?r mn.eteenth—c?ntury .h.beral intellectual b.reak W}th society’s popular,
1961 and January 1962, but owing to its controversial content and criti- mﬂllﬂ}'f Isl'almc., tradmon.s was a grave mistake. Al-Ahmad regards the
cal tone, it was not included in the seminar proceedings. Instead type- Constitutionalists as having the fatal flaw of dependence on Western
scripts of the text were subsequently circulated among fellow intellectu- ‘s;)lu‘rces, not only for the actual text of their COHStltUt.IOH, l?ut fllSO for
als. ‘Early chapters of Gharbzadegi appeared in spring of 1962 in the “t eir approach. He proposes a new a.nd more genuinely indigenous
ill-fated Ketdb-e Mal (Book of the Month), a literary journal published Ifnovement of self—asserp_on to deal with all contempo.rary problems,
by the daily Keylidii.? Al-Ahmad made further minor revisions-but-w: rom economic a141d pOhtlfal depender‘lcy to url?an anOI‘Ille.lO?‘.
never able to openly publish the work in his lifetime.*” - Although at this s.tage. Al-Ahmad did not art1'culate a definite pl'an, he
In Gharbzadegi, Al-Almad summarizes his critical observations 10  gradually reduced his distance from Islam, which he thought still had
terms of the evil function of modern Western technology, for which  great CUlt‘_lral and political potential. His rapprochement with Islam be-
preferred to use the French term machinisme.*® At times, his argument came particularly strong after he went on a pilgrimage to Mecca in the

classical Persian literature; on the other hand, Shidmin would likely
have approved of Kasravi’s insistence on the necessity of embracing mod-
ern civilization and of a national awakening, his systematic approach to
learning, and his recognition of the Islamic foundations of Iranian cul-
ture. In addition to his criticism of the pseudomodernists and those who,
without having a full command of the language themselves, insist on
“language purification,” Shidman also pleads for a methodical and sys-
tematic approach to education and research, a theme echoed by other

writers.”*

Al-Ahmad and the Notion of Gharbzadegi

Perhaps the most famous critic of Westernism among the Iranian intel-
lectuals was the writer and critic Jalal Al-Ahmad (1923 —1970), a veteran
of socialist and nationalist activities of the 1940s and early 1950s. He was
born to a respected clerical (rowhdni) family that had originally come to
Tehran from Télegin. After completing his primary education, he en-
rolled in the Dir al-Fonoun, from which he graduated in 1943; by then,
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spring of 1964; a skillful and stylish writer, he gave a detailed and effec~
tive account of this journey in one of his last works.!%?

In Dar Khedmat va Khidnat-e Rowshanfelrdn (The Intellectuals: I—I9w
They Serve or Betray Their Country),'”* Al-Ahmad begins by defining

intellectualism as dealing with questions of thought and ideas and as in-

105 that uses the power of both

i icular roach to reali
volving a particular appro ty o

written and spoken words (kaldm)'* to guide and motivate p?opk.

He traces the origins of Iranian intellectualism to the Constitutional
3 108

movement. He does not like the word rowshanfekr for intellectual .!® Of

the earlier term monavver al-fekr, he says:

In the period when the children of the aristocracy who had just‘ ret‘urned
from Europe (farang) were busy translating the Belgian Constitutiot to
serve as the Tranian Constitution,'® the ordinary people in the street who
followed the clergy referred to them as fokoli, mostafrang (Europear-
ized), [and) motajadded (modernist). . . . At that same titne, these gentle-
men [i.e., the intellectuals] referred to themselves as monavver al-fekr, a
translation of the French les Eclairés, meaning, the Enlightened '

However, what word Al-Ahmad does approve for use remains unclear.
He echoes the standard definition of the intellectual as one who is “free
from prejudice and [blind] imitation, is usually engaged in mental., and
not manual, labor, and who puts the result of his work at the se1’v1‘ce of
the populace. The result of his work is often oriented tox_zvards. so,l,\ﬁ?g a
social problem rather than promoting personal and material gain.

In Iran ordinary people often regard the rowshanfekr as “fo(eoh, mod-
ernist, Europeanized, dezanfekteh” (French désinfecté, i.e., samtlzed),.and,
to some extent, “show-offy and vain,”!'? with “Eufopean mannerisms,
atheist or at least feigning it, and educated.”''> For Al-Ahmad, the‘se at-
tributes in fact epitomize some broader ideological attitudes of the 1'ntel-
lectuals that include alienation from their native, traditional environ-
ment!™ and having a “scientific worldview.”!"® In Dar Khedmat va
Khidnat-e Rowshanfelerdn, Al-Ahmad discusses the separation of modern

education from traditional centers of learning:

If intellectualism is seriously related to modern science-(that-is; if it-only——

flourishes in a society where modern science has already been ﬁrml‘y estab-
lished and modern educational and research establishments constitute the
living organs of that society), then why, since the early days ‘[of Iranian
modernism) in the time of the early Qajars, instead of introducing modern
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science into our old schools, did we build new, separate schools for the
sciences? By doing this we undermined all the institutions of traditional
cilture. 11

He contends that in Iran, new schools and universities have not so far
made any significant contribution to knowledge because a genuine sci-
entific spirit is generally absent in them. To show the detrimental effect
of the split between old and new schools, he mentions that while an old
seminary (madrasa) in Isfahan has been turned into a museum, the newly
opened Isfahan University confers meaningless degrees on a generation
alienated from both tradition and modernity.'"” Although he makes the
obscurantist position of the ulama toward modern education during the
Qajar period partly responsible for this situation, he adds that it was not
the only cause.®

Al-Ahmad then asks why institutions of modern education in Iran did
not develop in traditional schools, in a way comparable to the transfor-
mations that allowed schools in Europe to lose their religious base and
become modern centers of learning and research. In Iran, however, “we
built the Dir al-Fonoun in opposition to tradition.” '"? He recalls times
in Iranian history when sciences and arts were pursued in traditional es-
tablishments, such as “the Nezimiyeh schools in Baghdad and Nishapur,
and the Rab“-e Rashidi in Tabriz, which was a kind of university as well
as living quarters for artists, and the Jondi-Shipour, which was a centre
of both Zoroastrian teaching and Greek medicine and philosophy.” 120

Here, he agrees with Shidmin, who several years earlier had claimed
that allowing the traditional schools to decay had been a mistake.!?!
However, they both failed to note the underlying dangers of rigidity in-
herent in such settings. For example, the fate of the allegedly heretical
movements both before and after Islam who were persecuted because of
their unconventional ideas should have reminded them that traditional
establishments seldom tolerate opposition to the ruling order. Al-Ahmad
was of course referring mainly to scientific knowledge, but even sci-
entific communities that deal exclusively in applied sciences with indus-
trial and commercial objectives always have close ties to the political es-
tablishment, as, for instance, the numerous contemporary American
science parks demonstrate. In the modem world of the arts and human-
ities, however, such a unified design, no matter how desirable, would be
obsolete; some have even argued that modern and traditional schools are
methodologically incompatible.’?® On the other hand, had institutions
of modern learning in Iran emerged from within traditional madrasas, it
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is debatable whether the fate of scientific practice and the arts would
have been very different.

Like Shidmin before him and many of his contemporaries such as
Shari‘ati and Nariqi, Al-Ahmad limited his discussion of the intelli-
gentsia and the social role and functions of modern education to a na-
tional perspective. The dichotomy between “them” (the West) and “us”
(Iran) was at the center of all his explanations and analytical criteria.
In almost every modern social problem, he finds the hidden hand of
Western colonialism, acting independently or through its predictable lo-
cal agents, such as the pseudomodernists and secular intelligentsia, or
through an unholy alliance with native despots.

The assertion of genuine elements of selfhood or the rhetoric of au-
thenticity in Al-Ahmad overlays a series of allegorical assumptions. He
did not engage in any systematic evaluation of traditional institutions,
knowledge, or value judgments, and his analysis barely went beyond the
level of 1nt1oduc1ng historical arguments into a political controversy. Yet,
in spite of this, Al-Ahmad enjoyed significant influence and personal
charisma among Iranian intellectuals in the 1960s, and his views reflected
much of the ideological rhetoric of the revolution of 1979.123

Narigqi on Spiritual Rehabilitation

Another writer who criticized Westernism in Iran and urged his readers
to resist Western influence was Ehsin Nardqi (b. 1926). Like Al-Ahmad,
Nariqi came from a religious family background.'?* He first studied in
his native town of K4shin and then at the DAr al-Fonoun in Tehran. He
was a Tudeh Party member before leaving Iran to study sociology in Eu-
rope. In 1951, Naraqi graduated from Geneva University, and in 1956 he
received his doctorate from the Sorbonne. From early in his career,
Nariqi held various administrative appointments—with international
organizations, mainly the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO), and with state institutions, for ex-
ample, as director of Tehran University’s Institute of Social Research; 125
This interest in administration separates him from intellectuals like Al-
Ahmad or Shari‘ati, who avoided holding official posts. As a result they
were both far more popular and trusted by the intelligentsia than Nariqi
was; he was considered an “establishment intellectual.” On the question
of Iran’s encounter with the West, however, his views and terminology
had many similarities to those of Al-Ahmad and Shari‘ati.

Critique of Westernism

Most of Nardqi’s published works are collections of essays, lectures,
and interviews on youth culture and university education, the economic
and demographic problems of Third World countries, the cultural im-
pact of science and technology, and aspects of cultural identity.!2¢ The
collection Ancheh Khud Désht (One’s Own Treasures), a title borrowed
from Hafez that implies “the spiritual power within,” is clearly influ-
enced by the terminology current in the 1960s in Western, and particu~
larly French, intellectual circles. According to Nariqi, in Ancheh Khud
Disht he set out to answer a question already raised in a previous book
called Ghorbat-e Gharb (Estrangement of the West), where he had criti-
cally examined contemporary Western societies and had pointed to some
fundamental social and cultural crises that these societies had encoun-
tered in the course of their technological and administrative progress.
This question was:

(L] the face of contemporary conditions in the West, what direction should
the Oriental countries in general and Iran in parriaz/ar pursue so that they
will be able to regain their appropriate status vis-d-vis the West and at the
same time protect themselves from the crises and mistakes with which West-
erners, ont their own road to progress in their own civilization, have become
entangled? In other words, what should be done to allow the Orien-
tal countries, and Iran especially, to become conscious of their national
and cultural existence and be “for-themselves”, without falling either into
blind imitation of Western patterns or into extremist reactions to such
patterns? 27

Based on his “several years of residence in Western Europe” and “six
years of service in a global organization [UNESCO],” Nariqi proposes
this answer: “In this chaotic and disorderly world, the only thing which
could lead us to the shores of salvation is serious and sincere attention to
our own cultural life, national spirit, and historical heritage.” 16 He ad-
mits that the West has made spectacular progress in the sciences, and he
cautions that this is a reality that Easterners should neither want nor
try to ignore. At the same time, recognizing the progress that the West
had made should not be allowed to undermine the spiritual merits of
the East. In the course of its history, the Orient has acquired an insight
(binesh) that even the West admires.'?® He holds that the power of West-
ern civilization is derived from its obsession with objective reality
(vdqe'iyat), whereas “the glory of Oriental history stems from the eternal



