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Monavar al-Fekr and the duality
of “law” and “consciousness”

Ata’ollah Karimzadeh”
Abbas Manoochehri”
SohrabYazdani™

The engagement of Iranian intellectuals in the late Qajar era with
the concept of “progress” led to the emergence of the idea of
“progress” as a central concern for Iran. In other words, the idea of
“progress” was understood as a comprehensive framework within
which the crises and issues of Iran’s political and social structures
during the Qajar period could be addressed. This article argues that,
regarding the idea of “progress” in Iran, two distinct intellectual
currents can be identified: “rule-of-law  orientation” and
“consciousness-orientation.” The first current views Iran’s progress as
achievable through liberation from decline and social malaise via the
establishment of law and governance under the rule of law. The
second current, by contrast, conceives of progress as attainable
through the creation of public and social consciousness among
Iranians.Despite their differences, neither current was able to
formulate fundamental questions or corresponding solutions
independently of what they had borrowed from the FEuropean
conception of “progress,” due to internal intellectual contradictions
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and a lack of historical contextualization. As a result, both faced
various forms of “impasse in thought and action.” The research
methodology of this article is based on content analysis and library
research, employing Gadamer’s “fusion of horizons” as the
interpretive framework.

Keywords: intellectual history, progress, law, Consciousness,
Impasse.

Introduction

The encounter of Iranians with Western civilization during the
Qajar era, particularly in the Nasserian period, gave rise to a dual
negative and positive orientation. From the negative perspective,
attention was directed toward identifying the causes of Iran’s
backwardness and decline, while from the positive perspective, the
demand for progress and reform emerged among reformists and
officials operating within the state. This process gradually led, in the
intellectual sphere, to the appearance of Iranian “intellectuals.”

As a result of Iran’s encounter with modernity, a form of “de-
historicization” took shape, whereby contemporary Iran was perceived
as backward and the West as “advanced,” producing a condition of
historical “non-simultaneity.” Consequently, Iranian intellectualism
severed its connection with ancient tradition and was unable to clearly
determine its “point of standing” in relation to that tradition.

Nevertheless, Qajar-era Iranian intellectuals cannot be subsumed
under a single, unified idea. This article maintains that because the
various intellectual approaches of the Qajar period were shaped by
Eurocentrism, they were unable to pose fundamental questions that
could yield contextually appropriate answers.

Research Background

Based on the literature reviewed in this article, two categories of
works can be identified. According to researchers such as Seyyed
Javad Tabataba’i, Mashallah Ajoudani, and Hasan Ghazi Moradi, the
questions and responses of Iranian intellectuals were largely
Eurocentric from the outset, and they often linked their thoughts,
sometimes inconsistently, to pre-Islamic or Islamic Iran. This, in turn,
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led them to encounter different forms of “impasse” in both thought
and action. In contrast, scholars such as Hossein Abadian and Davoud
Firouhi argue that the Iranian intellectuals sought to establish a
connection between tradition and modernity, though they were not
necessarily successful, because fundamental questioning of tradition
was lacking. Endless debates arose, which were characterized by a
“continuity in rupture.”

Research Approach and Methodology

The research method employed in this article is based on document
study and the exegesis and interpretation of the texts of the thinkers
under discussion. Using the approach of “intellectual history” and the
method of Gadamer’s “fusion of horizons,” the understanding of
Iranian intellectuals during the Nasserian era regarding the concepts of
“law” and “consciousness” will be analyzed in relation to the idea of
“progress.” While “history of thought” studies ideas and works over
time, “intellectual history” elucidates the conceptual characteristics of
a particular historical period. That is, the “spirit of the age” becomes
significant within a specific place and time. Moreover, in the method
of “fusion of horizons,” understanding the ideas and thoughts of a
historical period other than the researcher’s own context can be
achieved by posing questions or applying concepts that have defined
meaning within the researcher’s horizon to interpret the ideas in
another horizon, that of a different historical period. Gadamer’s
“fusion of horizons” holds that new perspectives can emerge from the
interaction of horizons, surpassing fixed and static viewpoints.

Research Findings
The idea of “progress” as the Intellectual basis of Monavar al-
Fekri

The encounter of Iranians with the West, like other Eastern and
Muslim nations, gave rise to thinkers who faced the question of how
to respond to Western civilization in both religious and non-religious
domains. What occupied the Iranian intellectuals was the issue of
Western civilizational, scientific, and technological progress; that is,
while they regarded the West as progressive and civilized, Iran was
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perceived to be in a state of “decline.” Although these intellectuals
sought progress and advancement, different pathways, whether
individual or collective, are evident in their writings. Overall, the main
framework of Qajar-era Iranian enlightenment thought can be
examined through two dimensions: “law” and “consciousness.”

The “Law-Oriented” Current

According to Malek al-Molk Khan, “law” provides the means to
overcome the humiliation and suffering that characterized Iran at the
time. He advocated a “regulatory system,” whose outcome would be
“rule of law,” situating the Shah within a context of “constitutional
despotism.” It can be argued that Malek al-Molk Khan’s “regulated
state” did not aim to limit the king’s power, but rather sought to
ensure that all institutions were legally subordinate to the monarch in
order to enable progress. Moreover, while the government establishes
laws, the subjects do not gain rights per se; rather, equality is realized
in the obligation to obey. Malek sought to integrate certain Shari‘a
rulings under the cover of governmental laws, which, alongside
existing civil laws, would serve as a model for Iranian governance.

Mostashar al-Dawla similarly considered the establishment of new
laws as the path to progress and the means to avoid dangers for Iran.
The creation of “law” was viewed as indispensable, both to institute
positive rights and to ensure equality before the law, with government
agents held accountable to the public. In this way, both “state and
nation” are obliged to comply with the instituted law, which he
described as “one word,” a principle with precedent in Islam. The
cornerstone of Mostashar al-Dawla’s idea is that establishing law and
rights as a prior condition, while legalizing the system of power and
monarchy and determining its authority, could also recognize the
rights of Iranian subjects based on Shari‘a. The integration of Shari‘a-
based pre-existing rights with Western-adopted positive rights would
accomplish this objective.

The “Consciousness-Oriented” Intellectual Current

Akhundzadeh argued that kings, rulers, and all inhabitants of Iran
were largely unaware of science, law, and politics, and that there was
little inclination toward learning. Therefore, these elements had to be



14 / Pizhithish-i siyasat-i nazari

acquired from Europe to reform politics and monarchy in Iran.
According to Akhundzadeh, the king of Iran was ignorant and
unaware of the spirit of the age, and the court environment constituted
his world. He also criticized the people of Iran, arguing that if the
subjects were aware of “freedom and human rights,” they could free
themselves from despotism. Thus, Akhundzadeh viewed the
possibility of liberation from despotism and fanaticism as achievable
through engagement with knowledge, which in turn required
progress.Another pro—“consciousness” thinker, Mirza Agha Khan
Kermani, argued that contemporary European progress was founded
on “ideas of freedom and equality of rights,” whereas the inhabitants
of Iran had experienced reverse progress, regression, and decline.
Coercion, oppression, and domination had served as the model for all
Iranian rulers. In effect, the history of Iran was a “history of kings” or
“history from above,” in which the people (the subjects) were not only
ignored but lacked objective existence. Mirza Agha Khan also held
princes, governors, scholars, and the clergy responsible for the
perpetuation of this situation. Like Akhundzadeh, he argued that “the
foundation of civilization and progress for any nation lies in the
advancement of knowledge,” which in turn  generates
“consciousness.”

Conclusion

Although all thinkers of the Qajar era adhered to the idea of
“progress” until the establishment of the Constitutional Revolution,
the rupture—continuity of ancient traditions and their connection with
modernity were not adequately traced, and their imported ideas
ultimately led to a form of “equivalence” with ancient and Islamic
thought. The Iranian intellectuals, since they mostly focused on the
technical aspects of Western progress and civilization and were
largely unaware of its political, social, and intellectual history, paid
little attention to, or were unaware of, the historically grounded
political, social, and intellectual realities of Iran.The “law-oriented”
intellectual current emphasized “law” within a monarchical system,
exemplifying a form of “constitutional despotism.” Consequently,
their ideas did not produce an epistemological transformation in Iran’s
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intellectual system or in its political and social history.The
“consciousness-oriented” current, although politically and socially
revolutionary in orientation, faced internal contradictions that made
the creation of coherent, actionable ideas impossible. Even when they
spoke of public awareness, tyranny, oppression, and religious rigidity,
they lacked self-contained, contextually rooted questioning, instead
primarily referencing European civilizational developments.
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