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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
Following the presence of Hegel's philosophy in Iran from the Hegel, Georg Wilhelm
nineteenth century to the present, this study discusses various  Friedrich; Iran; intellectual
interpretations and appropriations of Hegelian philosophy by history; Islam; modemnity;
Iranian activists, intellectuals, and academics in their quest for  nationalism
understanding and realizing modernity in Iran. The controversies

around modernity, democratization, Islam, nationalism, and the

role of Hegel's ideas and philosophy in the writings of liberal

modernists, communist activists, religious intellectuals, academic

scholars, and secular nationalist theoreticians will be discussed.

The objective is to provide a general, as well as a detailed,

perspective on the prominent, original, as well as understudied

role Hegel has played in the intellectual history of Iran in its

specific Islamic theologico-political predicament.

Transmission and appropriation of intellectual products is one of the most curious, as
well as common, aspects of research in the history of ideas. It is not rare to see
different societies inheriting the same ideas and systems of thought; it is also quite
common to see the same ideas being treated and appropriated in very divergent fashions
by distinct cultures and thinkers. Jews, Christians, and Muslims, for instance, shared
much of the material inherited from their pagan predecessors in Greece. But while
Muslims and their Jewish cousins found the idea of the Platonic philosopher-king and
Plato’s Laws of particular interest, Christians were more partial toward Aristotelian prac-
tical philosophy and Platonic metaphysics.' To explain such different receptions is the
task of the historian of ideas. In the same vein, the transmission and appropriation of
Hegelian philosophy in Iran is the subject of this study on the history of ideas. The
history of this transmission, as well as its peculiar reception, are discussed as a work
of the history of ideas. This study begins from the nineteenth century and the first
signs of familiarity with Hegel among Iranian thinkers by relying on Arthur de Gobi-
neau’s testimony. We next move gradually to twentieth century discussions on Hegel’s
philosophy among Iranian historians of Western philosophy, communist activists, and
academics, emphasizing the role played by Mohammad Ali Foroughi, Ehsan Tabari,
and Hamid Enayat. Subsequently, the intense debates in the period after the 1979
Islamic Revolution on Karl Popper’s critique of Hegel and his totalitarian legacy is
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discussed by concentrating on Abdolkarim Soroush. We turn in the end to the recent
Hegelian nationalism of Seyyid Javad Tabatabai in its negotiation with Islam and
modernity.

1. Early appearances

Arthur de Gobineau (1816-1882), the French novelist, diplomat, and travel writer, is
today mostly remembered, if he is remembered at all, for his association with racial the-
ories. He is curiously also the first person who speaks about Hegel in Iran. Recounting his
memories from his two diplomatic missions in Iran (1855-58, 1862-63) he speaks of the
fact that in that country, two philosophers raised considerable interest among his Iranian
interlocutors: Spinoza and Hegel. He attributes this interest to the fact that ‘these two
minds are Asian and their theories correspond entirely to the doctrines known and
tasted in the East.”? In this sense, in Gobineau’s view, these two authors do not actually
introduce new elements to the Iranian way of thinking. Gobineau’s curious observation
seems to be the result of his general perspective on the Iranian people and what he
believed to be their thoughts and beliefs. Like Ernest Renan, Gobineau admired what
he considered to be the occult and esoteric character of the ‘Aryan” mind and its mythical
tendency. He saw in his travels to Iran what he considered to be of utmost importance
and worth; even translating Descartes’s Discourse on Method, he did not think that he
was contributing anything new to the knowledge of Iranian philosophers. Whatever
he found of interest in Descartes or Hegel was already there.” Gobineau’s curious obser-
vation, however, in its ambiguity and rather questionable meaning, is only remarkable
because of its historical precedence.* For a more reliable source for the reception of
Hegel in Iran, one must go much further: Mohammad Ali Foroughi (1877-1942) a
highly influential Iranian thinker, diplomat, and politician, is the next figure to whom
we should turn; between Gobineau’s recollections and Foroughi’s book, no trace of
Hegel in Persian sources could be found. In the third volume of his influential history
of philosophy (Seyri Hikmat Dar Uriipa [The Course of Philosophy in Europe], hereafter
Seyri) in 1942, Foroughi dedicates a substantial, circa. 35 pages, chapter to Hegel’s phil-
osophy. Foroughi’s book was the first coherent writing in Persian on the history of phil-
osophy in Europe and still occupies a prominent place in the intellectual debates on the
reception of Western philosophy in Iran. The background of the book itself is therefore
of some importance: After translating Descartes’s Discourse on Method, Foroughi
decided to write a more comprehensive book as an introduction to understanding Des-
cartes’s treatise. Since this ‘introduction’, despite being very concise, was acclaimed by
friends, Foroughi recounts, he was encouraged to address post-Descartes philosophers
as well. The result was the Seyri in three volumes. In his introduction to the second
volume, Foroughi states that readers who are aware of the thoughts of the ancient
Iranian sages will conclude that many of the ideas gathered in his book have already
been considered by Iranian philosophers and mystics.” In this regard, Foroughi is
somehow continuing the comparative tradition of Gobineau, although one might also
suspect that he is making this claim to prepare a better reception for the foreign ideas
he has set to introduce.

Imagining a link between Foroughi, as a thinker and politician, and Hegel’s thought is
not easy. One might suspect that his interest in Hegel’s philosophy is of an entirely
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historical character: since he set out to compile the first history of philosophy into
Persian, he had to dedicate a chapter to Hegel. It should be noted, however, that Foroughi
was one of the most important advocates of French rationalism and liberal democracy in
Iran.® He was also a liberal politician, and together with his father published the Tarbiat
newspaper, which played an important role in promoting liberal ideas and political mod-
ernity in Iran.” His liberal underpinnings can particularly be traced to his treatise on con-
stitutionalism, which explains the legal principles of constitutional government, the
duties of parliament, and the role of the nation in the new political system, written in
1908.° Foroughi was fascinated by Iranian culture and civilization, and sought to
revive and preserve the Iranian national heritage. This aspect of Foroughi’s thought
can be seen in a relatively detailed footnote in his presentation of Hegel’s philosophy,
in which he cannot hide his interest in Hegel’s approach to ancient Iran.” Referring to
Hegel’s Philosophy of History, Foroughi states that Hegel gave a detailed description of
Iran, acknowledged that the first state to enter the ‘real historical stage’ was the Achae-
menid state, and that human progress towards the ultimate goal of independence,
freedom, and civilization began in Iran. Foroughi’s interest in Hegel’s view of Iran
stems from a sense of nationalism that developed and fortified in the early twentieth
century after the triumph of the Constitutional Movement in Iran (1906); a feeling
that Foroughi also shared as a patriot. Significantly, this Hegelian interpretation of
ancient Iran and the positive view of the Persian history was later, as we shall see
below, rehabilitated again in the post-revolutionary period and amidst the revival of
liberal nationalism.

However, Foroughi also belonged to a highly pro-Enlightenment school of Iranian
thought, as evidenced by his fascination with Descartes’s ‘Method of Rightly Conducting
One’s Reason.” He therefore could not fully share the romantic, nativist, and sometimes
anti-Enlightenment views of many later Iranian intellectuals.'” One can say that For-
oughi’s approach to philosophy betrays a sense of ambivalence. He has no qualms
about the worth of Iranian thought, but he also cautions against underestimating
Western philosophers: they have carried out many new and innovative investigations
by using new methods and means — although in some cases, these findings are consistent
with the thoughts of Iranian scholars.'' Another point worthy of consideration is that
Foroughi considers Hegel, like Spinoza, to believe in the unity of being.'* This may
shed light on Gobineau’s assertion that the two philosophers were more compatible
with the Iranian spirit. One can say that Foroughi, like some other later Iranian
readers of Hegel, provides us with the reasoning behind Gobineau’s impression. It
seems that, by considering the significant role of mysticism in Persian culture, Gobineau
concluded that Iranians could relate to the philosophies of Spinoza and Hegel. One point
supporting this view is that, despite the three translations of Descartes’s treatise during
the Qajar period (1789-1925), his work did not arouse the interest of Iranian thinkers;
his completely new approach to philosophy was entirely at odds with the Iranian view
of metaphysics.

Another issue that Foroughi emphasizes in his discussion of Hegel is that he does not
seek to reject, accept, or criticize the ideas of the Western philosophers, or compare the
results of their investigations with the teachings of the Iranian philosophers, because the
priority, in Foroughi’s view, is to introduce Iranians to modern European philosophical
ideas and to express these ideas in Persian for the first time.'” One exception in this
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regard, which clearly confirms Foroughi’s adherence to the cause of modern science and
progressive Enlightenment values, is his critical treatment of Hegel’s philosophy of
nature: Foroughi considers the discovery of the secrets of nature possible only through
observation and experiment, and therefore considers Hegel’s reflections on this
subject, like those of his predecessors, the consequence of possessing only imperfect
knowledge of his time, often shouldering on illusion."

2. Hegel and the communist front

With the rise of left-wing parties in Iran in the 1940s and 1950s, especially the Tudeh
Party, one can observe the emergence of Marxist discourse and prominence of one
major concept: ‘dialectical materialism.” Because of the Hegelian background of this
concept and its associated ideas, Hegel’s philosophy became widely incorporated into
the intellectual discourse of Marxist-Communist intellectuals. In the organizational
pamphlets of the left parties of the time, Hegel was introduced simply as a precursor
of Marx. It was in this context that the translation of a book by Georges Politzer
(1903-1942) appeared, a Marxist thinker executed for his involvement with the French
Résistance: Principes élémentaires de philosophie.”” This book, based on the surviving
materials from Polizer’s courses on dialectical materialism held at the Université Ouv-
riere de Paris before World War II, is dedicated partly to the explanation of Hegel’s phil-
osophy through Marxist lenses. Although a collection of rather disparate notes, the book
was widely praised by Iranian Marxist intellectuals.

Another notable publication in this period of the history of Marxist reception of Hege-
lian philosophy is a small pamphlet called ‘Mowlana Jalal al-Din: Higil-e sharq ast’ [Rumi
is the Hegel of the East].'® Although appearing under the name of a certain ‘Emami, it is
generally believed that, considering its content and writing style, the pamphlet was
written by Ehsan Tabari (1917-1989), one of the founding members of the Tudeh
Party of Iran, and an influential communist intellectual and politician. Tabari himself
denied the attribution, which offers an interesting insight into the intellectual climate
of the period."” This rather curious pamphlet is in a sense the culmination of a powerful
trend among Iranian readers of Hegel, seen already in Gobineau’s report and Foroughi’s
presentation. This trend, which seeks to incorporate Hegel into native Iranian thought
and ideas, finds here its most explicit articulation.'® In his brief introduction, the
author explains his main objective: to analyze the ‘mystical dialectical method” of
Rumi and compare it with Hegel’s ‘idealistic dialectical method.” The author claims
that Rumi is somewhat more progressive than Hegel, since Rumi has analyzed the
issues at hand much more clearly - not to mention sooner in the historical timeline.
By quoting some of Rumi’s poems, the author tries to show that Rumi, like Hegel, not
only considered all creatures to be dependent, dynamic, and variable but also the pro-
ducts of an evolutionary process. In this perspective, Rumi, again like Hegel, considers
the main source of this development and evolution to be an inner conflict between oppo-
sites and recognizes the movements and changes of creatures to be a direct result of this
conflict. One must bear in mind that, under the influence of Russian interpretations of
dialectical materialism, Iranian left-wing intellectuals formulated certain conceptions
of Hegel’s dialectic, which was briefly defined under three general rules: the law of the
transformation of quantity into quality and vice versa, the law of the struggle of
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opposites, and the law of the negation of the negation. Using these three rules, they tried
to explain the entirety of natural, intellectual, and historical phenomena. It seems that the
author of the pamphlet also follows the same line of thought.'” Taking these triple rules
into account, he tries to show that, before Hegel, it was Rumi who had discovered them
and articulated them in the form of poetry. Thereby the author seems to belong, like
many other writers of the time, to the so-called ‘return to the self and nativist discourse.
Proponents of this discourse tried to demonstrate that most modern concepts and the-
ories were either rooted in the Iranian-Islamic tradition or had exact parallels in ‘our
own tradition.’

It is difficult to say with certainty whether the main purpose of the intellectuals in pro-
voking debates over such ideas as the ‘return to the self was always an attempt to demon-
strate the superiority of the East over the West, or whether they were adhering carefully
to a shrewd strategy — or a political rhetoric — to neutralize the opposition of the tra-
ditionalists, particularly the religious establishment, against modernity.*® In the case of
Tabari, one should perhaps lean toward the second possibility. In the spring of 1980,
shortly after the 1979 Islamic Revolution, the national television station aired a series
of debates among leading political personalities and intellectuals of different persuasions.
Tabari, representing the communist Tudeh Party, was asked about his view of Rumi as a
proto-Marxist thinker; he claims that what he means is that there are affinities between
Marxist and the originally Hegelian view of contradictions and Rumi’s thought. Tabari
explains the reason for his appeal to Persian poets for his Marxist ideas in this way:
‘We like to say that we have adopted and expressed the ideas that are rooted in our
culture.”*! While implying that this claim is some form of political marketing, one can
also consider this statement as supplementary evidence for the attribution of this pamph-
let to Tabari.

Although Hegel’s name was mentioned sporadically in the organizational pamphlets
and treatises written by left-wing intellectuals at the time, no independent writing on his
philosophy was published by these figures. Thus it could be said that the pamphlet ‘Rumi
is Hegel of the East’ was an anomaly which made a superficial comparison between
Rumi’s mystical teachings and Hegel’s philosophical system. As we saw, in this whole
period, Hegel appears only as a secondary figure, perhaps one behind whom they tried
to hide their main theoretical source, namely Marx. More academic and intellectually sig-
nificant interest in Hegel’s philosophy was conducted in academia. Two names are here
of particular importance: Hamid Enayat and Karim Mojtahedi, both professors at Tehran
University. We turn to this aspect of Hegelianism next.

3. Hegel in academia

The translation of Hegel’s introduction to his lectures on the philosophy of world history,
published in 1958 under the title ‘aql dar tarikh’ (Reason in History), was the first trans-
lation of his works into Persian. It was by the hand of a young translator, Hamid Enayat
(1932-82), who later became a major figure in Iranian academia. Enayat was a member of
the Tudeh Party in his youth, but after the 1953 coup that led to the oppression of com-
munist activists, he joined the ranks of Khalil Maleki (1901-1969), a prominent Iranian
socialist. In 1956, Enayat went to England to continue his education, and his translation
of Hegel’s Reason in History was released the same year he received his master’s degree in



6 M. M. TABAR AND R. NAMAZI

politics from the London School of Economics. In 1962, he received his Ph.D. from
London University, and a few years later in 1967, he returned to Iran. After his return,
he was employed as an associate professor of political science at the Faculty of Law
and Political Science, Tehran University.”* In 1969, Enayat translated The Philosophy
of Hegel by W. T. Stace, and in 1974, he translated and published a short section of
Hegel's Phenomenology of Spirit, along with some passages from Alexandre Kojéve’s
famous commentary.*?

Enayat’s translations are fluent, quite faithful to the originals, and of rather high
quality. But regardless of the technical aspects and the importance of these translations
in Iranian academic and intellectual debates, what particularly concerns us here is the
motivation behind the translation of these specifically Hegelian texts. Enayat was not
an ordinary Iranian intellectual; if we disregard the political activities of his youth, he
kept himself mostly apart from political debates; there is definitively a certain cautious-
ness in both his personal demeanour and scholarly activities that must be taken into
account. As in the case of similar figures in Iranian intellectual history, one way to get
a sense of Enayat’s way of thinking is to look closely at the introductions he wrote for
his translations. In his introduction to Stace’s book, Enayat, agreeing with Walter Kauf-
mann, emphasizes that ‘since 1800 no philosopher has been as influential in the West as
Hegel and, therefore, understanding contemporary European intellectual history is not
possible without understanding Hegel’s philosophy.”* In other words, it seems that
Enayat was particularly interested in the modern and modernizing elements of Hegel’s
philosophy in an Iranian context. In addition to the importance of Hegel as the philoso-
pher of modernity who could play a prominent role in the Iranian intellectuals’ concern
with modernization, Hegel seems to have played a secondary role as a historian of phil-
osophy for Enayat. In this perspective, Hegel was more than an individual figure in the
history of Western philosophy, but rather the incarnation of this history itself: he was the
first major Western philosopher who gave the history of philosophy itself a prominent
place in his system of thought. The historiography of philosophy is, of course, an old
subject of study, and can be traced even back to Aristotle’s famous discussions of his pre-
decessors, Diogenes Laértius’s Lives and Opinions of Eminent Philosophers, and similar
so-called doxographical writings. Toward the end of the eighteenth century, more
chronological histories of philosophy appeared. But it was mainly and prominently
Hegel who gave the history of philosophy such a prominent place, without which the
enterprise of philosophy itself loses its fundamental basis.>> Enayat seems to have been
conscious of this aspect of Hegel’s thought. He turned to translate the works of
Western philosophers, especially Hegel, when the Department of Philosophy had just
been established at Tehran University, and there was a need for teaching European phil-
osophy and its history. In other words, in Iran Hegel played the role of the representative
of modernity as well as the primary historian of Western philosophy simultaneously.

If we consider other, more explicit comments by Enayat on contemporary issues in
Iranian society, and its relationship with theoretical questions, we may suspect that
Enayat did not act only as a simple translator, but had specific practical preoccupations:
he was looking at his politico-intellectual context when translating Hegel into Persian.*®
This suspicion finds some evidence in the introductions to his Persian translations of
Hegel. The fact that Enayat published this introduction independently, and before that
his whole translation appeared in print, shows the relatively important status of his



GLOBAL INTELLECTUAL HISTORY e 7

introduction.”” Considering the implicit character of Enayat’s allusions, however, one
must remain cautious, and consider these points only of tentative character. While
reading Enayat’s introduction ‘between the lines,” one finds some implicit themes of prac-
tical character for his immediate Iranian context. To begin with, in his introduction to
Stace’s book, Enayat is emphatic about the importance of Hegel’s historical context.
This contextualist approach leads to a series of highly suggestive comments about
Hegel’s time. In other words, by emphasizing Hegel’s political and intellectual context,
it is as if Enayat invites us to reflect on the similarities between Hegel’s period and con-
temporary Iran. In this regard, one can refer to three points:

(1)

()

Enayat speaks at some length of the weakness of the middle class in Hegel’s lifetime.
While in the post-enlightenment era in all Western countries the middle classes were
fully involved in governing, such that it seemed impossible to deprive the people of
participation in political power, Enayat explains that the situation in Germany was
different. In Germany, feudalism relied on the military and administrative power of
the old aristocracy, and they monopolized government jobs. Under these circum-
stances, ‘the villagers knew nothing but a kind of servitude in their lives, and the
middle class lost everything it had gained in the fourteenth and fifteenth centur-
ies.’*®The description reminds one of the post-1953 coup period in Iran. The coup
put an end to the open political sphere of Mossadegh’s National government
(1951-1953). To put it differently, the 1953 coup was the end of a short-lived
nascent democracy that, when dismantled, gave rise to a sense of despair and hope-
lessness in the Iranian intellectual community and middle-class. In a sense, the situ-
ation was not dissimilar to nineteenth-century Germany; as in Iran also, many of the
gains of the Constitutional Revolution — like the participation of the popular classes
in politics, especially after the fall of Reza Shah in 1941 and the relative opening of
the public sphere — were lost after the coup, and Iran entered a phase of political
authoritarianism.

Enayat refers to the German ruler in Hegel’s lifetime, i.e. Frederick II, as an ‘enligh-
tened despot.” He was a ruler who, in Enayat’s words, in the last years of his reign,
had combined ‘authoritarianism in government” with ‘intellectualism in theoretical
and philosophical matters.” At that time, the spirit of the Enlightenment gradually
penetrated the universities, and for this reason, teachers and students measured reli-
gious and political affairs according to the standards of eighteenth-century rational-
ism, and defended ideas such as the dignity of man and his right to self-
determination.”® In Enayat’s view, however, what bothered young people like
Hegel was the huge gap between these ideals and the plight of the German people
in the real world. Despite their ‘revolutionary fervor’, young people recognized
that the idea of human rights was an unattainable ideal in their own country. In
this regard, Enayat mentions two groups who reacted to this situation in different
manners: some concluded that their only hope could be to reform the government
and create a balance between the power of the king and the people; they found the
resources for such a reform in their history.’® The second group dealt with the con-
tradiction between ideals and reality by adopting a language in their writings and
thought that Enayat describes as “zargari,” a form of complex, jargon-laden language
which finds its perfect example in Hegel’s writings.”'
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It appears that Enayat was critical of the tendency of Iranian intellectuals of his gen-
eration, who looked for the recipe of reform in the past, i.e. in the Islamic or pre-Islamic
history of Iran instead of modern ideas.’*The same jargon-laden language in philosophy,
viewed as a defensive reaction of impotent intellectuals in the face of a deplorable politi-
cal situation that Enayat ascribes to nineteenth-century German intellectuals, is also cri-
ticized by Enayat in the case of Iranian intellectuals — as we shall see, the critique of
obscurity in language becomes a major point of contention between defenders and
critics of Hegel in Iran.

(3) Enayat seems to have shared an important idea with Hegel. In his introduction to
Hegel’s Reason in History, Enayat shows a particular interest in Hegel’s philosophical
reflections on history, and his attempts to prove the rational end of history or the pro-
gress of the great nations of East and West in the path of freedom and conscious-
ness.””> Enayat was, of course, well aware of the fact that Hegel’s view of history
could be criticized; the twentieth century, for example, which was a manifestation
of the advancement of all kinds of knowledge and the increase of human well-
being, also witnessed heinous crimes committed by human beings who simul-
taneously defended knowledge, freedom, and consciousness.’* Enayat, however, con-
siders these examples as temporary deviations from the principle of ‘the rule of
reason over history’ and, following Hegel, considers them to be the result of ‘the
cunning of reason.” That is why he states that ‘the free-spirited persons and those
who seek virtue and freedom should not be discouraged by the short period of the
dictators and the criminals,” and then quotes a poem by the Persian poet Hafiz to
strengthen his claim: ‘Altogether, in the way of justice, is the sky’s revolution. Be
happy that the tyrant taketh not the path to the stage.””” The reader can immediately
discern here a kind of ironic speech that seems to be closely related to the time in
which Enayat lived; that is, the period after the 1953 coup. Enayat seems to have
been taken by the Hegelian hope for the future in the necessary march of history
toward freedom, regardless of temporary setbacks.

Before moving to the post-revolutionary reception of Hegel in Iran, it is worthwhile to
very briefly mention another academic figure who contributed to the teaching and trans-
lation of Hegel in Persian, especially as it shows one of the first negative reactions to
Hegel, which we will encounter increasingly after the 1979 revolution. Karim Mojtahedi
(1930-) who also taught at Tehran University, published a few articles introducing the
philosophy of Hegel.”® These writings do not seem to have had much impact on the
reception of Hegel among Iranian readers. Nonetheless, it is interesting that after the
revolution, he took an anti-Hegelian approach by emphatically rejecting the increasing
interest in his thought, especially since the rising fame of Tabatabai. Interestingly, Moj-
tahedi raises the comment made by Gobineau, while revising it for his own purpose:
while Gobineau spoke highly of the genius of the Iranian mind and believed that Eur-
opeans should try to learn from the Iranians rather than them learning from Europeans,
Mojtahedi speaks of the fact that Gobineau thought Descartes is a better source for
reforming the thought of the Iranians, while Hegel might prove useless.”” One can
hardly imagine Gobineau, who clearly was under the influence of the romantic move-
ment, being interested in the French rationalism of Descartes.
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4. Hegel and Popper

The religious front played a prominent role in the 1979 Islamic Revolution, but political
prominence hardly equates with intellectual force. The main cast of intellectuals before
the revolution had major Marxist sympathies, and even the anti-monarchy religious
intellectuals and political activists were forced to borrow the Marxist language of revolu-
tion to formulate their opposition. The situation did not change after the Islamic Revolu-
tion, and Marxism continued to dominate the intellectual discourse of the post-
revolutionary intelligentsia. The triumph of the religious camp after the revolution
brought about an intellectual vacuum: while the ascendant group monopolized all the
instruments of political power, they lacked the philosophic arsenal of the defeated
Marxist opposition. It was in this context that a young Muslim intellectual, Abdolkarim
Soroush (1945-) appeared on the scene, the figure who remains perhaps the most well-
known and influential intellectual of post-revolutionary Iran.**Soroush’s intellectual bent
and biography made him the ideal spokesperson for his times and prepared him for
becoming the official ideologue of the ruling power: his interest in the transcendental
philosophy of Mulla Sadra (1571-1636) brought him to the attention of Ayatollah Kho-
meini, himself deeply influenced by Mulla Sadra; it is said that Khomeini praised Sor-
oush’s book on Mulla Sadra, which led to Soroush’s rapid promotion in the academic
decision-making centers of the new Islamic regime, as well as to his omnipresence in
the Islamic regime’s media and even the curriculum of its schools.* Furthermore, Sor-
oush’s pre-revolutionary studies in England on chemistry and the philosophy of science
familiarized him with the writings of Karl Popper, the liberal analytical philosopher of the
Cold War who was a confirmed critic of Marxism. Soroush borrowed from Popper’s cri-
tique of Marxist historicism and became the champion of his thought in Iran. While Ali
Shariati (1933-1977), the popular pre-revolutionary Muslim intellectual, synthetized
Muslim revivalist thought with Marxist liberation discourse, Soroush synthesized
Popper’s philosophy with Islamic thought — that Popper, a philosopher of science of
liberal tendencies pursuing a philosophical project of an emphatically secular character
became the authority for a deeply religious Muslim intellectual is one of the most per-
plexing intellectual enigmas of Iranian intellectual history indeed, but also an interesting
case of intellectual historiography.

Popper raised little interest in Iran during the pre-revolutionary period: although
some of his writings were translated, his voice was drowned out by the appeal of ortho-
dox and Islamic Marxism among intellectuals and the youth.*’ It was in the post-revolu-
tionary conflict of Marxists and the religious intellectuals that Popper’s critique of
Marxism acquired meaning and significance. Hegel was still treated, as we saw even by
Marxists themselves, as only a precursor of Marx, therefore he did not occupy a promi-
nent place in the early period of Soroush’s thought; he spoke more explicitly of histori-
cism generally rather than specific figures; and when he did, he tended to mix such
disparate thinkers as Hegel, Darwin, Marx, and Heidegger, such that one can legitimately
accuse him of creating a straw man out of his adversaries.*' The situation gradually began
to change, especially with the decline of the political fortunes of classic Marxism, a
decline which was brought about by the oppression of Marxist intellectuals as well as
the fall of the Soviet Union later. In this period, the Popperian reading of Hegel, in
general, became popular with what turned out to be a major event in the Iranian
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intellectual history: the publication of Popper’s Open Society and Its Enemies in 1985.*
With the changing intellectual context and the disappearance of Marxism from the scene,
the Marx-Popper debate gave way to the Heidegger-Popper debate.* The adversaries
were not the opposition Marxists anymore, but rather rival theoreticians of the Islamic
regime, who felt uncomfortable with the fundamentally liberal and British philosophy
of Popper, and who in opposing positivism and ‘analytical philosophy’ leaned toward
‘continental philosophy’ under the banner of Martin Heidegger; the latter was believed
to be a proper point of reference for the critique of the “‘Western’ modernity. In this
context, Popper appeared like a divine gift that kept on giving; it proved to be as
useful for opposing the Heideggerians as it was for opposing Marxists. Borrowing
Popper’s highly polemical anti-Nazi polemic, Hegel was not seen by Soroush merely
as a misguided proponent of historicism anymore, but also as a precursor of totalitarian-
ism and fascism, as well as an ‘illiterate charlatan’ whose complex philosophy is nothing
but a ‘mystifying nonsense.” Soroush was engaged in a politico-philosophic struggle with
another prominent intellectual of the Islamic Revolution, Ahmad Fardid (1910 -1994),
and his followers, who employed the complex philosophic language characteristic of
German philosophy and championed the ideas of Heidegger against ‘the West’ as a total-
ity of an anti-Islamic liberal and ‘Jewish’ Weltanschauung. Soroush in his turn, attacked
Fardidian Heideggerianism in the name of what he considered to be the philosophic
sanity of Popperian analytical philosophy. In this perspective, Hegel and Heidegger
were pseudo-philosophers whose complex language was hiding their pernicious fascist
and totalitarian political ideas, while Popper stood for open society and scientific pro-
gress. It is interesting that, while Enayat saw the language of Hegel as a reaction to the
political situation of his time, Soroush saw it as a mask for hiding dangerous political
ideas. It is therefore not surprising that Soroush even battled against including Hegel
in the curriculum of universities.**

Interesting from the point of intellectual history is that Popper had little to say about
Heidegger, while his discussion of Hegel was relatively more substantial.*> Moreover, in
this period of Soroush’s intellectual activity, there was no real representative of Hegelian
philosophy, while Heidegger had powerful followers and defenders in the elite of Islamic
academia. When things began to change, and, as we shall see, Hegel became the focus of
attention in the work of Seyyid Javad Tabatabai, Soroush began to attack Hegel more pro-
minently. Addressing Tabatabai directly, Soroush put his considerable rhetorical talents
in use: he played with the name of Hegel and the word ‘gel’ (in Persian meaning ‘mud’)
and described his adversary as someone stuck in the mud of Hegel his whole life.*

5. Hegelian nationalism

The surprising victory of Mohammad Khatami in the 1997 presidential election was very
much the victory of Soroush’s specific intellectual project. A reformist presidency corre-
sponded to the Popperian idea of piecemeal social engineering and the rejection of
Marxist revolutionary social changes. It was in this period that concepts such as ‘religious
democracy’ (mardomsalari din-i) and ‘civil society’ (jam-i madani) became the catch-
phrases of politicians and intellectuals, reflecting Soroush’s theoretical efforts in creating
the framework for synthesis of liberal democracy and Islamic thought. Many of Soroush’s
followers and students became major figures of the reform movement under Khatami’s
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presidency, and it seemed that the time of religious intellectuals had come. One could not
foresee a more radical fall from grace, however, than what happened in the next decade.
The 2000 shutdown of reformist publications put many journals advertising Soroush’s
ideas and other religious intellectuals out of business, and in Khatami’s second term
the reformist movement started to show signs of an early death. Under pressure and reg-
ularly harassed by conservatives, Soroush left Iran in 2000, still residing in exile. The elec-
tion of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad in 2005, the candidate of the conservatives, was the last
nail and led to the loss of practically all influence enjoyed by the reformists. The 2009
presidential election, ensuing protests, and then the 2013 election of Hassan Rouhani
to the presidency promised the revival of the fortunes of the reformists. But this
proved to be too optimistic. More realistically, with the loss of power of the reformists
in Iran, and the increasingly unlikely prospects of reform inside the power structure of
the Islamic republic, the discourse of the religious intellectuals, their hope for a religious
democracy, and the prospect of a successful synthesis of Islam and modern democracy
have been in constant decline for the past two decades. This has created an intellectual
vacuum, not unlike the early revolutionary period, and has led to the rise of other intel-
lectual currents among Iranian thinkers such as radical neo-Marxism, democratic social-
ism, market libertarianism, and also a type of modern nationalism. The latter is of
particular importance for our study on the reception of Hegel, especially considering
the controversies around its main proponent, Sayyid Javad Tabatabai (1945-).
Belonging to the same generation as Soroush, the career of Tabatabai could not be
more different. He was a distinguished but also a conventional academic. Unlike Shariati,
Soroush, and other religious intellectuals, who tended to publish their public lectures in
book format, signaling the popular character of their thought and its appeal, or Marxist
figures, who presented their thoughts in manifests of political action, Tabatabai’s
influence comes through his numerous scholarly books, meticulous studies, and aca-
demic treatises with copious and erudite footnotes. In another historical context, one
could hardly imagine a thinker like him holding any talks outside of a university
setting. Tabatabai studied at Tehran University and received his Ph.D. from the Univer-
sity of Sorbonne in 1984. Returning to Iran, he began teaching and doing research at
different universities and prestigious Iranian institutions, before being fired from his
faculty position at Tehran University in 1993 for his political views.*’ Since then, he
has held visiting and research positions at universities outside of Iran, while publishing
a considerable number of books and articles on the history of political thought. Since the
eclipse of the reformists and the discourse of religious intellectuals, his secular thought
has found a large audience among Iranians and has boosted his reputation. This can
be evidenced also in his receiving a research award from Iranian president Hassan
Rouhani in 2018, which dismayed many of Tabatabai’s faithful followers, who saw a fun-
damental conflict between his theoretical views and being awarded by the Islamic regime.
Hegel occupies a special place in Tabatabai’s thought. He wrote his Ph.D. dissertation
on Hegel (titled Essai sur le discours politique hégélien: Geneése, 1793-1806) and he was
emphatic that Hegel is the key thinker for understanding modernity.*® Before turning
to specifically Hegelian aspects of Tabatabai’s thought, one must mention his reaction
to the Popperian critique of Hegel, which became prominent in the 1980s. In a 1986
book review titled “Three Narratives of Hegel’s Political Philosophy,” Tabatabai critically
examined the Persian translation of three books partially discussing Hegel’s
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philosophy.** One of these was the Persian translation of Popper’s The Open Society and
Its Enemies, which, given its previously discussed powerful impact on Iranian intellec-
tuals, we will concentrate on. According to Tabatabai, Popper’s interpretation of Hegel
is neither coherent nor accurate.”® He argued that Popper, by neglecting the theoretical
foundations of Hegel’s thought, makes only a superficial comparison of some of Hegel’s
assertions with the ideas of National Socialist theorists.”" Accordingly, Popper is not able
to distinguish between Hegelian political thought and independently-formulated ideol-
ogies of the twentieth century. There is no doubt that Hegel is one of the greatest repre-
sentatives of social liberalism, Tabatabai conceded, of which Popper is also an advocate;
but Hegel’s thought is fundamentally different from Nazi ideology.’® Tabatabai believed
that Hegel’s political philosophy could be criticized in other ways. For instance, the
superior position of the state in Hegel’s political thought, and his excessive attention
to Volk or nation are among the issues that should be evaluated in light of the evolution
of liberal thought; topics that Popper avoids addressing appropriately.”®> According to
Tabatabai, the reason why Popper tries to introduce Hegel as a theorist of totalitarianism
stems from the fact that he has never examined Hegel’s political and social writings with
sufficient precision. Tabatabai is of the opinion that Hegel considers freedom to be the
essential feature of humanity, and claims that this freedom will be achieved when the
right to private property is recognized. Besides, under the influence of liberal economists,
particularly Adam Smith and Adam Ferguson, Hegel was the first philosopher who dis-
tinguished between state and civil society, and, by considering civil society to be the locus
of freedom, acknowledged all the achievements of economic liberalism. Thus, contrary to
Popper, Hegel was never a ‘collectivist’ or socialist, and his political philosophy has
nothing to do with totalitarianism or fascism.>*

Given Tabatabai’s pronounced interest in Hegel’s thought, let us now turn to his
specific debt to his intellectual authority. One can mention three specific elements of
Tabatabai’s thought which are influenced by Hegel: 1. The idea of a philosophic
history, 2. Philosophy of religion, 3. A perspective on the ancient Persian state. Tabatabai
is a prolific writer with a rather extensive intellectual project and complex theoretical
system with many moving parts. In this brief discussion, however, we cannot but
speak succinctly of these three elements:

(1) Philosophic History. Between 1985 and 1987, Tabatabai published four book reviews
to assess the Persian translations of six books published on Hegel’s philosophy.
Examining these reviews shows that we are dealing with a thinker who, having
been equipped with a specialized approach, entered this field of thought in Iran
and intended to provide an accurate interpretation of Hegel’s philosophy. Tabata-
bai’s main objective in these reviews seems to be to explain some of the technical
concepts of Hegel’s philosophy, while providing exact equivalents for those concepts
in Persian. A thoughtful reading of these reviews, however, shows how Tabatabai
tries to calibrate Hegel’s philosophy to the specific context of Iranian society and
his own intellectual preoccupations. In his first book review, dedicated to examining
the Persian translation of Roger Garaudy’s La Pensée de Hegel by Bagher Parham,
Tabatabai contends that Hegel’s philosophy can — and should — pave the way
for ‘us Iranians,” who are tempted by the West, to understand the West, because
Hegel’s philosophical system occupies a specific place in Western thought.”
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According to Tabatabai, thinking about the foundations of Western civilization in
the modern era — at least from Descartes to German idealism — can not only
help us in confronting the West, but is also an essential tool for ‘re-thinking’
Iranian history, culture, and civilization. He then immediately points out that ‘re-
thinking’ will be possible only when we establish a sympathetic relationship with
Western thought and take it seriously. Thus, it is quite clear that Tabatabali, by refer-
ring to Western philosophers, especially Hegel, pursues his main goal, which is, in
his own words, tazakur-i sunnat (a critical return to tradition) instead of repeating
it.>® It should be noted, however, that Tabatabai is emphatic that his ‘critical return
to tradition’ has nothing to do with the nativism that has been popular among many
Iranian intellectuals for decades. Unlike these intellectuals, Tabatabai believed that
equipping oneself with Western philosophy and thought and approaching the tra-
dition in a critical perspective was the only way to overcome what he later called
the ‘deterioration of thought’ (zaval-i andishe) and ‘historical decadence’ (enhetat-
i tarikh-1) in Iran.”’In other words, Tabatabai’s return to the past has a critical com-
ponent that distinguishes it from simple praise of ‘our old tradition.” In fact, contrary
to what one might expect, Tabatabai’s take on Hegel’s philosophical history, when
applied to Iranian history, is anything but progressive. Iranian history is not a pro-
gressive march toward rationality and freedom, but rather the unfolding of a deca-
dent logic whose seed was sown centuries ago. The twist is that Tabatabai finds a
healthy tradition preceding the tradition which led to the eventual decadence of
Iranian civilization. We shall return to this idea later below.

Philosophy of Religion. Tabatabai’s third book review, published in November 1985,
was devoted to exploring the Persian translation of Amir Mehdi Badi’s Hegel et les
origines de la pensée contemporaine translated by Ahmad Aram.”® This review, as
the title suggests, examines the significant role the concept of spirit (Geist) plays
in Hegel’s philosophy. The review, however, turns out to be a very curious and sug-
gestive discussion of Hegel’s critique of religion. Before turning to Tabatabai’s com-
ments, one should bear in mind that his preoccupation with Hegel’s critique of
Christianity becomes significant when one considers that this review is written a
few years after the 1979 Islamic revolution: the event which shaped and profoundly
influenced the intellectual and academic lives of secular thinkers like Tabatabai.
Reading Tabatabai’s review, one clearly senses that Tabatabai’s main concern is
not a mere theoretical discussion about Hegel and the translation of his writings
into Persian, but rather the nature of Islam and the possibility of its reform. One
clue that clearly points toward Tabatabai’s preoccupation with Islam and Iran in
the guise of writing on Hegel and his critique of Christianity is the remarkable use
of specifically Muslim and Shiite terms such as tuzih al-masd’il (collections of juri-
dical edicts in Shii Islam), shari‘a (Islamic Law), kalam (Islamic dialectical theology),
figh (Muslim jurisprudence), hawzah ‘ilmiyah (Shii seminary), hujra (the dormitory
of students in Shii seminaries), and talaba (student in a Shii seminary) when discuss-
ing Christian concepts and Hegel’s biography. This curious terminology leads to
some playful claims in Tabatabai’s review, like that when the French Revolution
took place, Hegel was a talaba in the hawzah ‘ilmiyah of Tiibingen and lived in a
hujra. This is when, Tabatabai claims, that along with others, Hegel put the tra-
ditional tuzih al-masa’il aside and began reading Rousseau.>
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In his review, Tabatabai points to Hegel’s turn from the study of conventional
theological writings to Rousseau’s Social Contract during his student days at Tibin-
gen, in the same period that the revolution was underway in France.® It is in this
period that Hegel was concerned with the absence of religious reform in France, Taba-
tabai emphasizes, the religious reform which, in Hegel’s opinion, is the main prerequi-
site of all true revolutions. Tabatabai claims that Hegel decided to introduce his
distinctive philosophical interpretation of Christianity to be free of the Christian
petrified theology, which he considered as one of the main reasons for social and pol-
itical decadence in Germany. According to Tabatabai, Hegel engaged in this work of
(re)interpretation because he intended to provide a true context for any potential
revolution in his country. Tabatabai then attempts to explain how Hegel strived to
replace positive religion, which in Hegel’s view emanates from a literal interpretation,
with subjective religion, which was based on the spirit of Christianity. Tabatabai
explains that Hegel’s subjective religion is related to Rousseau’s idea of religion
civile, famously developed in his Social Contract.’! He claims that, for both Rousseau
and Hegel, Christianity in its traditional version is a religion of slavery and servitude.
For this reason, the two philosophers sought to reconcile Christianity with the
freedom of man by formulating civil religion and subjective religion, respectively.
The literal interpretation of Christianity is an attempt to reduce religion to a set of
positive laws and ceremonies, which are imposed by an alien God. Based on this
interpretation of both Christianity and Judaism, Hegel was able to explain the self-
alienation of human beings and the alteration of religion into a set of positive laws.
Hegel criticized the positive understanding of Christianity because he believed that
this Christianity provoked an unsolvable discord between man and God, giving
birth to an irreconcilable conflict between the free will of man and the necessity
and immutability of divine laws.*

Tabatabai’s occupation with Hegel’s philosophy of religion, especially his idea that
without religious reform, any revolution would lead to terror, implies a critical atti-
tude on Tabatabai’s part toward contemporary events. In that context, and for that
purpose, commenting on the philosophy of Hegel seems to have been Tabatabai’s
way of voicing his views more prudently: he employed Hegel as a spokesperson, a
suitable vehicle for conveying his own ideas because Hegel’s critique of positivity in
Christianity and Judaism might be as easily applied to Islam as well.”> Islam is a reli-
gion of law, a divine law (shari‘a), also creating a division between a law-giving god
(shari‘) and law-abiding believer. This division can be understood, in Hegelian terms
famously described in the Phenomenology, as Herrschaft und Knechtschaft (lordship
and bondage). Considering Hegel’s view that ‘a people which has a bad concept of
God also has a bad state, a bad government, and bad laws,” one can argue that a tyr-
annical regime is a direct result of the relationship between tyrant God and slave
man.®* Tabatabai returned to these issues later in 1995 in an interview with the
Journal of Naqd va Nazar in Persian and in a more outspoken fashion in a French
interview with Libération.®® In his interview with Nagd va Nazar, Tabatabai explains
that Judaism, according to Hegel, is a religion that leads only to dictatorship. Because
in this religion the relationship between man and God is based on master/slave
relation, that is tyrannical one. This relationship is rooted in the tyrannical character
of the Jewish God.®
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3. Hegel and Persia. Publishing the first volume of his three-volume ta’ammuli dar
barah-i Iran (A Reflection on Iran) in 2002, Tabatabai returned to Hegel.67 But
this time, Hegel’s interpretation of ancient Persia developed in Lectures on the Philos-
ophy of World History occupied a prominent place in Tabatabai’s discussion. Tabtabai
begins here from Emile Benveniste’s work on Indo-European languages and high-
lights the fact that the Iranians were the first people who established a unique political
system called shahanshahi — a regime ruled by a shahanshah (King of Kings).®® Taba-
tabai mentions that Benveniste’s linguistic research seeks to trace the emergence of the
concept of absolute power in Iranian civilization.®” But he immediately adds that this
absolute power should not be confused with the idea of oriental despotism formulated
famously by Karl Wittfogel. Tabatabai, on the contrary, believes that, although the
power of the pre-Islamic Shahanshah was absolute, it had nothing to do with auto-
cracy and despotism. To emphasize this idea, Tabatabai refers to a study by Clarisse
Herrenschmidt in which the author, criticizing Wittfogel’s ‘ideological attitude’ and
adopting a Hegelian approach, demonstrates that whenever the Iranians conquered
a land, they acknowledged and respected the customs and even the religious beliefs
of the inhabitants and, therefore, the Iranian empire could not be considered des-
potic.”°This opens the way for Tabatabai’s turn toward Hegel’s idea that the Iranians
were the ‘first historical people’ and Iran was the ‘first imperial state’ or Reich.”'
According to Tabatabai, the Hegelian Reich, which is equivalent to the shahanshahi
political order, is conceived out of philosophical foundations that distinguish it
from the concept of empire as understood, for instance, among the Indians or the
Chinese.”” It was in ancient Persia for the first time that the light of self-consciousness
as a ‘relation to other’ (Beziehung auf Anderes) was formulated by Zarathustra and
then led to a unity between the natural and the spiritual.”® The identity of the identity
and difference and the relation to the other, viz. self-consciousness (individuality and
independence) developed for the first time in the philosophy of Zarathustra and
then became a theoretical foundation for the concept of a distinctive political
order, shahanshahi, because shahanshahi was nothing but the unity of different
states which yet maintain their independence.”* According to Tabatabai, from a Hege-
lian point of view, the Iranian empire could not be considered a state but as a state of
states. If so, the Iranian empire has nothing to do with despotism or the unification of
states at the cost of losing their difference and independence.”

Tabatabai’s main purpose in offering these theoretico-historical reflections is to criti-
cize the Islamic political order formed after the conquest of the Sassanid Empire in 651
CE as the onset of decadence.”® He claims that in contrast to the pre-Islamic Persian pol-
itical order, the Islamic regime tended to fortify the unity at the cost of undermining
plurality and differences.”” Tabatabai is of the opinion that, during this period, although
the shahanshahi political order was absent and was replaced by an absolute monarchy,
the pre-Islamic spirit was revived under what he calls the Iranshahri thought.”® This is
perhaps one of the most intriguing aspects of Tabatabai’s thought that we cannot
develop in full here. Briefly speaking, Tabatabai seems to introduce two narratives con-
cerning Iranshahri thought: Iranshahri political thought and Iranshahri spirit. When it
comes to Iranshahri political thought, Tabatabai asserts that it was founded on the
concept of ruling based on ‘consent’ and the idea of ‘common interests.” During the
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Islamic period, however, this fundamental feature was gradually abandoned, and the
scene was prepared for the emergence of the absolute monarchy based on ‘coercion,’
exercised by different Muslim dynasties. As for the Iranshahri spirit, Tabatabai tends
to highlight the prominent role of human reason in the eyes of Iranian philosophers
such as Al-Farabi, Ibn Miskawayh, and Abu al-Hasan al-‘Amiri. Considering the contra-
diction between reason and divine revelation, these philosophers put all their efforts into
providing an interpretation of Islam within the boundaries of reason. Tabatabai believes
that this rational interpretation was the legacy of the Iranshahri way of thinking and the
Greek tradition, which passed on to the Islamic era and paved the way for the ‘golden age
of Persia’”® from the 8th to 11th centuries. Gradually, Tabatabai claimed, Iranshahri
thought, as a crucial element of the Iranian cultural unity, moved into the realm of lit-
erature and mysticism.*® Tabatabai believes that because of some fundamental barriers
during this period, Iranshahri thought was unable to influence or change the realm of
politics. That is why the Iranians decided to preserve this element of unity in the
realm of literature and mysticism. According to Tabatabai, the main secret of the ‘con-
tinuity of Iranian identity’ lies in these events and fundamental intellectual
perspectives.81

6. Conclusion

That an early nineteenth-century German philosopher with a famously obscure language
could become the subject of intense discussion for more than a century among intellec-
tuals of a Shiite majority country in the throes of political, religious, and modernization
crises, so much so that association with his name and philosophy became a term of abuse
or praise, is one of the most curious cases in Iranian intellectual history.* Finding
another example of a similar event in recent times is difficult; perhaps only the
debates around Heidegger’s association with Nazism and his intellectual pedigree
could be compared to it.*’ In the case of Hegel, Popper’s combative treatment, widely
dismissed by scholars of all persuasions, seems to be the only example.** In other
Middle Eastern countries, perhaps only Averroes and his legacy have proved so contro-
versial; but given Averroes’s status as a Muslim philosopher, one can make the case that
the controversy and interest surrounding his thought and legacy have some justifica-
tion.*> One cannot easily make a similar case for the interest in and controversy
around Hegel in Iran. Popper saw his own diatribe against Plato and Hegel as his own
contribution to ‘war effort’ against the prospects of a Nazi-dominated world.*® It is
not an exaggeration to see the debate about Hegel in Iran through similar lenses: in
the war of ideas around the prospects of modernization in Iran, Hegel appeared like a
living figure. Facing the degenerate state of a former influential nation in the nineteenth
century, translating Marxists’ recipes for a third-world country, dealing with the modern-
ism of the Pahlavis, debating the legacy of a religious revolution, and reformulating a
modern nationalism inside an increasingly secularized political discourse, Hegel
became an ally or a foe to Iranian intellectuals of different persuasions. The debate
around his thought was also the contribution of intellectuals to the war effort, and the
legacy of a vibrant intellectual culture negotiating the relationship between modernity,
Islam, and nationalism.
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