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The evolution of the habits of the secular intellectual
field in the face of modernity and the West

Giti Pourzaki”

Intellectuals in any society play a major role in constructing
definitions, facts, and events by producing and validating certain
ideas, beliefs, and policies and delegitimizing other linguistic
products. Since the confrontation with the West has been, if not the
most important, at least one of the most important challenges facing
the Iranian subject, studying how intellectuals responded to this
confrontation and their effective role in inspiring and politically
mobilizing broad segments of society in this confrontation will be of
great importance in the study of contemporary Iranian history. In
general, in the contemporary intellectual field of Iran, two types of
intellectuals can be distinguished in a general division: secular
intellectuals and religious intellectuals. These two intellectual groups
have sometimes had different positions on different events (including
the confrontation with the West and modernity) and have produced
different linguistic capitals and products. Following these different
positions and their evolution in different periods is an important and
fascinating discussion that has received little attention. Therefore, the
main question of this research is what evolution has occurred in the
verbal goods produced in the field of secular intellectualism in the
face of the West from the Constitutional era tothe Islamic Revolution?
The method and theory used in this research are derived from Pierre
Bourdieu's theory of action and his structuration method.

Habits of the secular intellectual field during the Constitutional
period: Simultaneously with the Qajar government in Iran, the West
was following its path of prosperity and progress in the wake of
scientific, technological, economic, and political developments, and in
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the eyes of the Iranian thinker, it appeared to be a wonderland that,
although it had its shortcomings and could be criticized in some
cultural and moral aspects, was progressing and well-defined in
economy, politics, health, education, industry, etc. In contrast, Iran
was a backward country, plagued by disease, poverty, and corruption,
tyranny, lawlessness, and in a word, backwardness. Mirza Malekum
Khan, Talibov, Akhundzadeh, Malek al-Mutakalemin, Taghizadeh,
and most intellectuals of this period shared this perception of Iran.
After raising the issue and declaring the pain of backwardness, and of
course determining the desired and ideal situation in the West, the
secular intellectuals of this period began to produce linguistic goods in
which solutions and treatments for the pain were presented. In most of
these solutions and therapeutic prescriptions, elements of modernity
(such as trust in human reason and science, Western-style science
education, democracy and law) were the saviors, and the West was
considered the model and example of this salvation.

In the view of the secular intellectuals of this period, the
components of modernity such as human reason, respect for man and
his rights, the acquisition of knowledge, the demand for the
formulation and implementation of law, and freedom of thought will
not only create better people, but also a more organized and advanced
society. The production of linguistic goods with the keywords of
progress, transformation, civilization, progress, and civilization in the
intellectual field of this period had become the domain of the field,
and by producing goods appropriate to it, they turned modernization
into the symbolic capital of the field. Thus, this symbolic capital and
established domains in the common intellectual field continued in the
following years and decades, even until the Pahlavi era, and did not
change much. Many secular intellectuals were defenders of Reza
Khan Mirpanj and saw him as a powerful leader who could take this
path during the transition period. But this process stopped for multiple
reasons and then took a completely different path.

For many reasons, such as the objective and subjective effects of
World War I and World War II on Iranian society; the 1953 coup and
the role of the US government in it; the defense of Western
governments against the Pahlavi dictators, and the spread of leftist
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intellectual movements in the world, caused this positive image of the
West and modernity to be overturned.

The Habitus of Secular Intellectuals in the 1960s and 1970s (i.c.
1340s and 1350s Shamsi): The most significant habitus of intellectuals
in the 1960s and 1970s (i.e. 1340s and 1350s Shamsi) was their
commitment to political and social engagement. Intellectuals were
perceived as the sensitive pulse of society, expected to be its vocal
advocate in addressing social and political challenges. Based on this
commitment, intellectuals were compelled to take a stance on the most
critical confrontation of Iranian society—its encounter with the West.

The conception of the West presented in the secular intellectual
discourse of this period was fundamentally different from that of the
Constitutional Era intellectuals. In this new image, the West itself was
entangled in various crises and in need of remedy, which, it was
believed, could be found in Eastern traditions, including Islamic
culture and spirituality.

While Constitutional Era intellectuals regarded tradition as an
impediment to progress and considered its eradication a prerequisite
for advancement, the new generation of intellectuals viewed the
revival of tradition as the first step forward and labeled it as an
authentic cultural foundation. These intellectuals began to see religion,
mysticism, and Islam as sources of spiritual and ethical strength and as
solutions to the crises of their time.

In addition to critically reassessing their own historical role, secular
intellectuals simultaneously emphasized the significance of religious
scholars and Islam, acknowledging their motivating and dynamic
power. They actively contributed to reconstructing the image of
tradition, elevating its status in intellectual discourse.

The Islamic Revolution and the Transformation of Secular
Intellectual Discourse: Following the Islamic Revolution, the
linguistic and symbolic capital of secular intellectuals underwent a
rapid transformation. Before the revolution, revolutionary actors had
shared a common discourse in producing concepts and linguistic
capital. However, after the revolution’s victory, competition over the
ownership of the symbolic capital that had been created intensified
both within the intellectual sphere and between the intellectual sphere
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and other fields (such as politics, religious institutions, and other
producers of linguistic capital).

In this contest, for reasons requiring separate investigation, the
secular intellectual field ultimately lost its position in the production
and reconstruction of symbolic linguistic capital, surrendering it to
other domains. The dominant power in the intellectual and political
discourse shifted to the religious institutions and Islamic groups.
These groups, adopting a critical stance toward the secular
intellectuals’ linguistic and conceptual frameworks, sought to exclude
them from public discourse—and to a large extent, they succeeded.

At the same time, due to internal fragmentation and lack of
cohesion, secular intellectuals themselves failed to package and
present new linguistic products in a way that could gain acceptance
and be transformed into symbolic capital. As a result, they largely
ceded the linguistic market to their opponents. Furthermore, for at
least several decades, they lost their common language with the
masses. Over time, due to various sociopolitical factors, the
intellectual sphere gradually lost its privileged position in producing
linguistic capital altogether.
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