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Danny Postel focusses on the present philosophical-political
profile of Iran. The book is a journalist indication of “who” is
reading Legitimation Crisis and other genres of modern West-
ern philosophy in Iran, rather than being a Habermasian
analysis of an actual crisis taking place in that country. But,
Postel’s attempt to put agency and structure against one
another competitively does have a Habermasian aspiration of
its own.

He starts by picturing some of the less propagandized
scenes that have occurred on the internal sociopolitical land-
scape of Iran since 2003: the frequent demonstrations of dif-
ferent social groups that oppose theocracy and demand more
democratic rights and a better socio-economic situation. This
has been happening while the government has increasingly
tended toward censoring the public sphere and oppressing
and arresting oppositional forces. Beneath the fanaticism of the
Iranian neo-conservatives, Postel correctly sees an actual cri-
sis in the legitimation of the Islamic Republic in process. This
ideological crisis is interrelated with a widespread social trans-
formation that is being nourished by the sociopolitical mar-
gins of Iranian society.

Postel is amazed by the “the fascinating reception of
thinkers like Habermas, Arendt, and Berlin” among political
dissidents, feminist activists, students and intellectuals. He is
fascinated by the liberal tendencies of these movements, the
social base of which are the members of the New Class, or the
intellectuals in a broad sense. They are shaking the legitimacy
of an authoritarian theological (Islamic) state.

Chapter 1 questions the shocking silence of the Western
Left on the Islamic Republic’s oppression of the voices of the
democratic grassroots movements. In Postel’s view, the Left’s
rhetoric of Empire has produced its own form of fundamen-
talism by turning into a kind of tunnel vision. Cases that fall
outside its scheme are simply left out. Contemporary West-
ern radicalism does not speak to Iranian progressives. The
issues atop its agenda—anti-imperialism, anti-globalization
and anti-capitalism—are not the central concerns of Iranian
oppositions, agitating for pluralism and democracy. Meanwhile
the denunciation of the U.S. Empire in Iran is the rhetorical
dominion of the state. The situation gets further complicated
as the neo-cons in the U.S. not only forcefully condemn the
Iranian regime, but also vocally support the internal demo-
cratic struggles. So, in his words, “it’s just plain uncomfort-
able for the leftists to say anything that sounds like it could also

" come out of the mouth of George Bush or Paul Wolfowitz.”

Postel emphasizes the importance of a revival in the rad-
ical tradition of internationalism, asking for immediate intel-
lectual and on-the-ground solidarity with democratic move-
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ments in places like Iran, in order to generate more dialogue.
Chapter 2 is an effort to initiate this dialogue: “What Iranian
Liberalism can teach the West?” Some immediate lessons are
radicalism and internationalism. He calls for a liberal Third-
Worldism instead of the failed Third-Worldism of the New
Left, advancing liberalism as a superior framework to address
the dilemmas of the Third World today. But why radicalism?
Because Liberalism in Iran means: the struggle for human
rights, women’s rights, civil liberties, pluralism, religious tol-
eration, freedom of expression and multiparty democracy. The
so-called Islamic Republic defines itself largely in opposition
to these things. Subsequently, Iranians have to struggle, at
great personal risk, to realize the bourgeois liberties that cit-
izens of Western democratic states take for granted. Under
such conditions, Liberalism is a radical project vis-a-vis the
state.

Chapter 3 reconsiders Foucault’s “necropolitical imagi-
nation” and his “Iranian Odyssey.” It is the shortest chapter
of Postel’s pamphlet, which nonetheless plays a double role in
his arguments. It gives a quick summary of Janet Afary and
Kevin Anderson’s book, Foucault and the Iranian Revolu-
tion: Gender and the Seductions of Islamism (2005).

Between September 1978 and May 1979, Foucault pub-
lished a series of articles about the Iranian Revolution, show-
ing his deep interest in what he called the emergence of a
“political spirituality” in the Islamic wing of the movement,
which, in his view; promised not only a new political order, but
awhole different “regime of truth.” Afary and Anderson (2005)
accuse Foucault of dismissing feminist warnings about the
dangers the Islamists posed to women and the authoritarian-
ism of Khomeini’s movement. They relate these to his fierce
enmity toward modernity and the impact of the male-oriented
religious rituals that he witnessed in Iran on what they call
his sexual imaginary. They also accuse him of Orientalism.
Foucault portrayed the Iranian people as completely unified in
their support for an Islamic government.

In mentioning Foucault’s analsysis of Iran, Postel aims to
assure the reader that he is well aware of the pitfalls of both
Orientalism and anti-Western-modernism before moving on
to the last part of his book. Chapter 4 describes his 2006 inter-
view with Iranian-Canadian philosopher Ramin Jahanbegloo,
which occurred a few months before the latter was sent into
solitary confinement in Tehran’s notorious Evin prison. He
spent four months in prison, accused of planning a velvet rev-
olution.

Jahanbegloo discusses what he calls a “renaissance of lib-
eralism” taking place in Iran; why Marxism as a school of polit-
ical thought has lost its heyday and other current intellectual
trends in the country; his own position as a democratic uni-
versalist and a cosmopolitan intellectual; as well as the fash-
ionable status of philosophy among Iranian students. In his
view, today in Iran, philosophy represents a window on West-
ern culture, on an open society and on the idea of democracy.
Iran’s “renaissance of liberalism” is characterized by reject-
ing any form of determinism (religious or historical). The
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extension of anti-utopian thinking and the urge for a non-imi-
tative dialogical exchange with the modern West are the two
main methodological positions of Iranian liberal intellectuals.
It is in this sphere that Marxism is assumed to be no longer a
valid or sufficient theory for the explanation of social and polit-
ical reality in Iran. Instead, one confronts traditionalist cler-
ics referring to Heidegger, liberals to Habermas, Berlin, and
Kant, feminists to Arendt, and some young nihilists to decon-
structionism.

The validity of Postel’s arguments is open to discussion.
His celebration of liberalism as the cure for the present dilem-
mas of the Third World lacks theoretical and practical plausi-
bility when one recalls the actual peripheral position of the
Third World within the capitalist world-system. The downfall
of Marxism in Iran is not only the result of the political
entrenchment of Islamic fundamentalists, the absence of an
organized proletariat in Iran, the upper-class origins of Iran-
ian Marxists and the support of some Marxist groups for
Islamists after the revolution, as both Postel and Jahanbegloo
wish the reader to believe. Since the end of the Cold War and
the fall of the Soviet Union, the speedy expansion of capital-
ism has been imperative in pushing Marxism into the margins
of the social, political and intellectual landscape all over the
world. Iran is no exception.

Iranian liberal progressives have yet to comprehend the
utopian nature of what they perceive as their anti-utopian,
non-imitative, non-dominative exchange with the West. They
cannot escape the real political and economic constraints of
the present historical moment by invoking the universality of
human experience in the realm of philosophy. It is worthwhile
to recall Marx’s famous dictum that “[m]Jen [sic] make their
own history, but they do not make it just as they please; they
do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but
under given circumstances directly encountered and inher-
ited from the past.”

Despite the good will involved in his effort to provide an
empathetic portrait of Iranian politics and society, Postel’s
image is still trapped within an Orientalist framework. His
analysis is based on the fact that a relatively small group of
intellectuals based in Tehran are reading modern Western phi-
losophy. The practices and dreams of these few figures, who
belong to rival bourgeois classes in Iranian society, are no basis
for generalizations about 70 million people. Nevertheless, as
one of the relatively few efforts to dispel the spectre of Iran as
a dangerous fundamentalist country, Postel’s work deserves
Slavoj Zizek’s advance praise for the book in showing that
Iran’s story is the West’s own story.
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Understanding social change in gender, the division of labour,
land tenure and political culture requires an historical depth
usually unobtainable by ethnographers of rural communities.
However, in this study of Lu Village in China’s rural Yunnan
province (conducted over the course of ten years, from 1989 to

. 1999) Laurel Bossen avails herself of a classic of Chinese

ethnography, Fei Xiaotong and Zhang Zhiyi’s Earthbound
China: A Study of Rural Economy in Yunnan (1948), part of
which was conducted in the same village. Fei was the princi-
ple investigator in Lu Village, and Bossen uses his ethnogra-
phy to good effect, comparing the data he collected on agri-
culture and land ownership in the 1930s with contemporary
trends, and using interviews with older informants to fill in
the gaps that resulted from Fei’s cursory concern with issues
of gender.

Bossen does not engage in an extended critique of Fei’s
work, but uses his ethnographic descriptions as starting points
for her own analyses. She is not concerned here with any par-
ticular theoretical problem, but attempts to trace out the wider
intersections of gender and development as they have affected
Lu Village over the past 60 years. This book includes studies
of the role of gender in land ownership and farm work (chap.
4), the distribution of wealth (chap. 6), marriage (chap. 7), fam-
ily planning (chap. 8) and village politics (chap. 9). In all of
these cases, Bossen carefully documents the historical trajec-
tories of change in Lu Village that can be deduced from Fei’s
ethnography and from local records, as well as current con-
figurations. She describes how these changes have affected
village women, although at times the progress of gender equal-
ity seems stalled as when Bossen remarks “the gender division
of labor in 1990 would not surprise a member of the 1938 com-
munity” (p. 145). Her demographic data also indicates a “sus-
picious sex ratio” heavily favouring male children that may
(Bossen is frustratingly inconclusive here) be linked to the
increasing use of ultrasound technology in prenatal examina-
tions; in other words, sex selective abortion may have been an
issue. But there are also positive signs. Economic develop-
ment has brought some measure of security to village fami-
lies. While women are still more concentrated in farming, they
are also able to participate in rural industry, transportation
and even political institutions. Bossen notes that this situation
may be peculiar to Lu Village which, with a history of uxo-
rilocal marriage, tends to favour local women over in-marry-
ing males.

Some of the most interesting ethnographic description
concerns the extremes of wealth and poverty in the village.
Bossen describes the material conditions and daily routines
of some of the poorest families, often relegated to this status

Anthropologica 49 (2007)



	Contents
	p. 313
	p. 314

	Issue Table of Contents
	Anthropologica, Vol. 49, No. 2 (2007) pp. 191-330
	Front Matter
	Note des rédactrices / Note from the Editors
	"The Beaver" as Ideology: Constructing Images of Inuit and Native Life in Post-World War II Canada [pp. 191-209]
	Subsistence Livelihood, Native Identity and Internal Differentiation in Southeast Alaska [pp. 211-229]
	þÿ�þ�ÿ���S���u���n���k���e���n��� ���V���o���i���c���e���s���:��� ���A���d���i���v���a���s���i���s���,��� ���N���e���o���-���G���a���n���d���h���i���a���n��� ���E���n���v���i���r���o���n���m���e���n���t���a���l���i���s���m��� ���a���n���d��� ���S���t���a���t���e�������C���i���v���i���l��� ���S���o���c���i���e���t���y��� ���R���e���l���a���t���i���o���n���s��� ���i���n��� ���t���h���e��� ���N���a���r���m���a���d���a��� ���V���a���l���l���e���y��� ���1���9���9���8���-���2���0���0���1��� ���[���p���p���.��� ���2���3���1���-���2���4���3���]
	Memorializing the Holocaust in Israel: Diasporic Encounters [pp. 245-256]
	Transparency: Seeing, Counting and Experiencing the System [pp. 257-273]
	Ideas / Idées
	Governmentality [pp. 275-281]
	Governmentality, State Culture and Indigenous Rights [pp. 281-284]
	The Work of Rights at the Limits of Governmentality [pp. 284-289]
	Commentaire sur la notion de "gouvernementalité" proposée par Tania Murray Li [pp. 289-291]
	La gouvernementalité selon Tania Murray Li [pp. 291-294]

	Commentary / Commentaire
	Ptolemaic Jouissance and the Anthropology of Kinship: A Commentary on Ager "The Power of Excess: Royal Incest and the Ptolemaic Dynasty" [pp. 295-299]
	Response to Michael M. J. Fischer's "Ptolemaic Jouissance and the Anthropology of Kinship: A Commentary on Ager 'The Power of Excess: Royal Incest and the Ptolemaic Dynasty'" [pp. 301-310]

	Book Reviews / Comptes Rendus
	Review: untitled [pp. 311-312]
	Review: untitled [pp. 313-314]
	Review: untitled [pp. 314-315]
	Review: untitled [pp. 315-317]
	Review: untitled [pp. 317-319]
	Review: untitled [pp. 319-320]
	Review: untitled [pp. 320-322]
	Review: untitled [pp. 322-323]
	Review: untitled [pp. 323-325]
	Review: untitled [pp. 325-327]

	Film Review / Revue de film
	Review: untitled [pp. 327-328]

	Back Matter



