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HEKMAT, ‘ALI-ASGAR

HEKMAT (Hekmat), ‘ALI-ASGAR, man of letters, university professor, cabinet
minister, and the chief architect of the modernization of the educational
system under Reza Shah, best remembered as a progressive and efficient
minister of education (b. Shiraz 23 Ramazan 1310/10 April 1893; d. Tehran 1
Sahrivar 1359 S./23 August 1980; Figure 1). Son of Ahmad-‘Ali He$mat-al-
Mamalek, he was born into a family of physicians and scholars of Shiraz. He
began his education in Shiraz, where he studied traditional subjects, including
Persian and Arabic (see education iv. and v.) at the Madrasa Mansuriya, a
main religious school in the city founded by Hekmat’s maternal great-
grandfather, Giat-al-Din Mansur Dastaki Sirazi (q.v.). In 1915, at the age of 22,
he enrolled in the American College of Tehran (later renamed Alborz, q.v.),
from which he graduated in 1918. During this period, he also studied Islamic
law (feqh) with Mirza Taher Tonokaboni (Eqgbal Yagma'i, p. 413; Hasan-'Ali
Hekmat, pp. 3-4).

CONTRIBUTIONS TO EDUCATIONAL MODERNIZATION

Early educational career. Soon after his graduation from the American College,
Hekmat was hired at the ministry of education (Wezarat-e ma‘aray), as the
head of the personnel office in 1918. He was assigned to head the inspectorate
office (taftis) in 1924. In March 1925 he initiated the publication of an
educational journal, Talim o tarbiat (Instruction and Education), at the
ministry. He successfully solicited articles from many of the literary and
scholarly notables of the time, including Sayyed Hasan Taqizadeh, Badi-al-
Zaman Foruzanfar, and ‘Abbas Eqgbal Astiani. The journal survived under a
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new name, Amuzes$ oparvares, until the eve of the 1979 Revolution (Sadr
Hasemi, Jara'ed o majallat 1, p. 272, 11, pp. 128-30; Taqgizadeh, pp. 256-58, 263;
Ettehad, pp. 530-40).

It was in early 1920s that Hekmat met ‘Ali-Akbar Davar (q.v.), a leading
modernizer and minister of justice and finance under Reza Shah, who enlisted
Hekmat in the newly-founded Radical Party (Hezb-e radikal). On the Party’s
ticket, Hekmat was elected to the Constitutional Assembly (Majles-e
mo’assesan) in 1925, which was convened to install the Pahlavi dynasty. In
1929, the traditionalist circles in the ministry of education that disapproved of
Hekmat’s innovative ideas and his enthusiasm for change forced his departure
from the post, but his friend and mentor, Davar, transferred him to the
ministry of justice and shortly thereafter sent him to France on a state
scholarship. He studied from 1931-32 at the Sorbonne in Paris, where he
received a university certificate in literature (Eqbal Yagma'i, p. 413; Hasan-'Ali
Hekmat, pp. 3-4). At the same time, he was charged with an exploratory
mission to study European institutions of higher learning. His observations on
the subject were sent to Davar on a regular basis (Eqbal Yagma'l, pp. 413-14;
Hekmat, 1976, pp. 5-6; Hasan-'Ali Hekmat, pp. 3-4).

Hekmat was in London, “broke and despondent,” when, in September of 1933,
he learned from Davar that he had been appointed the acting minister of
education (Habib Yagma'’i, p. 47). In March 1935, as a reward for his hard work
and impressive accomplishments, Reza Shah promoted him to the rank of full
minister. It was in his capacity as the minister of education during 1933-38
that Hekmat left his indelible mark on the modernization of Persia. He was
indefatigable in his advocacy of educational development and cultural
rejuvenation of Persia, and his tenure can easily be considered the most
constructive period in the history of that ministry. He was a leading advocate
of creating modern facilities for pedagogical or artistic purposes such as the
University of Tehran campus, the Natural Archeological Museum, the National
Library building, the mausoleums of Ferdowsi, Hafez, and Sa‘di, the Amjadiya
Stadium, normal schools as well as scores of other modern schools (Hekmat,
1976, pp. 52-58, 289-365).

The University of Tehran. In a cabinet meeting presided over by Reza Shah in
February 1934, where his ministers were discussing the need for the
construction of major facilities in the capital city of Tehran, Hekmat stated that
the main shortage in the capital was the absence of a university. The shah
promptly instructed him to establish the University of Tehran in a modern
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campus. Hekmat’s detailed account of how the university was constructed and
his difficulties in installing the first dissection hall at the medical school,
opposed by the clergy, reveal the travails of those bent on modernizing Persia.
He describes his efforts to locate and purchase a suitable site for the university
and to arrange for the design of the campus by the architect André Godard
(q.v.). On 15 Bahman 1313 $./4 February 1935, the University was inaugurated
with six faculties. To the four existing faculties of Medicine, Letters, Law (q.v.),
and Sciences were added the two faculties of Engineering and Theology at
Hekmat’s suggestion. By Reza Shah’s order Hekmat was appointed as the first
rector of the University. He was instrumental in the expansion and
development of the new institution until his dismissal from the ministry in
1938 (Hekmat, 1976, pp. 333-65).

Modern schools. Hekmat is also credited with the establishment of eight
normal schools in Tehran, Tabriz, Kerman, MaShad, Shiraz, Ahvaz, Rez&'iya
(formerly and now Urmia), and Korramabad as well as scores of modern
elementary and secondary schools in Tehran and provincial towns (Hekmat,
1976, pp. 288-331).

Physical education and Boy Scouts. Hekmat supervised also the restructuring of
the curriculum in Persian elementary and high schools and, following Reza
Shah’s order, made physical education a mandatory part of every school
curriculum. In 1934 he reintroduced the defunct Boy Scouts in Persia and
coined the Persian term pisa-hang for it. Meanwhile, to mobilize available
resources for the development of physical education, he revitalized the
dormant National Association of Physical Education (Anjoman-e melli-e tarbiat-
e badani), among whose notable members were Davar, Horsayn ‘Al&’, Ebrahim
Hakimi, and Isa Sadiq. Hekmat also helped create a number of playgrounds
and initiated the construction of the first modern 15,000-seat sports stadium in
Tehran, the Amjadiya Stadium, in 1936 (Hekmat, 1976, pp. 75-82).

Commemoration of Ferdowsi, Avicenna, and Sa'di. In October 1934, Hekmat
helped organize the millenary celebration of Ferdowsi (q.v.) that included the
first international conference on Ferdowsi (Sadiq, II, pp. 201 ff.). He was also
instrumental in organizing a conference to commemorate the works of
Avicenna (q.v.) and another to celebrate the seven hundredth anniversary of
the compilation of Sa‘di’s Golestan (q.v.; Habib Yagma’i, pp. 48-49).

The Academy of Persian Language. The establishment of the Academy of
Persian Language (Farhangestan-e zaban-e Iran, q.v.) in October 1936, which
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aimed at developing Persian equivalents for modern ideas and concepts, was a
plan championed by Mohammad-‘Ali Forugi,the scholarly prime minister. The
purpose was to temper the excesses of some nationalists and military zealots
who were bent on ‘purifying’ Persian by erasing all Arabic words from it;
Hekmat actively assisted Forugi in launching the Academy (Hekmat, 1976, pp.
23-29; Sadiq, II, pp. 233 ff., IV, pp. 75 ff.; Siasi, pp. 96-97).

Unveiling of women. Once Reza Shah decided to unveil Persian women, he
placed Hekmat in charge of mapping out a plan of action, which included co-
education in the first four years of elementary school and establishing a center
(kanun) where speakers would be invited to address mixed audiences of both
genders. The official inauguration ceremony of unveiling, which took place in
Tehran’s Normal School (Danessara-ye moqaddamati) on 17 Day 1314 $./8
January 1936, was attended by the Shah, the Queen, and their daughters, along
with the wives of ministers and other dignitaries who appeared in public
without a veil for the first time (Hekmat, 1976, pp. 87 ff.; Tolu'i, pp. 321-32). In
his memoir, he reports in a slightly critical tone the occasional use of force in
unveiling women on the streets of Tehran and claims to have advocated a
more gradual, voluntary approach, but implying that the monarch had not
heeded his advice (Hekmat, 1976, pp. 99-101).

National Archeological Museum. The antecedent of Persia’s archeological
museum goes back to 1916, when Morteza Momtaz-al-Dawla, minister of
education, collected various archeological artifacts which had been submitted
to the ministry by Délégation Archeologique Francaise (q.v.) and exhibited
them in the basement of Dar-al-fonun School (q.v.). This rudimentary
collection and exhibition of archeological finds demonstrated the need for a
modern museum for the preservation and exhibition of archeological
treasures of Persia. In 1933 Hekmat’s proposal for the creation of a National
Archeological Museum (Muza-ye Iran-e bastan) was approved by the shah. The
proposed museum was completed and inaugurated in 1937 and was expanded
in the following years as the country’s major archeological institution
(Hekmat, 1976, pp. 47-58).

National Library. Until the mid-1930s Persia’s national library consisted of a
collection of books at the disposal of the ministry of education housed in the
basement of Dar al-fonun School. In 1936, Hekmat acquired valuable land
north of the National Archeological Museum for the construction of a modern
building for the National Library of Iran (Ketab-kana-ye melli), which was
inaugurated in 1937 and expanded in the following years (Hekmat, 1976, pp.
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56-58).

Literacy campaign. At the suggestion of Davar, Hekmat submitted a plan for a
general literacy campaign by setting up evening classes (kelasha-ye akaber) for
adults across the country. In 1936, the campaign was launched and over
200,000 students enrolled in adult education courses during the first two
academic years of 1936-37 and 1937-38 (Hekmat, 1976, pp. 376 ff.).

Museum of Anthropology. Hekmat has also been credited with the creation of
the Anthropological Museum (Muza-ye mardomsenasi). With the help of local
centers of education Hekmat embarked on the collection of a considerable
quantity of ethnic clothes, decorative objects, armor, musical instruments,
tribal tents, and other artifacts within two years and had them exhibited in
October 1937 at a building arranged for the Museum (Hekmat, pp. 366-75).

Collection and publication of manuscripts. During his term as minister of
education, Hekmat commissioned such scholar as Mohammad Qazvini to have
photocopies made from rare Persian manuscripts found in European libraries
and sent to Persia. It was in the light of such services that Qazvini, a
meticulous scholar who did not praise easily, eulogized unstintingly Hekmat’s
cultural contributions to the country (Qazvini, III, pp. 548-49). Hekmat also
assigned a number of prominent scholars such as Mohammad-Taqi Bahar,
Qazvini, Foruzanfar, Forugi, RaSid Yasami, and Habib Yagma'i to edit classical
Persian manuscripts (Habib Yagma’i, p. 49).

Dismissal. In spite of all his accomplishments, Hekmat fell from grace in
December of 1938 as a result of his alleged diplomatic faux pas. When a French
magazine made a pun of the word Shah by replacing it with the French word
Chat (cat), the monarch was not amused and severed diplomatic relations with
France. Hekmat, apparently unaware of these developments, sent a
perfunctory telegram of congratulations to his French counterpart on the
occasion of the opening of Persia’s booth at the Paris exhibition of that year.
Another contributing factor was the publication of an article by Taqgizadeh in
Talim o tarbiat (journal of the ministry of education) criticizing the
Farhangestan’s excesses in ‘purifying’ the Persian language from Arabic
words, a practice favored by the army’s high-ranking officers (Taqizadeh, pp.
256-57, 261; Ra‘di Adaraksi, pp. 367-79). After his dismissal and facing an
uncertain future, he went into self-exile in Shiraz. Less than three months
later, in February 1939, he was called back to Tehran and appointed minister
of the interior (wazir-e kesvar), where he served until May 1940 (Hekmat,
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1976, pp. 245 ff., 387-92).
POST- REZA SHAH RESPONSIBILITIES

Following the abdication of Reza Shah in 1941, Hekmat’s distinguished
political career did not end but entered a new and different phase. Forugi’s
premiership in 1941 helped Hekmat land the post of minister of arts and crafts
(wazir-e pia wa honar; Saji‘, p. 186; Habib Yagma’i, pp. 49-50). As a member of
Forugi’s inner circle, Hekmat had, in the words of the British Embassy in
Tehran, “a good deal to do with the negotiations about the Tripartite Treaty of
1942” that ultimately proved very important in safeguarding Persia’s
territorial integrity at the end of World War II (Foreign Office of Britain, 1944,
p. 25).

After the resignation of Forugi’s cabinet in late November 1941 (Saji‘i, p. 188),
Hekmat ran for a seat in the Majles from Tehran and failed by a narrow
margin, ending up thirteenth for a slate of twelve. In 1943 he was named
minister of health (wazir-e behdari). Later appointments included tenures as
minister of the interior, minister of justice (dadgostari) in 1943, and minister
without portfolio (wazir-e mosawer) in 1947 and 1949-50. He served as
minister of foreign affairs in 1948-49 and 1958-59, each time for little more
than a year (Saji‘i, pp- 186, 190, 197, 229, 230, 239, 245, 246). He was reputed to
have been an effective minister of foreign affairs who also established cultural
sections in a number of Persian embassies.

Hekmat served as ambassador to India 1953-58. During his tenure, he was
quite active in promoting cultural ties between Persia and India. His sojourn
in India as the Persian ambassador resulted in a keen interest in historical
Indo-Persian cultural relations and an attempt to familiarize his compatriots
with India and the Indians with Persia by a number of books, pamphlets, and
articles in Persian and English. These include Parsis ofIran: Their Past and
Present (Bombay, 1956); Be yad-e Hend, (Remembering India, New Delhi, 1956);
Nagqs-e parsi bar ahjar-e Hend: fehresti az katibaha wa kotut-e farsi bar lawh-
sangha-ye Hendustan (Persian Inscriptions of India: A Catalogue of Persian
Writing on Stone in India, Tehran and Calcutta, 1958); Sarzamin-e Hend:
barrasi-e tariki wa ejtema‘t wa siasi wa adabi-e Hendustan az adwar-e bastani
ta ‘asr-e hazer (The Land of India: An Account of the Social, Political, and
Literary History of India from Ancient Times to the Present, Tehran, 1958);
Glimpses of Persian Literature (Calcutta, 1956); and his translation of
KalidasaSs Abhijiianasakuntalam as Sakun-tala ya katam-e mafqud (New Delhi,
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1956).

Hekmat’s second appointment to the ministry of foreign affairs in 1958-59
coincided with the period when Persia was under propaganda attacks by the
Soviets for negotiating a military pact with the United States. To blunt their
attack, Persia was on the brink of signing a “Non-aggression Pact” with the
Soviet Union. Hekmat seemed to have played an important role in the January
1959 negotiations with the Russians. The U.S. Embassy in Persia concluded at
the time that Hekmat was influential in initiating the negotiations. He was, in
their assessment, an advocate of neutralism for Persia and had convinced the
Shah that “the best defense against the Soviet Union was diplomacy and
cleverness” (United States Department of State, p. 632). During his tenure at
the foreign ministry he commenced the publication of a new journal called
Nasriya-ye wezarat-eomur-e kareja, devoted mainly to publishing articles as
well as documents dealing with diplomatic relations and international
organizations as well as history of Persia (‘Ageli, p. 588).

For years, while carrying his heavy responsibilities as a member of various
cabinets, Hekmat also served as the head of such non-governmental
institutions as the Society [for Preservation] of National Heritage (Anjoman-e
atar-e melli, q.v.), the Persian National Commission for the UNESCO (Komisiun-
e melli-e Yunesco), and the Persian version of the Red Cross (Sir o korsid-e
sorko). His major achievement as the head of the Unesco commission was
organizing the publication of Iransahr, an encyclopadic collection of original
studies in Persian covering almost every aspect of Persian life and culture,
both historical and contemporary (2 vols., Tehran, 1963-64), a pioneering
undertaking at the time (Ettehad, p. 506; Afsar, p. 613).

His scholarly interests made him eager to have a teaching position at the
University of Tehran parallel with his other occupations. He was appointed
Professor of the History of Religions (Tarik-e adyan) for post-graduate courses
at the Faculty of Letters. In this connection, he wrote, notably, Noh goftar dar
tarik-e adyan (Nine Essays on the History of Religions, 2 vols., Shiraz, 1961-62)
and translated J. B. Noss’s Man’s Religions as Tarik-e jame*-e adyanaz agaz ta
emruz (Tehran, 1965).

In the latter stages of his life, when he had already left public service, he
helped establish, with an eye on financial profit, a private college for teaching
foreign languages and literature (Madrasa-ye ‘ali-e adabiyat wa zabanha-ye
kareji).
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LITERARY INTERESTS

Written works. In spite of heavy administrative responsibilities, besides
heading several cultural and charitable organizations (see above), Hekmat
found time to attend to his literary and intellectual interests. He wrote a fairly
large number of articles, authored some 13 works, edited 6, and translated
some 12. Being endowed with passable poetic gifts, he also wrote poems and
composed several matnawis. He had a natural cultural curiosity and was eager
to share what he learned with others. His writings may be divided into
original works, edited works, translations, and poems.

Original works. Beside those already mentioned, these include Zendagi-e Jami
Sa‘er-e irani (A Biography of Jami, the Persian Poet, Tehran, 1941), 2nd ed. as
Jami: tahqiqat dar tarik-e ahwal wa atar-e manzum wa mantur-e Nur-al-Din
‘Abd-al-Rahman Jami (Tehran, 1984), and Resala dar bab-eAmir ‘Alisir Nava’i (A
Treatise about Amir ‘AliSir Nava'i [the famous vizier of Soltan Hosayn
Bayqara], Tehran, 1947, a pamphlet), both related to the 15th century or the
late Timurid era, which became almost his specialty.

His publications comprise also several works related to Islam, exhibiting what
seems to be a genuine interest in the subject. They include Amtal-e Qoran: fasli
az tarik-e Qor'an-e karim (Parables of the Qur’an: A Chapter in the History of
the Glorious Qur’an, Tehran, 1954) and Eslam az nazargah-e daneSmandan-e
garb (Islam from the Point of View of Western Scholars, Tehran, 1961).

Editing. The first book he edited was an official yearbook of the ministry of
education (Tehran, 1919), when he was heading the personnel office of that
ministry. For three years from 1925 through 1927 he edited the Majalla-ye
talim o tarbiat, when he was in charge of the inspectorate office of the same
ministry. The most important work that he edited was the 12th-century Kasf
al-asrar wa ‘oddatal-abrar, a Sufistic exegesis of the Qur'an by Abu’l-Fazl
Meybodi, based on ‘Abd-Allah Ansari’s earlier exegesis and a single
manuscript, in 10 volumes—a work of engaging prose and mystical insights
(University of Tehran Press, 1952-60). Among other works he edited was ‘AliSir
Nava'i’s Majales al-nafa’es consisting of two old translations by Fakri Herati
and Sah-Mohammad Qazvini of Nava'i’s treatise on the contemporary poets
(Tehran, 1944, repr. 1984). He also compiled, edited, and partially wrote a
collection of pieces in pure Persian (i.e., without Arabic words) called Parsi-e
nagz (Exquisite Persian, Tehran, 1944, repr., 1951). Much earlier he had also
published Hazar o yak Sab (A Persian Version of a Thousand and One Nights),
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in 5 volumes (Tehran, 1936). His eclectic dilettantism is shown by his
publication of a Golzar-e Hekmat: Majmu'a az nawader wa as‘ar wa hekayat wa
amtal be alsena-ye farsi, ‘arabi, engelisi, wa faransa (Hekmat’s Flower Garden:
A Collection of rare pieces, poems, stories, and parables in Persian, Arabic,
English, and French, Tehran, 1977).

Translations. Hekmat’s translations show a great variety and were dictated by
different circumstances, not infrequently motivated by financial reasons (e.g.,
three translations commissioned by Franklin Publications, q.v.). Among his
translations are William Shakespeare’s Romeo wa Zuliet (Tehran, 1941); Az
Sa‘di ta Jami, a translation with annotations of the third volume of E. G.
Browne’s A Literary History of Persia (Tehran, 1948, repr. 1982), apparently
induced on account of its inclusion of the life and works of the poets Sa‘di and
Hafez, whom he loved and cherished and in whom he took great pride as a
Shirazi; Panj hekayat az Sekspier (Five Stories from Shakespeare, 2 vols.,
Tehran, 1953-54); N. C. Debevoise, A Political History of Parthia as Tarik-e siasi-
e Part, commissioned by Franklin Publications(Tehran, 1963); Ernst Herzfeld,
Archeological History of Iran as Tarik-e bastani-e Iran bar bonyad-ebastan-
Senasi (Tehran, 1975); Leo Tolstoy, Voskresenie as Rastakiz (Resurrection,
Tehran, 1960); Edward Chiera’s They Wrote on Clay as Alwah-e Babel,
commissioned by Franklin Publications (Tehran, 1962); Nikola Haddad’s
Menahej al-hayat: al-say, al-‘amal, from Arabic as Rah-e zendagani, (Tehran,
1967).

Poems. Hekmat published two collections of his poems, namely Sokan-e
Hekmat (Tehran, 1972) and Kalamat-e tayyebat (Tehran, 1975). Some of his
matnavis had earlier been published in magazines. His poems, however, are
not particularly distinctive.

Among his miscellaneous works are two memoirs: Si katera az ‘asr-e farkonda-
yePahlavi (Thirty memoirs from the auspicious Pahlavi era, Tehran, 1976); and
Raha-vard-e Hekmat: sarh-e mosafaratha-ye ‘Ali-Asgar Kan Hekmat Sirazi (ed.
Mohammad Dabirsiaqi, Tehran, 2000).

PERSONAL TRAITS

Hekmat’s political longevity under the Pahlavis was no doubt the result of his
social intelligence, hard work, genuine devotion to letters and Persian cultural
heritage, affability in his contacts with the shah, his acceptance of the shah’s
agenda, his unfailing commitment to and competence for promoting cultural
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and educational reforms, his strong sense of discipline and organization, and
his mastery of the art of bureaucratic survival.

He was by all accounts a man of many talents, endless energy, endearing
congeniality, and subtle wit. The British Embassy in Tehran described him in
1943 as “a go-ahead, pleasant young man always very helpful and
approachable” (Foreign Office of Britain, p. 25). However, some detected a hint
of vanity in Hekmat, pointing to the fact that in nearly every building
constructed during his tenure, he made sure that his own name appeared in
some noticeable corner of the structure. Those who worked under him or
enjoyed close relationship with him have expressed admiration for him.
However, Bager Kazemi, a minister of foreign affairs, in a letter to Taqgizadeh,
where he characterizes a number of leading political figures of the time,
including Mohammad-‘Ali Forugi and ‘Ali Sohaylj, in a fit of pessimistic and
cynical accusations refers to Hekmat as a man who “is cunning, hypocritical
and dishonest; he is with everyone and no one, he is without any ideology and
principle” (Kazemi in Afsar, ed., pp. 419-20).

Hekmat enjoyed good living and companionship. He purchased a large,
pleasant house in a fashionable district of North Tehran (Fiserabad) with
attractive flower-beds and trees. He was also a collector of books and
manuscripts. Late in his life, he donated his library of 5,549 books, including
275 manuscripts, to the University of Tehran, where they were to be kept as a
separate collection (Ettehad, p. 572). He also donated a collection of
manuscripts he had inherited from his family to the library of the Shrine of
Imam Reza in MasShad. A bibliography of these manuscripts was prepared and
published by Mohammad-Taqi DaneSpazuh (Afsar, p. 614).

Hekmat spent the last few years of his life in poor health, nearly deaf, and
hardly ambulant. Though he had played an important role in the unveiling of
Persian women and the secularization of educational system, he was spared
the wrath of the new Islamic zealots after the revolution of 1979. Yet, in the
frenzy of the new Islamic revolutionary politics, his death, in spite of long
years of service to his country, went all but unnoticed, except for a brief note
in the daily Jomhuri-eeslami and a short obituary by Iraj AfSar in the journal
Ayanda. He was buried in the hall of the family graveyard in Shah ‘Abd-al-
‘Azim cemetery, in Sahr-e Rey south of Tehran (Hasan-‘Ali Hekmat, p. 6).

Hekmat, like Mohammad ‘Ali Foruqi and Mehdi-Qoli Hedayat (both prime
ministers), was among the statesmen who continued the old tradition of
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learned and capable viziers.
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