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Int. J. Middle East Stud. 4 (I973), I90-203 Printed in Great Britain 

Mohammad Ali Jazayery 

AHMAD KASRAVI AND THE 

CONTROVERSY OVER PERSIAN POETRY 

1. KASRAVI'S ANALYSIS OF PERSIAN POETRY 

INTRODUCTION 

The period between the early I930s and I946 witnessed in Iran an intellectual 

phenomenon unique in the recent history of that country. This phenomenon 
was embodied in the person of Ahmad Kasravi (I890-I946), one of the illus- 
trious figures of Iran in the realms of scholarship and social reforms. Kasravi 
was a man of considerable and varied intellectual talents and great courage. 
His activities were spread over a very wide range. He became the center of 

many controversies, not the least important and widespread of which was that 

concerning classical Persian poetry. It is with this aspect of his work that the 

present series of papers is concerned.' 
The three-part series will be devoted primarily to the presentation of Kasravi's 

ideas on the subject, the arguments of his opponents against him, and his 
reaction to those arguments. This first installment will present Kasravi's 

arguments, and will consist of three parts: (A) a brief outline of his life and 
activities, and his motives in those of his activities which included his critical 
evaluation of Persian literature; (B) the premises on which he based his analysis 
of poetry; and (C) his analysis particularly in regard to the poets Khayyam, 
Rumi, Sa'di, and HaIfiz. 

A. THE MAN AND HIS MOTIVES 

Ahmad Kasravi was born in A.H. 1308 (A.D. I890), in the city of Tabriz, seat 
of the Iranian northwestern province of Azerbaijan. He received a religious 
education in Tabriz, where he attended the traditional maktabs and madrasas, 
studied the modern sciences on his own, and learned English at the American 

missionary school. At the age of twenty he reluctantly joined the clergy, forced 

by his relatives and in compliance with his late father's expressed wishes. 
In less than two years, however, his unorthodox sermons and liberal activities, 

This is a revised and expanded version of a paper entitled 'Ahmad Kasravi's Views 
on Persian Literature', read on 14 April I965, before the Islamic Section of the American 
Oriental Society, at the Society's I75th annual meeting, held in Chicago, Illinois. I use 
the IJMlES' transliteration symbols, except that I use ow and ey rather than aw and 
ay. 

I90 
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Kasravi' s analysis of Persian poetry 91 

intensified after the Russian forces occupied Tabriz, added to his already 
well-known open-minded and liberal views on religion, attracted increasingly 
intense hostility from other religious leaders, and he left the clergy. After 
a short period of teaching secondary-school Arabic in Tabriz, and about six 
months in that city's Department of Justice, he went to Tehran, where he 
started a career in the Ministry of Justice which lasted some twelve years and 
took him all over the country on important assignments, usually as a 'trouble 
shooter' handling explosive situations. After the last of these assignments, 
which was in the southwestern province of Khiuzistan and had political 
ramifications, he returned to Tehran in early 1925. After a short term as District 

Attorney for Tehran and a brief interlude as a lawyer, he was appointed President 
of Courts of First Instance in Tehran. It was in this post that, in I929, he 
returned a verdict against the Royal Court in favor of a group of peasants. 
He left the Ministry of Justice soon afterward, and reopened his law practice, 
which he continued for many years.' For a while he also taught history in the 

University of Tehran, which, as we shall see (in the second installment of this 

paper), he left because of his unwillingness to retract his statements on Persian 
literature. 

While still a young man in Tabriz, Kasravi became a serious seeker after 

knowledge and a bold, unorthodox examiner and questioner of well-established 
ideas and traditions, both in matters of scholarship and in matters which had 
to do with society and culture. He became an avid reader and, in time, developed 
an acute critical sense which penetrated beyond the surface of age-old and 

universally held dogmas and assumptions. 
Kasravi's major scholarly interest was history, to which he later added 

linguistics. In the former field his masterpiece is the multi-volume history of 
the I906 Iranian Revolution, constitutional government and subsequent events 
until I924. The final version is a work of first-rate historical scholarship. It 
was the first well-researched, methodically done record of a very important 
and exciting period in Iran's history, and remains the most reliable and honest 
Iranian treatment of the period, though it no doubt contains errors of fact and 
perhaps also of interpretation.2 He also wrote several other important books 

I This sketch of Kasravi's life is based on his autobiographical works: Zindigdni-yi 
Man [My Life], and Dah Sal dar 'Adliyyih [Ten Years in the Justice Department], and 
a brief lecture 'Chira az 'Adliyyih Biruin Amadam?' [Why Did I Leave the Justice 
Department?]. These works, all originally published in I323 (I944-5), were later 
published under one cover, in Tehran, 1339 (I950), which is the edition used here. 
William C. Staley Jr. covers Kasravi's first thirty years in his 'The Intellectual Develop- 
ment of Ahmad Kasravi' (Princeton University dissertation, 1966). 

2 Expanded from a series of his articles in Arabic, published in Syria, the first book 
version was called Tdrikh-i Hijdah-Sale-yi Azarbayjan [Eighteen-Year History of 
Azerbaijan] (6 vols., Tehran, I312-2I/I933-42), and was primarily devoted, especially 
in the earlier volumes, to the developments in that province. The first two volumes 
were later revised and greatly expanded in three volumes, retitled Tdrikh-i Mashru'ti-yi 
Iran [The History of the Iranian (Revolution for) Constitution(al) Government] 
(3 vols., Tehran, 1319-22/I940-3). The result is a seven-volume history of the Revo- 

13 MES 4 2 
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192 Mohammad Ali Jazayery 

on the history of Iran.I His publications in linguistics include a very significant 
monograph in which he introduced and discussed Azeri, an Iranian dialect 
which was the language of Azerbaijan before it was replaced by Turkish, and 
a study of some 8,000 place-names in Iran.2 He also extensively published his 
views on reforming the Persian language.3 

Kasravi is best known outside of Iran for his scholarly work, which is praised 
and frequently referred to. He retained interest in history and linguistics until 
his death, but in the early I930s he began a new phase in his career, in which 
he studied Iran's social problems in great detail and suggested solutions for 
them. He combined his teachings into an ideological whole, which he often 
referred to as Pdkdinz, and sometimes as Azddigi. He considered this aspect 
of his activities as his true mission in life, and thenceforward subordinated 

everything else to it. 
Kasravi first presented his social views in the newspapers in the late I920S 

and early I930s, and then in a two-volume book published in 1933-4 which 
received a good deal of attention in Iran and elsewhere. But the major vehicles 
for spreading his views from I933 on were two periodicals and a daily paper, 
all of which he edited and published, some sixty books, and frequent lectures 

(usually to small groups). His social writings enveloped the entire range of 

culture, including religion, philosophy, economics, education, government, 
women, and literature.4 

lution, for volume 3 of the new (and retitled) edition leaves off where volume 3 of the 
old edition begins. The complete work is now available in two large volumes, which 
have gone through several editions. One contains the three revised volumes, and the 
other one contains volumes 3-6 of the older edition (under the older title). 

I Another of his major contributions to history was a small monograph in which he 
reported his discovery that, contrary to accepted opinion, the Safavid dynasty was not 
descended from the prophet Muhammad: Sheykh .Saft va Tabdrash [Sheykh Safi and 
His Ancestry] (Tehran, 1321/I942). A third was the series Shahriydrdn-i Gumndm 
[with the English title Forgotten Rulers] (3 vols., Tehran, I307-8/I928-9), now available 
in a single volume. In this series (which was originally planned to run to seven or eight 
volumes) the author practically 'makes' history, recreating continuous histories of 
a number of Iranian ruling dynasties (in the Islamic era) which historians before him 
had failed completely to discover, or about which they had very scanty (and often 
inaccurate) knowledge. Kasravl also published Peyddyish-i Amrika [Discovery of 
America] (Tehran, I324/1945), and a translation (from the English) of some of the 
lives in Plutarch (Tehran, I3I4/I935). 

2 Azart ya Zaban-i Bastan-i Azarbaygdn [Azeri, or the Ancient Language of Azer- 
baijan] (Tehran, I304/I925) and Ndmhd-yi Shahrhd va Dihhd-yi Iran [Names of 
Towns and Villages of Iran] (2 vols., Tehran, I308-9/I929-30). 

3 Besides many articles on the subject, he wrote the monograph Zaban-i Pdk [The 
Purified Language] (Tehran, 1322/I943). A collection of his articles on language 
reform was published after his death: Zaban-i Farsi va Rdh-i Rasa va Tavand Gardd- 
n'dan-i an [The Persian Language and the Ways of Making it Perfect and Powerful], 
ed. Y. Zuka (Tehran, I334/I955). 

4 Among the newspapers which published some of Kasravi's earlier writings, the 
most important was Shafaq-i Surkh. His two-volume study, primarily of 'European- 
ization' and the attitude the East should adopt towards it, was entitled Ayin [Creed] 
(2 vols., Tehran, 13II-I2/I933-4). An Arabic translation was published in Egypt, and 

This content downloaded from 128.83.205.53 on Tue, 4 Feb 2014 14:12:55 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


Kasravi's analysis of Persian poetry 193 

In his prolific social writings Kasravi expressed his views with boldness and 

persistence, rejecting any kind of compromise. Hardly any cultural sacred cow 
was spared his severe and sometimes cutting critical whip. He found a friendly 
and sympathetic audience - first quite small, later somewhat larger - mostly 
among the educated youth, but also among those with little or no education. 
Around his ideas was formed an ideologically based reform group, called the 
Pdkdindn or Azddigdn. The group grew larger gradually and became increasingly 
more active, particularly after 194I, when freedom of assembly and organized 
activity was restored in the country. It is still active, and Kasravi's writings are 
still widely read, some of his books having gone through several editions. 

The activities of Kasravi and his supporters brought about widespread 
intellectual ferment, even if they are no longer as much in evidence as they 
were during his own lifetime. They have also aroused vehement and violent 

opposition from powerful groups in many quarters, including the clergy and 
the government. Some of Kasravi's books were banned, and his supporters 
have, from time to time, been persecuted, or at least socially ostracized. Threats 
were made on Kasravi's life, and one unsuccessful attempt was made to 
assassinate him in I945. He was charged in court with 'slander to Islam', and 
was finally assassinated on ii March 1946 during the last session of the pre- 
liminary hearings on those charges, held in the Palace of Justice in Tehran. 

Kasravi's interest and motive in studying and writing on Iranian society and 
culture, in its many aspects, were evidently far from purely academic. He saw 
a society which had become decadent and weak, and he wanted to evaluate 
the reasons for this despicable state of affairs and to find ways to remedy the 
situation. In his search both for cause and cure he looked back in history, of 
which he had a profound knowledge, and at human psychology. It was in this 
broad context that he developed his views on Persian poetry. 

Perhaps the two terms which best describe Kasravi as an intellectual leader, 
social reformist, scholar, and person, are 'rationalist' and 'iconoclast' - the 

excerpts in translation appeared in France, Britain, and Germany. (On these translations 
see Kasravi's Pursish va Pdsukh [Questions and Answers] (Tehran, 2nd ed., I325/1946). 
In 1312 (I933) he started the monthly periodical (during the first six months, fort- 
nightly) Peymdn, in which he developed many of his social ideas. It ceased publication 
in I32I (1942), when he started the daily Parcham. This appeared less than a year, and 
was followed by a weekly of the same name which was, in turn, after a very short time, 
replaced with a bi-weekly under the same title. The latter lasted six months only, 
during the first half of I322 (March-August I943). He published no other periodical 
after that, though he was about to start a newspaper when he was assassinated in 
March I946. Some of his many books on the broader subject of Iran's social problems 
are: Shi'igari [Shiism], Bahd'igarl [Bahaism], Dar Ptrdmun-i Isldm [On Islam], Sufitgari 
[Sufism], Pinddr-hd [Superstitions], Farhang-ast yd Neyrang? [Is it 'Education' or 
Deception?], all published in Tehran between 1320 and I324 (1941-5). Among the 
books devoted primarily to his own constructive views, published during the same 
period, are: Varjdvand Bunydd [Holy Foundation] (2 vols.), Khahardn va Dukhtardn-i 
Md [Our Sisters and Daughters], Farhang Chtst? [What is Education?], Kdr va Pishih 
va Pul [Labor, Jobs, and Money]. 

13-2 
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194 Mohammad Ali Jazayery 

latter in a sense a natural consequence of the former. Both of these features of 
his character were conspicuously evident in his pronouncements on Persian 
literature. He first began expounding his views on the subject in a systematic 
way in I934 in his journal Peymdn, which remained the major outlet for his 
ideas until I942. To the articles published there and elsewhere he added two 

monographs. In fact, however, there is hardly any of his works on social subjects 
in which he does not, directly or indirectly, touch on the subject.' 

B. KASRAVI'S PREMISES 

In his analysis and evaluation of Persian poetry, Kasravi proceeded from 
certain premises. The most important of these, his starting-point underlying 
all his social writings, was the idea that 'the source of man's actions is his 

brain; and the brain is governed by the ideas that are in it'.2 In other words, 
education, taken in the broadest sense - whether or not deliberate and/or 
structured, whether positive or negative - influences the individual. He is 

shaped, his mind influenced, his actions governed and directed, by all that 
enters his brain; his attitudes and motivations are formed, for the most part, by 
all the ideas to which he is exposed throughout life. Since poetry is one of the 
sources of ideas, especially in Iran, where people are exposed to it on a very 
large scale, Kasravi's motive and guiding principle in the analysis of Persian 

poetry, and the place of that analysis in his work on Iran's social problems, 
should not be difficult to understand.3 

Another of his premises was that poetry is only embellished speech, to which 

rhyme and rhythm and other artistic decorations are added, and that speech 
is not an end in itself. Embellished speech, he said, is not bad; indeed, it is 

good to pay attention to how one expresses oneself, to utter eloquent, well- 

arranged speech. Speech, however, is not an end itself, but a means for serving 
other purposes. It should be employed only as often and as much as needed.4 

For Kasravi, in poetry as in prose, meaning is the important thing; form is 

secondary. Between an artistically (i.e. formally) perfect poem with harmful 
content and a poem less perfect in form but more acceptable in terms of content, 

I His two independent book-length treatments of Persian literature are: Dar Pzrdmun-i 
Adabiyyat [On Literature] (Tehran, I323/I944); and .HIfiz Chih Migayad? [What 
does Hafiz Say?] (Tehran, 1322/1943), both of which have been reprinted several 

times, and which will in this paper be abbreviated as Adabiyyat and .Hdfiz respectively. 
A collection of some of his articles on literature was posthumously republished under 
the title Dar Prdamun-i Shi'r va Sha'iri [On Poetry and Poets], ed. Mir Mihdi Mu'bid 
(Tehran, I335/1956). This unsatisfactorily edited collection, which includes pieces by 
writers other than Kasravi, will be referred to as Shi'r. 

2 This premise is stated repeatedly in Kasravil's writings. See, e.g. .HIfiz, p. 20; 
Nik va Bad [Good and Evil] (Tehran, 1326/1947), pp. 31-3, 63-4. 

3 In this connexion, see .Sfitgari, ch. vi, 'How the Iranians Were Vanquished by 
the Mongols', and .Hdfiz, pp. 18-23, for a somewhat long discussion of the effect of 
Suifism. 

4 Adabiyyat, pp. 24-5. 
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Kasravi's analysis of Persian poetry 195 

he would readily choose the latter.' This premise-that of the primacy of 
content over form (which was by no means new with him) - is, of course, quite 
in keeping with the other premises; it is in a sense a logical extension of 
them. 

C. KASRAVI S ANALYSIS OF THE PERSIAN POETS 

It is well, at this juncture, to point out first that Kasravi concentrated on 

poetry only because it comprised the bulk of Persian literature, and he spoke 
of Persian poetry because he lived in, and was primarily concerned with, Iran. 

Secondly, he wished to apply the same principles and criteria to prose and, in 
the end, to all literary genres and forms, and to all literatures, not only Persian.2 

Thirdly, the bulk of his writings on Persian poetry concerned the classical 

period of Persian literature, which is generally considered to have terminated 
at the end of the fifteenth century. However, this was due only to the fact that 
the mass of Persian poetry, especially the type to which he objected, was 

produced during that period. 
Kasravi condemned much of Persian poetry for what he called the 'evil 

teachings' of many poets.3 He cited extensively from the work of these poets, 
particularly from the four most celebrated and revered poets - Khayyam, 
Rumi, Sa'di, and Hafiz. 

According to Kasravi, 'Umar Khayyam was, first and foremost, a Khardbdti, 
a term which appears frequently in classical Persian poetry to mean 'a haunter 
of taverns'. Kasravi said that Khayyam was the founder of Khardbdttgarz, 
which could perhaps be rendered as 'toperism' or 'tavernerism' in English, 
and which he considered as the root of Khayyam's basic philosophy. According 
to this idea, life is a futile thing. We do not know whence we have come into 
this world and whither we are going; nor why we are here and what we should 
do. Hence, we must not bother with the past nor think of the future. Instead, 
we must make the best of the here and now, and have a jolly good time. We must 
take refuge in wine, and forget our cares and concerns. With this philosophy 
Khayyam combined fatalism. Kasravi denounced the poet's philosophy, his 

Kasravi had quoted some poems composed during the Revolutionary period in 
his history of the I906 Revolution. Someone, referring to one of them, told Kasravi 
that he was not a Shi'r-shinds (connoisseur of poetry), because the poem, though 
having some poetic (i.e. artistic) merit, was weak. Kasravi answered that, even if it 
were weak, it was 'living speech', resulting from genuine emotions. 'All you look for 
is the play with words, while I'm looking at the meaning', he said (Adabiyydt, pp. 47-9). 

2 For example, he discussed the novel (a European literary form recently introduced 
in Iran) in a number of articles collected under the title Dar Pirdmun-i Rumdn [Concerning 
the Novel] (Tehran, I322/I943). 

3 'Evil teachings' is here used to translate the Persian bad-amuzi. This compound, 
though of a very common type, and though apparently readily understandable to 
a native speaker of Persian, has nevertheless connotations which only an extensive 
reading of Kasravi's works could make fully clear. 
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196 Mohammad Ali Jazayery 

preaching of futility and idleness, his insistence on fatalism, his excessive 

praise of wine.I 
Some people pointed out that many of the quatrains attributed to Khayyam 

were actually not his. Kasravi accepted this possibility, but reminded them 
that he was concerned with the body of poems attributed to Khayyam. He told 
them that their argument was, at any rate, an excuse, since it was this body 
of poems to which they were attached and which they so strongly praised, 
regardless of the actual authorship of each piece included in it. In the context 
in which he was talking, the question of actual authorship was irrelevant.2 
As to Khayyam the mathematician and astronomer, he said that he considered 
him a scientist and had never belittled him.3 

As for Rumi, he was a .Sufi mystic and preached .Sufi ideas. The .Sufis believe 
that man can join God and become one with Him. Kasravi considered this, 
with its ramifications and implications, as nothing but a series of unfounded 
and confusing delusions and hallucinations. The .Sufis conclude that there are 
no such things as good and evil or salvation and damnation. This view, in 
Kasravi's opinion, is utterly wrong; it is the basis of other misleading beliefs 
and has done untold harm. He asked why, if there are no such things as good 
and evil, should there be education or religion or any attempt at guiding 
mankind? The .Sufis' contempt for life also was rebuked by Kasravi, who 
believed that life is meant to be enjoyed.4 

Sufism, in fact, was a major object of Kasravi's attacks and a subject on 
which he wrote extensively as one of the chief causes of Iran's problems.5 This 
is not surprising for, despite its positive aspects (at least some of which Kasravi 

acknowledged), Sufism has indeed had 'deleterious effects' on Persian culture, 
as pointed out by Professor Jan Rypka, who believed that Sfifism, which he 
said at first expressed 'the opposition of the towns and guilds to the courts and 

feudalism', 'ultimately [served] the feudal lords as a means of retaining power 
by deluding the people as a whole. On the other hand,' Professor Rypka reminds 
us, 'mysticism is known to be a phenomenon accompanying economic depression. 
This fact would seem to be fully corroborated by the Persian people, who 
suffered atrociously from continual invasions and were exploited and plundered 
most shamelessly by the ruling classes.'6 Kasravi might agree with Rypka on 
this point, but would blame the .Sufis, especially their leaders, for contributing, 
through their teachings, not only to the economic problems of Iran, but, even 

I Adabiyydt, pp. 54-5; Shi'r, pp. 8I-2. On Khardbatigari, see also .Hfiz, pp. I2-I8; 
and Rdh-i Ristigadrz [The Road to Salvation] (3rd ed., Tehran, I338/I959), pp. 87-98. 

2 Adabiyyat, pp. 63-4, 94. 3 Shi'r, p. 81. 
4 On Rumi, see Adabiyydt, pp. 75-80. 
5 See, for example, .Sfiigari, cited in note 4, pp. 192-3. 
6 Jan Rypka, in History of Iranian Literature, written in collaboration with 0. Klima, 

V. Kubickova, F. Tauer, J. Becka, J. Cejpek, J. Marek, I. Hrbek and J. T. P. De Bruijn 
(ed. Karl Jahn, Dordrecht-Holland, 1968), p. 232. All the references to this book are 
to Rypka's own contribution, 'History of Persian Literature up to the Beginning of the 
20th Century', a section which appears on pp. 69-351. 
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Kasravi's analysis of Persian poetry I97 

more important, to the general decline in morale and in morals. And he would 

certainly agree with what Rypka went on to say on the negative aspects of 
Sufism; he would in fact concentrate on those aspects. Some of these are, in 

Rypka's words, 'aversion to the world', 'contempt of the intellect', the 'con- 

ception of "pure love"', which, among other things, promotes homosexuality, 
and 'an extravagant reliance upon God (tavakkul)' which leads to passivity, 
quietism and inertia among the people in general, and to vagrancy among the 
dervishes. 

Rypka pointed out the negative effects of Sufism on Persian literature, effects 
which Kasravi, in his concern for society as a whole, would find far less disastrous 
than the literary critic would assume.2 

Sa'di's poetry and prose, in Kasravi's analysis, contains all kinds of evil 

teachings. He persistently encourages fatalism. He presents, approvingly, the 
Sufi ideas on the worthlessness of life and the world. He preaches cowardice 
and hypocrisy. He is a shameless flatterer of the powerful and the wealthy. 
And he sometimes contradicts himself.3 Of his Gulistdn, Rypka said: 

The social conditions of the period are mirrored in the Gulistdn with all the specific 
virtues and vices of the Persian people. Oriental utilitarianism predominates, con- 
vincing proofs are given of the absurdity of the absolute axiom. In the controversy 
between wealth and poverty, Sa'di ironically praises the rich man.4 

Kasravi chastised Sa'di severely for lavishing praise on worthless and cruel 
men. Rypka had this to say on the subject: 

Sa'di himself says that he was driven by poverty to write panegyrics. But what must 
one think of a moralist who glorifies Hulagii-Khan, the man who had executed the 
Salghurid Seljuq-Shah, the same man whose praises our poet had sung a few months 
previously; who, forgetting that after the terrible devastation of Baghdad he had 
written a long elegy mourning the Caliph al-Musta'sim, who in turn had been made 
to suffer a most cruel death at the hands of none other than the same Hiilagii-Khan?5 

Kasravi could answer this rhetorical question quite easily, for he had no hesi- 
tation in considering Sa'di, on the basis of the poet's own writings, an un- 

principled and immoral person. Indeed, Kasravi found the poet's elegy on the 
Caliph al-Musta'sim also objectionable. Why is it, he asked, that Sa'di is so 

extravagant in mourning the death of one man, but forgets the thousands upon 
thousands of other people- men, women, and children - massacred by the 
Mongols?6 

Rypka, pp. 232-3. 
2 Rypka, p. 233. It may be of interest to note that, following the appearance of 

Kasravi's first comprehensive treatment of Persian poetry in I934, the late Professor 
Rypka, at the time representing Czechoslovakia at the millenary of the poet Firdowsi 
in Iran, along with a number of other foreign and Iranian scholars, called on Kasravi 
at his house, where some of his views were debated. For a brief report on this meeting 
by Kasravi, see Shi'r, pp. 46-7. 3 Adabiyyat, pp. 64-75. 

4 Rypka, p. 25I. 5 Ibid. p. 252. 
6 Adabiyydt, p. 69. 
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Kasravi found Sa'di's ugliest, most indecent writings in the fifth chapter of 
his Gulistdn. This is the chapter entitled 'Love and Youth', in which he talks 

openly of homosexual adventures. Kasravi found the open references to homo- 

sexuality in Sa'di and other poets extremely offensive and objectionable. He 
decried in the strongest of terms the publication of such harmful materials 
and the availability of them to innocent children and young people.I At a meeting 
with Persian Prime Minister Foroughi he produced several current newspapers 
containing poems with homosexual contents, and requested him to prevent the 

publication of similar poems in the future. According to Kasravi, Foroughi 
promised to do so, but nothing happened until Kasravi repeated his request to 
the latter's successor, Jam.2 

Kasravi's attacks on Sa'di did not prevent him from recognizing that poet's 
stylistic merits, both in poetry and prose. In fact, he frequently recommended 
Sa'di's Gulistdn as an example of good prose style to be imitated today, 
sometimes referring to the book as the best in the Persian language from the 

point of view of style, though - he emphasized - not of content.3 
The poet most discredited and despised by Kasravi was Hafiz, whose poetry 

he discussed at greater length than that of any other, and who was the only 
poet to whom he devoted an entire monograph.4 HaIfiz, Kasravi reminded us, 
was familiar with many things - Islam, Sufism, Khardbdttgarz, Greek philosophy, 
Iranian history and mythology, astrology, and the teachings of the fatalists. 
Kasravi claimed that there are contradictions among some of these, but that 
Hafiz, though primarily a Khardbdtz, was not seriously attached to anything; 
he simply used the concepts and terms found in these various sources in his 

poetry, which, for that reason, was confused and full of contradictions.5 His 
evil teachings included exaggerated praise of wine, very frequent disparagement 
of life and the world, encouragement of idleness and laziness - even shameless 

beggarliness - fatalism, bold blasphemy, and scorn of reason. Some of his 

poetry consisted merely of meaningless jumbles of words, foolish prattle, and 
I The word 'homosexual' is often rendered in Persian as bachchihbaz (less commonly 

sddihbaz, the term preferred by Kasravi), and 'homosexuality' as bachchihbadz (or 
sddihbazi). The English and Persian terms, however, do not really have fully corre- 
sponding meanings. In the first place, the Persian words refer to male homosexuality 
only. Secondly, they refer to the action of the partner that plays the role of the 'husband' 
in the homosexual act. Thirdly, the terms assume the other partner to be a child 
(bachchih), or a very young boy. Kasravi would no doubt object to, and strongly dis- 
approve of, homosexuality in any form. But in most of his references to the subject 
he is concerned with the fact that homosexuality is an abnormality and, even more 
important, with its moral and psychological damage to a child. To him the issue is 
a social one, so much so that he prescribes the death penalty for a man who has abused 
a child sexually (Varjavand Bunyad, p. 20 I). 

2 Adabiyydt, pp. I34-5. 
3 Ibid. p. 74; Zabdn-i Fdrsi... (cited in footnote 3, p. I92), p. 21. 
4 .Hafiz. He planned similar monographs on other major poets of Iran, at least on 

Sa'di and Khayyam, as he indicated in answer to a question from a reader in his 
biweekly Parcham, vol. I (1322/I943), p. I63, but death prevented him from carrying 
out his plan. 5 .Hfiz, pp. 7-I2. 
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muddled incoherent nonsense. He was a drunkard, a parasite, and a flatterer. 
He shamelessly boasted of homosexuality. In short, IHafiz was the worst of all 

poets, combining the faults of the other three already discussed, and adding 
some of his own.' 

Ha.fiz, Kasravi pointed out, was traditionally better known in Iran and, 
furthermore, had received far more attention in recent decades, than any of 
the other Persian poets.2 There were more editions of his divdn than those of 

any other, and quite likely more studies devoted to him. He had come to enjoy 
considerably more prestige in Iran than the other poets and, consequently, 
Kasravi felt that his evil teachings should be fought more vigorously.3 

It is often attempted, by those opposing Kasravi, to show that Hafiz' poems 
should be taken, not literally, but as symbolic expressions of lofty ideas and 
themes.4 Kasravi disagreed with this view. He pointed out, as others have, that 
it is often clear from the context that such words as 'wine', 'love', etc., were 
used by the poet in their literal senses.5 Furthermore, he found this kind of 

figurative language objectionable to begin with. If, for example, Hafiz used 
the phrase ptr-i meyfurush 'the old wine-seller' to mean the Imam 'Ali (the 
prophet Muhammad's son-in-law), as is often claimed, that very fact is a mark 

against the poet, who should be rebuked for such a disgraceful reference to 
'Ali.6 

There is evidence indicating that Hafiz did not always enjoy a good reputation 
with his own contemporaries or with later generations. According to Rypka: 

There can be no doubt that in spite of all the mystical camouflage the ancients 
rightly scented the infidel in Hafiz. This is attested by the anecdotes concerning 
the refusal of a ritual funeral and the threatened destruction of his grave under the 
Safavids. These accounts were certainly invented [Rypka believes], though in essence 
founded on truth. No less significant is the euphemism of the assiduous Jami [the 
fifteenth-century poet, considered the last of the great Sufis], who lived soon after, 
to the effect that it was impossible to ascertain to which Order Hafiz did belong ..7 

Somewhat more openly, and less tactfully, Kasravi would probably say: 'to 
none, and to all'; for Kasravi considered HaIfiz, over and above everything 
else, an unprincipled, flighty, everchanging man, adhering to nothing perma- 
nently or profoundly, and not even caring for his own good name.8 

Kasravi mentioned these four poets - Khayyam, Rumi, Sa'di, and Hafiz, 
especially the last of these - most frequently, and discussed them at greater 
length than he did any other. This is because they were the ones most widely 
read, most dogmatically admired, most extravagantly praised - and, therefore, 
according to his premise that the mind is influenced by what is presented to 
it -those that had done, and were doing, most harm. Now and then he 

I Ibid. pp. 39-46; Adabiyyat, pp. III--6 2 Adabiyydt, p. 83. 
3 Ibid. p. II7. 4 Rypka, pp. 266-7. 
5 .dHfiz, pp. 8-9; Adabiyyat, pp. 104-5. 6 .Hfiz, pp. 36-7; Shi'r, pp. 28-9, 6i-2. 
7 Rypka, p. 269. 8 .Hafiz, p. 39. 
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mentioned some of the other poets by name, such as Anvari, 'Attar, Nizami, 
Iraj Mirza, and others, but he did not analyse them or others in great detail.' 

These and many other Persian poets, Kasravi contended, have exerted 
harmful influence on the morals, the mind, and the morale of Iranians, rendering 
them - or a large number of them - unfit for a decent life. They have done 
this through their 'evil teachings'. Many of these teachings have been mentioned. 

Among the worst of them was fatalism. Another was taqyya - dissimulation 
in matters of religion (and, by extension, in other matters), a feature of the 
Shi'a sect of Islam.2 Kasravi also took Hafiz, Rium, and others severely to task 
for their disdain of reason.3 

To make matters worse, in Kasravi's view, many of the teachings embodied 
in Persian poetry are in conflict with one another. No wonder, therefore, says 
he, that the people of Iran are a confused, perplexed, indecisive people. Or that, 
exposed to such a vast array of conflicting ideas and teachings found in poetry, 
their mental and spiritual faculties have been weakened.4 This theme- that 
of the harm done by exposure to conflicting ideas and philosophies - is one that 
Kasravi applied to all cultural institutions, including religions. He pointed out 
that in Iran there were contradictory teachings within the various sources of 
ideas as well as among them, and that the total result was one of utter mental 
and spiritual confusion.5 

It was not only through their teachings that many poets had done harm, 
according to Kasravi. They had also set bad examples of conduct in their 
personal lives. Worst of all, they were incurable flatterers. They composed 
panegyrics in which they praised in the most extravagant terms wealthy men 
or men of power, many of whom were at best worthless. At worst, these men 
were unjust, cruel, and morally corrupt. Some poets even lavishly praised 
bloodthirsty beasts (as he would unhesitatingly refer to them) such as Tamerlane, 
Hulaguf, and the like. Flattery, he said, is, first of all, degrading. When a man 
makes a business of it, earning a living by it, it is even worse. And it is most 
repulsive when the object of flattery is a corrupt person or a tyrant, when 
someone applauds and praises such a person rather than condemns and censures 
him. Secondly, these eloquent poets invented excuses for every heinous act 

I See, for example, Shi'r, pp. 106-I4; Adabiyyat, pp. 30-3, 45-6, io6. 
2 Taqiyya was very offensive to Kasravi, who listed it among his objections to 

Shi'ism; e.g. in Bikhdnand va Ddvari Kunand [Let Them Read and Pass Judgement] 
(3rd ed., Tehran, I336/I957). This book was a revised version of Shi'igari (cited in 
note 4, pp. I92-3 above). 

3 Khirad, which is here rendered as 'reason', though this English word is inadequate, 
is very important in Kasravi's ideology. It is the faculty, inherent in man, of judging 
and distinguishing good from bad, right from wrong, true from false. He believed that 
the poets, and some other people, have done much to weaken this faculty in Iranians. 
On Khirad, see Dar Pzrdmun-i Khirad [Concerning Reason] (Tehran, 3rd ed., 1336/1957). 

4 Adabiyyat, pp. I23-7; Farhang Chist?, pp. I4-I6. On the effects of contradictory 
teachings, in poetry and prose, see also Nik va Bad (cited in footnote 2, p. 194), pp. 38-42. 

5 See, for example, Farhang Chist?, pp. 14-23, and Inqildb Chist? [What is Revolu- 
tion?] (Tehran, I336/I957; a collection of Kasravi's articles), pp. 40-2. 
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of their tyrant patrons, and by doing so they rendered a doubly harmful dis- 
service. On the one hand, they encouraged rulers in tyranny, drying up the 
well of compassion, the concern for justice, which may have existed, however 

weakly, in the hearts of some of them. On the other hand, they encouraged 
the people to tolerate injustice and cruelty and thus dulled or extinguished the 

feeling of resentment against tyranny and the desire to resist it that exists in 

everyone's nature. These poets sought money from kings and princes, using 
their poetry as their instrument of begging, and reduced themselves to beggars. 
If the objects of their praise refused to pay them they would, like vile presump- 
tuous beggars, turn around and compose invective satires on them. They used 
their poetry to blackmail people into paying them money. They might turn to 

satire, sometimes couched in the coarsest of words, upon the slightest provo- 
cation. 

As a side effect of these extravagant praises (and satires), Kasravi listed the 

damage they had done to the Persian language. This was accomplished by the 
fantastic hyperboles which the poets created or perpetuated, some of which, 
he felt, resembled the delirium produced by feverish sick minds. It is because 
of these, he said, that in Iran one becomes a thousand, and a thousand is 

nothing.2 Persian poets have damaged the language in other ways also; for 

example, by taking far too much liberty with the syntax, and by undue stress 
on rhyme and meter.3 

The preceding summary of Kasravi's views might create an impression that 
the largest portion of his writings on Persian poetry- perhaps all of it, in 
fact - dwelled on the negative character of that poetry. The impression would 
not be far wrong. His emphasis was, without a doubt, on the negative aspect. 
Indeed, there was no single article or monograph of his devoted exclusively to 
a discussion of anything positive about Persian poetry or to a 'good' Iranian 

poet. This is not to say, however, that he did not have anything positive to say 
about any poet. He believed that there were a very few poets of the past of 
whom Iranians could be proud, and whose names they should keep alive. Nor 
did he deny that poetry could be more appealing than prose, provided that it 
was not too affected in form and language. His complaint was that there was 

entirely too little such poetry in Persian, and that the number of poets worthy 
of praise was very small.4 

The epic poet Firdowsi was the one most admired by Kasravi for his patriotic 
poetry and for his service to the Persian language, as well as for the poetic 
merits of his poems.5 Among others he mentioned were Sana'i, Nasir-i Khusrow, 
and the less widely known Abu Hanifa Iskafi. Of recent poets, he had good 
words for 'Arif, Mirza 'Ali Akbar Sabir, who was connected with Mulla Nasr 

r Shi'r, pp. 19-21, 31; Adabiyyat, pp. 36-8; Sukhanrdnz-yi Kasrava dar Anjuman-i 
Adabi [Kasravi's Speech to the Literary Society (of Tehran)] (Tehran, 1343/I964), 
p. 35. The latter is reprinted from Peymdn. There will be more on this speech in the 
second part of this paper. 2 Shi'r, pp. 19-20, 26-7, 33, 37. 3 Ibid. pp. I6-I8. 

4 Ibid. pp. 15, 32, 76; Adabiyyat, pp. 51-2. 5 Shi'r, pp. 15, 32, 104. 
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al-Din, the humorous newspaper of the Revolutionary period, and, particularly, 
the poetess Parvin I'tisami. In praising these and other poets of whom he 

approved, however, Kasravi did not try to ignore their faults. Thus, he did not 
care for those of Firdowsi's verses which encouraged dictatorship and blind 
obedience to despotic rulers, nor did he admire his poetic hyperboles.2 In the 
case of Nasir-i Khusrow, Kasravi criticized him for his activities in propagating 
the Bdtinz religious sect, but approved of his poetry, which he considered a good 
example of literature.3 Of 'Arif, he said that he did have some faults, but 
that he was a good, honest, brave, upright man, not caring for material things 
(as did most Persian poets), and was never a hypocrite. 'Arif was unable, 
Kasravi said, to free himself from the shackles of traditions in Persian poetry, 
and so most of his work, written in the old style, was not worth much. The 

part of 'Arif's poetic composition which Kasravi considered praiseworthy was 
that consisting of his tasnifs (ballads), which (being topical, and so relevant 
to the times in which he wrote them) reflected genuine emotions, and became 

very popular.4 
We shall have more to say on Kasravi's opinions of Persian poetry and poets 

later, calling attention to the relevance and importance of considering some 
of his frequently ignored statements in arriving at a more accurate picture of 
his views. At this point, it is sufficient to say that the reason for his not writing 
more on the positive features of Persian poetry was the same as that for his 

writing more on the poets whose work he judged to be most harmful. In other 

words, Firdowsi, Parvin I'tisami, etc., were far less widely read than were 
those poets, and their poetry far less influential. A literary critic might take 
each and every poet and analyse his work. But Kasravi did not write as a literary 
critic. He was carrying on a campaign against the evils perpetrated in poetry; 
and he naturally dwelled on those poets in whose works he found such evils. 

Besides, there was no lack of people writing praises of the poets (good as well 
as bad ones). There was a lack of writers with enough insight, intellectual 

honesty, and courage to expose the evils in Persian poetry. And so Kasravi 

harped on those evils. Furthermore, those who wrote 'good' poetry - that is, 
poetry which was acceptable by moral standards, and which was not harmful 
to society - did not rate medals for 'good conduct' any more than an upright 
citizen who does not kill, steal, or commit other crimes. To be good is normal, 
and is to be expected of everyone. It is when a person deviates from the path 
of virtue, and causes harm to society, that he attracts attention and is - or 
should be - reprimanded or punished. 

I Ibid. p. 76; Adabiyyat, pp. 49-53. 
2 Adabiyydt, p. I79. On another occasion he was somewhat less enthusiastic about 

Firdowsi, saying that he was a good man, but that his poetry is full of words of praise 
for despotic kings and their courts, words which are harmful in this age and should 
be abolished. He concluded that the only benefits that could be derived from his book 
were in connexion with the language. (Farhang Chist?, p. 26.) 

3 Shi'r, p. I05. 4 Ibid. pp. 159-60; Adabiyyat, p. 52. 
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To recapitulate: Kasravi contended that most major Persian poets did not 

really have anything to say and merely wanted to play with words. They were 
interested in writing poetry for its own sake, certainly not for any useful or 
worth-while purpose. For them, content was not of the slightest importance. 
Anything at all - even nothing - would do for the topic of a poem. As long as 
such formal requirements as rhyme and rhythm were met, meaning did not 
matter in the least. The poem might even be completely meaningless gibberish. 
This lack of concern for meaning was particularly apparent in some ghazals, 
where each couplet might be entirely unrelated to the others. The poet might 
go from love in one couplet to philosophy in the next, then praise wine, then 

jump to fatalism, then sermonize, and so on. He was forced to do so because 
he was led, not by intelligence and thought, but by rhyme and meter.I Much 
of the damage done by poetry ensued from this urge to compose regardless of 
whether or not there was something to say. If each poet had been content with 

composing no more than Ioo sound and useful couplets throughout his life, 
it would have been far better for himself as well as for the people than leaving 
behind thousands of harmful couplets.2 

UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS AT AUSTIN 

Adabiyyat, pp. 35-6; Shi'r, pp. 71-2. Kasravi on one or two occasions analysed 
ghazals from Hafiz to illustrate his point; e.g. in Adabiyyat, pp. 84-9; .Hdfiz, pp. 46-9. 
The question of whether or not ghazals have 'unity' and coherence has been debated 
by a number of scholars for some time. See Rypka, pp. 269-71, for some of the views 
on the subject. 

2 Shi'r, p. I8. When, in response to Kasravi's objections to the various topics, themes, 
and 'conceits' used by the poets, they asked, 'What shall we do then? What shall we 
say if we don't say these things?', he unhesitatingly answered, 'Don't say anything! 
Why all this compulsion to talk?!' (Adabiyyat, pp. 46-7.) 
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