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Abstract

Following the Iranian Constitutional Revolution’s failure and the emergence of a new
atmosphere of political and cultural awakening, the second generation of Iranian intellectuals
adopted two divergent paths in their encounter with Western modern civilization. Using
historical analysis and content examination of two key Iranian periodicals, Kavehand lranshahr,
this study undertakes a comparative analysis of the perspectives of Sayyed Hassan Tagizadeh
and Hossein Kazemzadeh-Iranshahr. The present study investigates how these two second-
generation intellectuals conceptualized and interpreted Western civilization, and examines the
implications of their divergent approaches for understanding the project of modernity in Iran.
The findings show that Taqizadeh, using the metaphor of a “broken house,” attributed Iran’s
underdevelopment to the inadequacy of'its cultural, political, and civilizational structures, and
consequently advocated for the unconditional adoption of Western civilization. On the other
hand, Kazemzadeh-Iranshahr, using an ethically grounded critique, warned of the spiritual
crisis in Western societies and called for a critical appropriation and indigenization of Western
civilization based on the “national spirit” and the reconstruction of collective ethics. The
findings demonstrate that although both thinkers were concerned with Iran’s development, the
divergence between Taqizadeh’s positivist, techno-centric outlook and Iranshahr’s humanistic
and spiritual perspective highlights the profound discursive divide concerning modernity,
cultural identity, and the possibilities of development in twentieth-century Iran. These findings
contribute to a critical rethinking of modernization projects and their historical challenges in
contemporary Iran.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

The Qajar confrontation with Russia during the Twelve-year Wars can be considered
a turning point in Iranian history, which gave rise to various transformations. The
defeat by the Russian army and the consequent loss of vast Iranian territories
prompted a growing concern among Iranians to mobilize efforts to address the
issue; however, for a variety of reasons, these efforts ultimately failed. In the
years that followed, during the reign of Naser Al-Din Shah, Iranian intellectuals
sought to enlighten public opinion through the publication of treatises and writings,
calling for fundamental reforms in the cultural, political, economic, and social
spheres. These individuals were among the first generation of Iranian intellectuals
who, before the Constitutional Revolution, exerted considerable influence on the
formation of constitutionalist ideas and demands through the dissemination of
their works and beliefs. The second generation of reformist Iranian intellectuals
emerged following the failure of the Constitutional Revolution. This group also
aimed to enlighten public opinion, acquaint Iranians with their own past, guide
society toward development, and reveal the nature of Western colonialism. With the
efforts of Seyyed Hasan Taqizadeh and with the support of the German government,
they gathered in Germany around the periodicals Kaveh, later Iranshahr, and
subsequently Nameh Farangestan. Together, they endeavored to express their ideas,
views, and perspectives on development and modernity. In light of the above, this
study presents a content analysis of the periodicals Kavehand Iranshahrto elucidate
the approaches of Taqgizadeh and Kazemzadeh toward modern civilization and to
examine the points of convergence and divergence between their approaches. In
sum, the present study aims to answer the following question: How did second-
generation intellectuals conceptualize and interpret Western civilization, and in
which domains, technical, instrumental, ethical, and cultural, did their perspectives
diverge?

Methodology

The present study uses a historical approach and content analysis of the periodicals
Kavehand Iranshahr. Specifically, historical sources are employed to reconstruct and
contextualize the historical setting of the period under investigation. Concurrently,
a systematic content analysis of the aforementioned periodicals is conducted to
elucidate the ideas and perspectives of Taqgizadeh and Kazemzadeh Iranshahr
concerning Iranians’ engagement with and interpretation of modern civilization.
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Results

The findings indicate that Tagizadeh, using the metaphor of the “broken house,”
conceptualized Iran’s underdevelopment as rooted in the weakness of its cultural,
political, and civilizational structures, and consequently advocated the unconditional
adoption of Western civilization as a remedy. In contrast, Iranshahr, using an
ethically oriented critique, cautioned against the spiritual crisis in Western societies
and called for a critical understanding and indigenization of Western civilization,
emphasizing the “national spirit” and the reconstruction of collective ethics. The
study demonstrates that, although both intellectuals were concerned with Iran’s
development, the divergence between Taqgizadeh’s positivist and techno-centric
approach and Iranshahr’s humanistic and spiritual perspective highlights the depth
of the discursive divide regarding modernity, cultural identity, and developmental
possibilities in twentieth-century Iran. The findings of this study contribute to a
critical reexamination of modernization projects and their historical challenges in
contemporary Iran.

Discussion and Conclusion

The analysis of the contrast between the approaches of Seyyed Hasan Taqizadeh
and Hossein Kazemzadeh Iranshahr toward Western modern civilization, from
both historical and discursive perspectives, provides an important opportunity to
understand theoretical debates over modernity in contemporary Iran. Drawing
on historical evidence from the two key periodicals Kaveh and Iranshahr, this
study demonstrates that although both intellectuals emerged from the crisis of
underdevelopment and the failure of the Constitutional Revolution, a fundamental
gap could be traced in their vision and interpretation of Iran’s relationship with the
West.

Taqgizadeh, using the metaphor of the “broken house,” considered Iranian
civilization incapable of fundamental restoration and viewed the unconditional
adoption of Western civilization as the only path to salvation. This approach was
rooted in instrumental rationality and modern rationalism influenced by positivism,
a perspective that reduced civilization to institutional structures, social order, and
scientific and technological development. From this viewpoint, the modernization
project required wholesale replacement by the Western model, disregarding Iran’s
cultural and historical context. As the study shows, however, this approach failed
to engage effectively with the spirit of the age and social realities, resulting both
in practical dead-ends and conceptual critiques from intellectuals who emphasized
indigenization, cultural authenticity, and public ethics.
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On the other hand, Iranshahr, using a more critical perspective, acknowledged the
scientific, technical, and organizational strengths of Western civilization while
highlighting its spiritual crisis and moral decay. Kazemzadeh argued that without
a profound, critical, and comprehensive understanding of the West, any hasty
imitation could lead to cultural and identity collapse. In his conceptual framework,
ethics was not merely the foundation of civilization but a prerequisite for any form
of modernity. Ethics, in his view, could not be restored solely through a return to the
past; rather, spiritual reconstruction and the institutionalization of universal human
values were essential for recovering the national spirit and achieving sustainable
progress.

Ultimately, the examination of these two approaches demonstrates that Iranian
intellectual engagement with modernity was neither uniform nor monolithic. It
also underscores the dynamism of Iranian intellectual discourse in response to
the historical challenges of modernization. This conceptual contrast continues to
resonate in contemporary debates on development, modernization, cultural identity,
and justice in Iran.
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