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Salame, Ghassan

Démocraties sans démocrates (Politique d'ouverture dans le monde arabe et
islamique)

Paris: Fayard, 1994, 452 pp.
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A Survey of Contemporary Persian Encyclopedias

Ehsan Yarshater

In this, the third installment of his articles about contemporary Persian
encyclopedias, the author reviews Da'erat al-Ma'aref Bozorg-e Eslami [the Great
Encyclopedia of Islam] The author begins by pointing to the fact that, unlike many
other works of this kind, most of the original research for the articles published in
this unique encyclopedia is based on extensive sources and documents available to
their writers within the Center of Da'erat al- Ma'aref Bozorg-e Eslami itself. While
referring to the extensive academic, technical and administrative facilities at the
disposal of the Center, the author describes, in some detail the various departments
of the center and their respective research directors.

The establishment of the Center and publication of the first six volumes
of its encyclopedia, the author believes, must be considered one of the most
significant cultural events not only in Iran but in the Islamic world. The originality
of the underlying research and the comprehensiveness of its articles clearly stand
out. Furthermore, in its meticulous attention to systematic documentation and to
appropriate and ample bibliographical references, this encyclopedia seems clearly
influenced by the academic and methodological models used in the writing of
western encyclopedias. In an extensive passage about the undeniable relevance of
western scholarly research and writing to the survival and growth of an authentic
system of scholarship in Iran, the author warns of the pitfalls of either emotional
and irrational denigration of western scholarship or undue deference to its scholars.

The main shortcomings of the published volumes are also highlighted in
the article. Specifically, the author refers, among other things, to an apparent
reluctance to cite western references, the undue concentration on the Arab regions
of the Islamic world, and the omission of certain important entries; an omission
which may perhaps be attributed to the prevailing cultural and political prejudices.



Contemporary Azeri Autobiographies

Hasan Javadi

In recent years, specially after the Islamic revolution, a number of memoirs and
autobiographical accounts have been written by members of Iran's different ethnic
groups and regions. The memoirs written by Azerbaijanis, who count perhaps
one third of Iran's population, can be divided into two distinct categories: those
that are not noticeably different from memoirs and autobiographical accounts
written by Iranians in general; and those that are specifically about events in
Azerbaijan or, if not written in Azeri, focus on the ethnic, linguistic, cultural
characteristic of Azerbaijan and its political and social developments.

The author begins by discussing two autobiographical accounts of the
fighting in Tabriz between the Royalists and Constitutionalists during the
constitutional revolution at the turn of the century. The memoirs of Seyyed Hasan
Taqi Zadeh, Ahmad Kasravi, and Mohammad Sa'ed Maraghe'i, who played a
prominent role in Iran's political and literary life in the first half of the 20th
century, are also surveyed in the first part of this article.

In the years following the establishment and fall of an autonomous
government in Azerbaijan in 1945-46, headed by Seyyed Ja'far Pishevari, a
number of its supporters published their memoirs. Most of these memoirs
depicting either the events leading to the birth and demise of the Pishevari's
government or the personal lives of their authors were published in the Northern
Azerbaijan and, along with those published in Iran, constitute a special category
within this genre.

Some of the Azari memoirs discussed in this article specifically deal with
either the Mosaddeq and oil nationalization period or the political ascendence of
the Shah. Part of Gohlam Hoseyn Sa'edi' interview in the Harvard University's
Oral History Program as well the reminiscences of Morteza Negahi based on his
recent travels to Iran, have also been surveyed by the author.



Memoirs of the Iranian Jews

Haideh Sahim

Although the Jews initially came to Iran as a foreign and non-Iranian group, they
soon settled down and began a long process of cultural and social interaction with
other groups in the Iranian plateau. Part of the history of this process, which has
lasted nearly three thousand years, has been told in a number of Jewish documents,
texts, memoirs and literary works which have been largely influenced by the
Iranian culture.

The article begins by reviewing a number of Biblical texts which shed
some light not only on the ancient history of Iran, its kings and life in the royal
courts but also on the life style of the jewish communities and their
interrelationship with the non-Jewish communities. The bulk of the article,
however, discusses a dozen Jewish memoirs and autobiographies that were written
during the Safavid, Afshar, Qajar or Pahlavi periods.

Numerous events and episodes described in these sources, which the
author believes have been largely ignored by the Iranian historiographers, draw a
detailed picture of the social life of the jewish communities in Iran, particularly in
Kashan, Herat and Mashhad and describe their inter-ethnic relations in various
periods of Iranian history. Furthermore, these sources provide vivid accounts of
forced conversion of Jews, characteristics and policies of a number of powerful
Iranian notables as well as certain economic features of the late Safavid period.

According to the author, the periods where Jewish communities in Iran
flourished and their members could play a significant role particularly in the
social, cultural and educational life of the country coincided with the existence of
relatively tolerant political systems. Conversely, whenever the reins of
government were controlled by the dominant religion, conducive to the recurrence
of religious intolerance and inter-sectarian tensions, the Jewish community in Iran
was forced into seclusion and inertia.



Alam's Memoirs and its Critics

Alinaqi Alikhani

The article begins by advancing the proposition that of all the memoirs of
influential notables and statesmen in the Iranian modern history none has been
written by so intimate a fiend and confidant of the sovereign as Asadollah Alam
who was a constant witness to the late Shah's daily political, social and private life
in the heyday of his personal power and international fame. Discussing a number
of the most serious reviews of the published volumes of Alam's memoirs, the
author divides them into two separate categories: Those which primarily deal with
the form and editorial aspects of the memoirs including proof of their authenticity
and the rationale for exclusion or inclusion of certain names and passages; and
those that are largely concerned with the substance of the published volumes such
as the appropriateness of the introductory chapters, the overall significance of the
memoirs and the nature of their contribution to a better understanding of the one of
the most dynamic and yet controversial periods of Iran' modern history.

In response to those who have criticized the author for some of his
disparaging remarks about the Shah's autocratic rule, he suggests that it was
imperative to put a work of this nature in proper historical context. Many Iranians,
the author believes, particularly the younger generation, have scant knowledge of
the relevant factors in the decision-making process of the period or of the seminal
social, economic and political developments which contributed to the gradual
transformation of the Shah's personal role in that process.

Referring to a number of reviews, the author also emphasizes the fact that
neither his introductory essay nor the memoirs themselves by any means belittle
the unprecedented economic and social achievements of the Pahlavi period. What
they bring to focus, he suggests, is the crucial relevance of a wider base of
political participation in the decision-making process to the survival of a
progressive social-and economic order which, so disastrously succumbed to the
winds of the revolution.



A Short History of Iranian Memoirs*

Ahmad Ashraf

A review of the literature on Iranian memoirs in both the ancient and Islamic
periods in Iranian history, particularly in reference to the similar literature in other
cultures and civilizations, has provided the basic premise for the following
conclusions.

It was the Achaemenid kings who, for the first, included personal and
autobiographical notes in their inscriptions which abound in uncommonly detailed
description of their past deeds, personal wishes or commands to their subjects.
Sassanian memoirs, due to the absence of personal data in their accounts, are
somewhat less revealing than those of the Achaemenid period. Nevertheless, with
their relatively extensive description of historical events, they remain a valuable
source and, compared to the memoirs of the Roman Emperor, Augustus, must be
considered of superior historical value.

In the memoirs written in the Islamic period, the "self", the person of the
writer, remains unobtrusive and is not directly described or revealed to the reader.
Yet, a variety of memoirs, including chronicles of the royal courts, travelogues,
diaries and scattered autobiographical references in Persian literary works which
are not unlike comparable western writings prior to the Age of Enlightenment,
merit to be considered as important biographical or autobiographical sources. A
number of personal monographs, short treatises, or parts of literary or historical
works of this period also include autobiographical notes and references. Indeed, a
large number of Iranian classical poets of this period have used their divans as a
medium to reveal facets of their private lives and personal experiences.

Finally, it should be noted that only in the Age of Enlightenment did
autobiographical works emerge as a distinct and powerful literary and historical
medium in the west and left its impact on modern Iranian writers of life-stories.

* Abstracts prepared by [ran Nameh
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