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The Transparent Sphynix: Political Biography and the
Question of Intellectual Responsibility

Af shin Matin-asgari

Abbas Ml ani, The Persian Sphinx: Amr Abbas Hoveyda and the
Ri ddl e of the Iranian Revol ution (Washi ngton DC. Mage
Publ i shers, 2000). 399 pages.

Political biography has beconme a popul ar genre in post-
revol utionary Iran. Government figures, |eaders of political
parties, academ cs, and professional witers have al ready
produced a | arge body of autobi ographies, nenoirs,

bi ogr aphi es, and seni -bi ographi cal fiction. Wen a
triunphant Islam c Republic called for a radical break with
the past, it also caused a deep sense of anxiety and
curiosity about all that was suppressed, rejected, and

deni ed. Despite, or perhaps because of this official
sanitizasion of history, there seens to be an endl ess
appetite for books about the Pahlavi era (1926-79).

Thanks to the bleak realities of post-revolutionary

Iran, not only the old reginme, but even the Qajar nonarchy
(1796-1925) has now acquired a warm nostalgic glowin
popul ar imagi nation. For exanple, in the late 1990s, a best-
selling novel called Bandad-e Khomar (Mrning of

I ntoxi cation) caused a mnor cultural stir by going agai nst
supposedly populist literary conventions to depict wealth
and aristocratic privilege as positive val ues. Beyond
popul ar culture, a certain historical revisionismseens to
be at work in serious historical/biographical studies that,
i ke Abbas Amant’s Pivot of the Universe: Nasir al-Din Shah
aj ar and the Iranian Monarchy: 1831-1896 (1997), take issue
wi th pervasive but stereotypical representations of nonarchy
as the epitone of decadence and stagnation

Witing political biographies and autobi ographies

related to the Pahlavi era and the Islamc Republic,
however, remmins nore politically sensitive and
intellectually daunting. Imediately after his overthrow,
the Shah, Mohammad Reza Pahl avi, wote Answer to History
(1980). A naively self-serving account of the Shah’'s reign

acconplishnents, and fall, this book was of little
historical inport but it set the trend for a “literature of
deni al ,” produced by the partisans of the old regi ne who,

i ke the Shah, have denied its major flaws and/or their own
contribution to its failures. Nevertheless, flickers of
self-criticismbegan to show in works such as Parviz C
Radji, In the Service of the Peacock Throne: The Diaries of
the Shah’s Last Anbassador to London (1983); and nobre so in
post hunous rel eases |i ke Asadollah Alam The Shah and |
(1991).

Menoirs of foreign diplomats and heads of states, who

were involved in Iranian politics, offer sonme new insights
but are often too enbroiled in justifying another country’s
foreign policy priorities. Exercising their usual
circumspection, acadenmi cs and |Iran experts have nostly
steered clear of witing biographies of contenporary
political figures. A notable exception has been Marvin
Zoni s, whose Majestic Failure: The Fall of the Shah, (1991)
is critical and inforned but too tightly franed in

psychohi storical assunptions.
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Conscious of their own role in naking history,
political figures in the Islamc Republic have been nore
forthconming in witing and publishing menoirs and diari es.
Most of these, especially the witings of those in power,
serve imredi ate political agendas. Still, they contribute to
a general trend toward increasi ng awareness of contenporary
hi story. Khoneini of course wote no autobi ography and
official renditions of his |ife are highly hagiographic. A
recent work, Bager Min, Khoneini: Life of the Ayatollah
(1999) is journalistic and casts events in terns of the
i nexorabl e march of Islam st forces. But it is a vast
i mprovenent over earlier attenpts, such as Amir Taheri’'s The
Spirit of Allah (1986), that renained at the |level of gossip
and sl ander.

Treadi ng these treacherous grounds, we now have Abbas

Ml ani’'s The Persian Sphinx: Amr Abbas Hoveyda and the

Ri ddl e of the Iranian Revolution. This is a biography of
Hoveyda, the Shah’s |ongest-serving prinme mnister and
Iran’s second nost powerful nan during the nonarchy’s | ast
two decades. Qur first reaction is to cormend Mlani’s
audacity to stick his neck out and tackle a bonbshell of a
subj ect. On closer exam nation, the book is an anbitious and
sophi sti cated undertaking, easily the nost outstanding in
the genre of twentieth-century lranian political

bi ographi es. Moreover, its controversial topic, engaging
style, and readable prose nake it appealing and accessible
to an audi ence beyond the acadene; and it will reach an even
wi der readership once (a censored or anended) Persian
transl ation appears in Iran.

Any such work is by definition controversial and
provocative, but Mlani’'s book requires special critical
attention because of its potential inpact, particularly on
the non-specialist public at large. Wiile it has nerit, The
Persian Sphinx is ultimately a disappointing and m sl eadi ng
wor k because M| ani has injected strong doses of politica
bias into his historical reconstruction.

The careful reader will find alnost all of the author’s
assunptions, preoccupations, and concl usions sumarized in
the book’s preface. The first major point is the adm ssion
that witing about Hoveyda's |life has been a continuati on,
“by proxy,” of a previous autobiographical project: “...in
pursuit of the riddle that was his life, | have had a chance
to revisit sone of the sane | andscapes that | had m ned
earlier while witing nmy own nenoir.”

Those who have read M| ani’s aut obi ography, Tal es of

Two Cities: A Persian Menoir (1996), will renmenber the
peculiarities of that work. Beyond chil dhood sketches, the
book had a surprisingly short chapter on Mlani’'s
intellectual formation during his student years in Berkeley,
California, fromthe m d-1960s to 1975. At that tine,

Ber kel ey was one of world's nost culturally and politically
vibrant cities. MIlani, however, joined an anti-Shah
Stalinist sect, whose weltanschauung was derived from cl ose
readi ngs of Chairman Mao's works and the Peking Review. He
then generalizes this experience to characterize all Iranian
oppositionists as closed-ninded fanatics. But this is

bl ami ng others instead of admitting nistakes. Mlani could
have chosen the | ess dogmatic w ngs of the student nobvenent
or left the opposition for an independent intellectual path.
Yet, he stayed with the Muoist group and was drawn into
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political entanglenents that Tales of Two Cities nentions
but does not clarify.

The nost poignant parts of Ml ani’'s autobiography are

the two chapters where his tornents as a political prisoner
of the nmonarchy are described. But an air of anbiguity

cl ouds these sections. Mlani tells us how after returning
to Iran in 1975 he becane a university professor and, still
connected to the Maoi st group, joined a “think tank” of
supposedly refornist intellectuals fornmed around the queen
Thi s nust have been around 1975-76, the very tine we find

Ml ani publishing material praising the regine. 1s he then
inmplying that his pro-reginme witings, including speeches
for the queen, were done when he was in fact an undercover
Maoi st? There is no explanation and no cl ear chronol ogy of
events.

By the end of his second year in Iran (about 1976-77)

Ml ani was arrested because of his leftist contacts. He says
that he had given up his revolutionary ideas “long before”
landing in prison. He also nentions reaching a quick
agreenent with the authorities that allowed himto be freed
in one year, but adds that nedia reports distorted his court
testinony into praise for the Shah. Again this may be an
oblique reference to Mlani's witings that were used to
attack the opposition in publications by the political
police (SAVAK). Tales of Two Cities does not give us clear
expl anations of these thorny issues. But it nmay suggest why
Ml ani views lranian politics as a dichotonous clash between
fanatical opposition forces and a flawed but noderni zi ng
nonarchy, a struggle in which real intellectuals had no
choice but to join the latter. It is the continuity of this
theme in The Persian Sphinx that makes it an

aut obi ographi cal work “by proxy.”

In the preface to The Persian Sphinx, Mlani clains

that witing this book convinced himthat nearly all his
percepti ons about Hoveyda had been wong, thus suggesting
the reader nmight expect a simlar experience. He then gives
us a synopsis of what he | earned about Hoveyda: “He was a
true intellectual, a man of cosnopolitan flair, a liberal at
heart who served an illiberal master.” Expressed in no
uncertain terns, these words capture the essence of what

Ml ani wants to convey about Hoveyda. He promi ses to reverse
common perceptions by offering a synpathetic portrait of a
man usual ly seen quite unfavorably. The sane passage al so
sumari zes Mlani’s view of Hoveyda's tines:

He lived at the height of lran's historical

struggl e between nodernity and tradition, Wstern
cosnopol i tani sm and Persian isolationism secul arism
and religious fundanmentalism and ultinmately between
civil society and denocracy on the one hand, and

aut horitariani smon the other.

Readers who may be uneasy with such sinplistic
juxtapositions will be further alarmed as Ml ani immediately
gi ves his opinion of the generation of Iranian technocrats
and bureaucrats represented by Hoveyda:

He enbodi ed the hopes and aspirations, the
acconplishnents and failures of a whole generation of,
usual |y Western-trai ned, technocrats who were bent on
pulling Iran out of its cycle of poverty and repression
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and freeing it fromthe clutches of tradition

This of course is a nere repetition of what those sane
technocrats, including Mlani hinself, wote in the 1970s to
justify serving the reginme. Mlani then raises the

question of the noral responsibility of Hoveyda and others
who served the Shah’'s regine in inportant capacities.
“Pondering his life, could also, | realized, shed |ight on
serious questions about individual noral responsibility for
acts within a political system..”

Qobvi ously, the question of noral responsibility is a

core concern of The Persian Sphinx. Mlani’'s narrative deals
with it indirectly, but his position is stated at the
outset. He seeks to show that Hoveyda was a |ibera
intellectual who, along with a host of other I|ike-m nded
technocrats, fought against “poverty, repression” and
“tradition.” The book is not clear as to why such noble
efforts failed. Nor does M| ani hold Hoveyda, and his
cohorts in the ruling elite, seriously accountable for the
systenis flaws and failures. He seens to indicate that the
obstacl es were too great and the Shah was too “illiberal.”
Thus we have the making of a classical tragedy: a despotic
king ruling a backward society, facing nmeddling foreigners
and fanatical opponents, and served by intellectuals like
Hoveyda, whose noral integrity is consequently questioned
and nmust sonehow be redeened. This is why Hoveyda is cast as
“t he Persian Sphinx,” the synmbol of enigmatic and

nm sunderstood intell ectuals whose “true story” would al so
unravel “the riddle of the Iranian Revolution.” |Indeed there
is much at stake here. And to Mlani’s credit, alnost all of
his assunptions are clearly stated on the very second page
of the book's preface. Let us follow and see how he tells
his story and whether it is a conpelling one.

The preface continues with some general observations on
the place of biography in Iranian history. According to
Ml ani, while pre-Islamc royal inscriptions were

“unabashedly sel f-assertive... Wth the advent of Islam the
self was gradually eclipsed, and the individual no | onger
directly described or revealed to the reader.” Contrary to

this sweeping generalization, Islamic |Iran abounds with
prose and poetry genres containing nmuch bi ographi cal and
even aut obi ographi cal references. Cbvious exanples are
panegyri c and epic poetry, court chronicles, and

travel ogues. Ml ani, however, inmrediately opens hinself

wi der to charges of hyperbole by proceeding with a one-
par agraph conparative anal ysis of the biography genre in
Islamand Christianity, contrasting the CGospel s’

“bi ographical pluralisnf to the Koran’s unequi voca
narrative and | ack of focus on Mohanmad' s life.

Since The Persian Sphinx is a work of schol arship, we

nust al so look at its use of sources and net hodol ogy of
research. Ml ani makes excellent use of archival material
fromthe French Foreign Mnistry, U S. National Security
Archives and National Archives, reports by the CIA and the
Ameri can Enbassy in Tehran, and other intelligence and

di pl omatic sources. In addition, there are anple references
to the nenoirs and witings of the Pahlavi elite, the Shah,
and Hoveyda hi nsel f.

These are suppl enented by about 130 personal

interviews. Mlani clains that in deciding who to talk to,
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and presumably al so what docunents to use, he “ignored the
political pieties of the left and the right, as well as

those of the nonarchists and their opponents.” Only the
second part of this claimis partially true, because the
book does observe a reginen of “political pieties.” It

systematically | eaves out scholarly studies, docunentary
evi dence, or personal interviews that reflect serious
criticismof Hoveyda. A few such sources are inevitably
cited, for exanple, in relation to Hoveyda's 1966 encounter
with oppositionist intellectuals (see below); and |efti st
witer and fil mmaker Ebrahim Gol esatn is occasionally used
as a reference, mainly at the end of chapter twelve, again
in the context of a contentious relationship with Hoveyda.
A mai n charge agai nst Hoveyda is his presiding over a
reginme that systenatically inprisoned, tortured, and
executed individuals for their political activities. An

i mpartial biographer is therefore expected to have exam ned
the testinonies of at |east a few Pahlavi era politica
prisoners. Many of these have published their nenoirs, can
easily be located in Europe and the United States, and would
have certainly agreed to be interviewed in order to voice
their grievances agai nst Hoveyda. But Ml ani has chosen to
i gnore such voices, relying heavily instead on sources
obviously partial to Hoveyda. Mist frequently cited anong
the latter are Hoveyda's brother, Fereydun, his ex-wife
Laila Emanmi, and his personal secretary and physician.

Ml ani’'s nmethod of source corroboration further

detracts fromthe book’s reliability. He clainms that “every
story recounted here has been corroborated by a second

i ndependent source.” But the reference notes do not show
such second verifications. Mlani's explanation is that
second source citations were elimnated because they woul d
have nmade the endnotes too long. W are assured that he has
personally determined the reliability of all accounts that
are not independently verifiable. Again, this methodol ogy
does not strengthen the book’s clains to bal ance and
inmpartiality.

As for organization, The Persian Sphinx has an

intelligent and careful structure, rem niscent of an ol d-
fashi oned Holl ywood film It opens dramatically in the
storny days of March 1979, with Hoveyda in captivity under
the i npendi ng shadow of what nost readers know is going to
be a gruesonme execution. Having faithfully served the Shah
for alnmobst thirteen years, Hoveyda was pl aced under house
arrest in 1978 as a scapegoat and target for the rising tide
of revolution. Wile the ungrateful Shah and his | uckier

| ackeys escaped the country, Hoveyda was |eft behind and

fell into the hands of revolutionaries. Remaining loyal to
the last mnute, he refused to incrimnate his naster
telling a French reporter, “lI guess a scapegoat shoul d just

remain silent.”

Foll owi ng this sad prol ogue, the book’s nmain narrative
begins as a long “flashback,” telling the story of Hoveyda's
life fromchildhood to premership and finally to his denise
and fall. The last two chapters bring us back to the book’s
openi ng, as they focus on vivid i mages of Hoveyda's trial
and execution. Mlani is successful in weaving together

hi storical accounts and docunents, anecdotes, and persona
testinonies to give us a textured view of Hoveyda's |life and
times. But all of this is overshadowed by the book’'s two
related thematic flaws, both nmeant to elicit synpathy for
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its hero. First, Hoveyda' s credentials as an intellectual
are constantly inflated; Second, the question of his
political and noral responsibility is systematically blurred
and pushed into the background.

Most readers woul d agree that a serious intellectua

nust accept sonme basic accountability for his/her actions,
especially those of a public and political nature. A
stronger version of this view predom nated in the Iranian
intellectual mlieu of the 1960s-70s, where sone even
expected real intellectuals to carry an al nost prophetic
burden of speaking truth to power. Ml ani, however, goes in
the opposite direction, playing up Hoveyda' s intellectual
pretensions as if they could conpensate for his total and
opportunistic surrender to a corrupt and oppressive status
quo.

But what exactly were Hoveyda's clains to

intellectualisn? Mlani's early chapters descri be how
because of his father’s diplomtic position, Hoveyda and his
brot her Fereydun, grew up in Damascus and then in Beirut,
where they attended French school s and began to acquire
sonmet hing of a “cosnopolitan” flare (chapters two and
three). According to Fereydun, his brother had a youthfu
interest in French novelists |ike Andre’ G de and Andre

Mal raux. But Mlani is stretching things nore than a bit by
taki ng such anecdotal references to suggest affinities

bet ween young Hoveyda and a hero of Man's Fate or figures
l'i ke

Saint-Just in his unfailing faith in the purgative
powers of violence, Andre Gde in his celebration of
carnality, and even Trotsky in his hope for a pernmanent
revol ution. ..

Chapters three and four are al so on shaky grounds,

where Hoveyda's intellectual formation is reconstructed
nostly based on autobi ographi cal notes published when he was
prinme mnister and the renenbrances of his brother Fereydun.
Still, the picture that energes here is not flattering. For
exanpl e, during his undergraduate studies in Brussels in the
1930s, we find Hoveyda “a nedi ocre student” who “invested
nmuch energy and his fornidable intellectual insight into
identifying the flower, the conplinent, or the gift that
woul d nost pl ease, or appease his friends.”

When France fell to the Nazis in June 1940, Hoveyda
supposedly registered the foll owi ng reaction

No, this | cannot, dare not believe. France!l The

| and of freedom the sanctuary of the exiles, you have
surrendered? You have given up the fight? That night,
along with French friends, | wept for your nmisery,
France; because | have always | oved you.

Hoveyda's reaction was simlar when Allied forces

occupied lIran in August 1941: “lran, oh, dear Iran, all ny
t houghts are now with you.”

Meanwhi | e, he was using the privilege accorded to those

who coul d prove “Aryan” descent to arrange several sunmer
visits to Nazi-occupied Paris. There he enjoyed the good
life under the protection of close famly nenbers who held
hi gh di pl omati c posts (one uncle being Iran’'s anbassador to
France, while another was in charge of the Iranian enbassy
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conmpounds in Paris).

In 1942, Hoveyda returned to Iran and, following fanily
tradition, applied for a job at the foreign mnistry, citing
“advanced studies in diplomcy,” whereas in reality he had
only conpleted a bachelor’s degree in political science.
Thi s dubious claimto “advanced studies” |ater becane a full
bl owmn case of “academ ¢ fudgi ng,” nmaking himthe hol der of a
doctorate degree fromthe Sorbonne. Wth relatives and
friends pulling strings, Hoveyda was quickly hired and

si mul t aneously began his two years of conpulsory mlitary
servi ce, which he nanaged to have counted toward
establishing seniority in his diplomtic job. He also did
some writing, including a short story that the veteran
writer Ebrahim Gol esatn described as “somewhat kitsch... and
perfectly nediocre.”

So far, Hoveyda's credentials as an intellectual |eave

nmuch to be desired. Now Ml ani offers an inportant alibi for
t he book’ s hero:

Hoveyda's fluency in French, his knowl edge of sone

of the nore recent masterpi eces of European |iterature,
and finally his passion for books gai ned him access to
the coveted circle around Sadeq Hedayat, perhaps the
nost inportant nodern fiction witer in Iran.

Ml ani's description of the eccentric but principled
witer is quite accurate:

Hedayat was highly selective in choosing those he
allowed into his inner circle. He did not like to
associate with fools, sycophants, or those who w shed a
purchase on fame by proximty to the fanous.

The question then is whether Hoveyda was in any way

part of “the coveted literary circle around Sadeq Hedayat.”
And the answer is negative. Mlani can only cite Hoveyda's
brot her and sonme unpublished letters to show that Hedayat
knew Hoveyda and had recei ved sonme books from him Books
publ i shed abroad were novelty itenms in the Iran of the 1940s
and Hedayat is likely to have accepted them from Hoveyda
without allowing himto join his circle of friends. Mlani’'s
clai m notwi thstanding, there is no evidence that Hoveyda
even canme close to that circle. Nor is the friendship that
Hoveyda | ater devel oped with the witer Sadeq Chubak, a

prot égé of Hedayat, proof of close association wth Hedayat
hi msel f.

Hoveyda, however, was extraordinarily successful in
gai ning access to entirely different circles. Imediately
after finishing his mlitary service, he was appointed to
Iran’s diplomatic mission in Paris. There, he forged an
i mportant friendship with Hasan-Ali Mansur, a young and
anbitious nenber of Iran’s political elite, and the man
Hoveyda woul d replace as prinme mnister in 1965. Hoveyda
al so becane “inseparable friends” with Edouard Sablier, a
M ddl e East correspondent for Le Monde. He arranged for the
I rani an governnent to pay for Sablier to travel to Iran,
enjoying “a private plane, a beautiful young translator and
access to all parts of the country.” Sablier’s mnission was
to cover the 1945-46 Azerbaijan crisis, an early Cold War
confrontation over the creation in northern Iran of an
aut ononous gover nment backed by the Soviets. This early
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exercise at the corruption of the press soon becane
Hoveyda’' s expertise and routine practice. Sablier regularly
covered Iran according to Hoveyda's dictates. “Sonme of ny
articles,” Sablier confessed, “were in reality all Hoveyda's
i deas shaped by nme into an essay.”

Ml ani’'s comment on Hoveyda's relations with the press
sounds inadvertently sarcastic:

Contrary to nost Persian politicians of his

generation who knew only the bludgeon and the bribe as
tools of nedia control, Hoveyda had a conplicated,
nodern sense of the nedia. He | earned how to keep the
nmedi a happy.

There is a final footnote to the Sablier episode.

Shortly after their initial 1945 neeting, Hoveyda told
Sablier of his anbition to one day becone Iran’s prine
mnister. This nmay have been a yout hful bout of over
confidence, but it also fits in with a pattern of behavi or,
i ncluding the “conplicated, nodern sense of the nedia,” that
Hoveyda was cultivating in accordance with the corruption
and cynicismthat was a requirenent for advancenent in
Iranian politics.

At about the sane tinme, Hoveyda was enbroiled in the
so-called “Paris Story.” In 1945, French police discovered
that Iranian enbassies in Paris and Bern were using the

di plomatic inmunity of their staff for illegal traffic in
gol d and foreign currenci es between France and Switzerl and.
Iran’s mnister plenipotentiary to Paris, and Hoveyda's
chief mentor at the tinme, was inplicated in the smuggling
ring and recalled fromhis post. MIlani spends nost of
chapter five on a detailed investigation of police, press,
and di plomatic records, to show that contrary to w despread
al | egati ons, Hoveyda, and his brother Fereydun, were not
personal ly involved in snmuggling activities. The “Paris
Story” cast a | ong shadow over Hoveyda's entire career; and
unsubst anti ated snuggling charges were later used in his
trial during the revol ution

More serious charges agai nst Hoveyda, however, relate

not to personal financial integrity but to his role as the
hi ghest official of a corrupt regine. Ml ani hinself
docunent s scandal ous i nstances of illegal financial
activities and i nfluence peddling by nmenbers of the royal
famly, ministers, and Hoveyda's friends during his tenure
as prime mnister. He clainms, wthout strong evidence, that
Hoveyda was opposed to such dealings. But even if this
were the case, Hoveyda was still guilty because he stayed on
the job and tol erated ranpant corruption

Surviving the “Paris Story” scandal, Hoveyda quickly
attached hinself to another nentor. This was Abdol | ah
Entezam a career diplomat and “a nan of inpeccable
integrity” who was also a Sufi and a Freemason. Entezam

| ater enrolled Hoveyda in the Masonic | odge in which he was
the grand nmaster. Despite the Masons’ wi despread notoriety
as instrunments of foreign powers, especially of the British,
Hoveyda j oi ned t hem because “to becone a Mason was deened a
fast track to power and privilege.” Hoveyda' s relationship
with Entezam | asted throughout his life and he always call ed
the ol der man “patron” or “arbab,” the French and Persian
words for “boss.” In the m d-1940s, Entezam headed lIran’s
new consul ar office in occupi ed Germany. Hoveyda and his
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other lifelong friend, Hasan-Ali Mnsur, joined Entezam s
staff in Stuttgart, where “they lived like a pair of bon
vivants” in the war devastated city. At the sane tineg,
Mansur began establishing close personal relations with
American di plomats in the hopes of such “connections” one
day hel ping himto becone prine mnister.

In 1950, Hoveyda went back to Iran but he and his

patron Entezamcould not fit in with the new direction of
the country under Prem er Mohammad Mosaddeq’ s i ndependent
national i st government (1951-53). Hoveyda was stationed in
Ceneva as a United Nations |iaison officer. In 1953, a C A
and British intelligence-sponsored mlitary coup overthrew
Mbosaddeqg and reinstalled the Shah, who had fled the country,
to the throne. Iran’s powerful communist party and the
National Front, a coalition of pro-Msaddeq nationali st
forces, were dismantled and the old political elite with
ties to the Anericans and the British once again took over.
Conditions were again ripe for politicians such as Entezam
and Hoveyda to clinb up. By 1955, the patronage of Entezam
hel ped Hoveyda to | and the high post of the director of

adm nistration for the National lIranian Ol Conpany. Now,
Hoveyda was becom ng sonething of a “boss” hinself,
attaching other upward clinbers to his coattail. These were
men |ike Parviz Radji, who |ater becanme “intimate” with the
Shah’s notorious sister Princess Ashraf and | anded the job
of Iran’s anbassador to Britain. Another protege, Yaddol ah
Shahbazi, “turned his friendship with Hoveyda to gol d,
creating Iran's first chain store and eventually founding a
very successful shipping conpany.” Yet another type of
“Hoveyda man” was Ehsan Naraghi, a sociol ogi st “who had
dabbled in radical politics in his youth” but soon saw the
light and becane “a conduit between nenbers of the
opposition and SAVAK. "~

In 1960, Hoveyda began editing and publishing a

nmagazi ne cal |l ed Kavosh (Exploration) for the Nationa
Iranian G| Conpany. Kavosh began with a posture of cultura
sophi stication, handsonely paying “reputable intellectual s”
to wite for it. But its claimto independence could not be
sustained as it soon began to showcase custonmary adul ati on
to the Shah. Nor do we find Hoveyda witing anything
noteworthy for his own nagazine. He wwote, for exanple
about the need for training Iranian technocrats to manage
the country’s devel opment projects, arguing further that
anci ent lranian were indeed “innovative people in Darius’s
days; they began to construct what would 2,500 years | ater
become the Suez Canal .”

Chapt er seven has a good di scussion of the events

| eading to the “White Revolution,” a reformproject that the
Shah i nplenented due to U S. pressure in the early 1960s. By
this tine, the political star of Mansur, Hoveyda's old
friend, was rising and not surprisingly Hoveyda had “clearly
hitched his wagon to that star.” Mansur and Hoveyda were now
at the center of a group of young foreign-educated
politicians and technocrats who formed the “Progressive
Circle,” ostensibly to address Iran’s pressing social and
econom ¢ problens. More accurately, the Progressive Circle
was a vehicle for Mansur to becone prinme ninister, relying
on his ties to the Anericans and the CIA. Meanwhile the
group was already “a quasi official armof the governnent,”
operating under close SAVAK supervision. Mlani has a
perfectly clear description of the idea behind the
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Progressive Circle in the words of the CIA station chief in
Iran, who was closely in touch with its | eaders:

Hoveyda and Mansur col |l aborated for quite a nunber

of years in trying to create an acceptable alternative
to the unacceptable National Front. They tried to gain
the support of the same type of educated and

intell ectual people that the National Front had
appeal ed to.

In 1962, the Shah fell inline with the Anerican-

sponsored reform project, which was inplenented with rmuch
fanfare as the Wiite Revolution. In the years 1960-63, a
broad coalition of opposition forces, nostly led by the
Nat i onal Front, had vociferously argued that reforms shoul d
be acconpanied by a return to parlianentary and
constitutional government. Mlani's narrative nostly ignores
or downplays this inportant denocratic and i ndependent
conmponent of lranian politics. Instead, he focuses on
opposition to the Wiite Revolution | ed by Ayatoll ah Ruhol | ah
Khoneini. This gives the inpression that the choice in
Iran was between the Shah’s Wiite revol ution and religious
fanatici sm Thus the Mansur-Hoveyda project of serving an
autocratic but reform st Shah mi ght appear nore justified.
Such readi ngs of the Wiite Revol ution, typical of the
American State Department and nedia at the tine, have ever
since becone articles of faith for partisans of Iran’'s old
regi ne.

In 1963, the Shah declared his support for the

Progressive Circle, which then became the Iran-e Novin (New
Iran) Party, and worked closely with the Shah and SAVAK to
“wn” the next parlianmentary elections. |In the sane year,
real opposition was decisively crushed in a bl oody
confrontation. In March 1964, Mansur finally becane prine

nm ni ster and Hoveyda, who wanted the foreign nmnistry, was
naned m ni ster of finance. Depiction of Iran-e Novin party
hacks as “intellectual s” was part of an international inage
maki ng canpai gn. New York Tines, for exanple, had the

foll owing ki nd words for the new Mansur cabi net:

Tehran is stirring with newlife... In four weeks
Hasan Ali Mansur... has injected confidence into a
pai nfully deflated conmunity... Two days after his

appoi ntment on March 7, M. Mansur’'s cabinet of

i ntellectual s was unani nously approved by the
Parliament together with a 60-page program of action
the intellectuals had drafted. For the first tine in
Iranian history, a government rising froma politica
party has cone into office with a detail ed program

Al ready too transparent, Mansur’'s American ties becane
flagrant when al nost imrediately after beconing prem er he
forced the passage of a parlianentary bill granting
diplomatic inmunity to U S. nmilitary personnel and their
dependents in Iran. Khoneini was exiled over his opposition
to this bill and soon one of his young followers shot and
killed the prime ninister. Now it was Hoveyda's turn to step
up to the highest appointed office of the realm He had
waited for this noment all his adult Iife and nothing |ike
the cautionary advice of an old leftist friend, such as
Sadeq Chubak, woul d deter him
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In a rather lengthy discussion of the specific

ci rcunmst ances under whi ch Hoveyda becanme prine ninister

Ml ani notes that by this tinme, due to the Shah's grow ng
autocratic tendencies, “there was little power and

i ndependence left to the office.” Then he goes on to ask
the question that nust have been central to the book

Coul d Hoveyda safely claim as he eventually did,

that he shouldered little blame for the Shah's ill egal
intervention in politics sinply because, by the tinme he
was appointed prinme mnister, the systemwas already in
pl ace? |Is there no responsibility for continued
participation in an al ready existing, but flawed and
unconstitutional, systenf

After all, even Hoveyda's old “boss,” Entezm had
chosen retirenment “over feeding the Shah’s increasing
appetite for power. Hoveyda, on the other hand, decided
during his neeting with the Shah to becone the servant of
that appetite.” But Mlani’s narrative i mediately shies
away fromthis kind of lucid evaluation and instead
continues to pile up details and detours that are often
interesting and infornmative but tend to obscure clear

j udgenent .

In fact, Prinme Mnister Hoveyda' s strategic political
choices were as clear as the profile of his new associ at es.

I nstead of seni-independents |ike Entezam he now drew
closer to nen |like Parviz Sabeti, chief of SAVAK s notorious
“Third Division,” responsible for internal security. Hated
by the opposition as “the master behind the machi nery of
torture, censorship, and oppression,” Sabeti becane
Hoveyda's “close friend and confidant” and an extrenely
powerful man. “All inportant appointnents —from mnisterial
portfolios and university professorships to elenentary
school teachers and nost civil service positions- needed his
departnment’s security clearance.” Mreover, SAVAK was
officially part of the prime ninister’'s office. In reality,
the Shah was in charge of the SAVAK, but as prine mnister,
Hoveyda was | egally responsible for SAVAK acti ons.

Therefore, when in his Answer to History the fallen Shah

bl amed SAVAK' s doi ngs on Hoveyda, he was technically but

di shonestly correct.

Ml ani’'s narrative, however, returns to the thenme of

Hoveyda the intellectual, this time as a prinme ninister who
published elliptical and fragnentary nmenoirs fromhis youth.
These pieces did not anpbunt to nuch nore than “a grab bag of
phil osophy and history, political theory and literary
allusions.” But for Mlani, they seem enough to nake Hoveyda
pass as Isiah Berlin's proverbial “fox,” the restless
political animal whose uneasy classification nmakes it stand
apart in “a culture enanored of hedgehogs,” i.e., creatures
given to dull singular visions. Then, in an even nore

bi zarre and bel abored twi st, Hoveyda is |likened to Walter
Benj amin’s Flaneur, “an urban detective, unattached and
astute, a roaming Gypsy-like character who is ‘everywhere in
possessi on of his incoghito.’”

At this point Mlani's literary allusions are pushed so

far that they might evoke images unbeconing of the topic’'s
solemity. Despite ourselves, we nmay begin to see the
incognito detective witer prinme mnister Hoveyda as
something of a filmnoir anti-hero, in trench coat and
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fedora, noving in and out of misty scenes... He could be
arguing with a nasty bunch of SAVAK agents in a dark cellar
Sonmeone is tied to a chair in the background. Hoveyda wal ks
up to the man and gently places his own hal f-snoked
cigarette (pipe?) in the victinms gaping mouth... W then
cut to the prine nmnister's office, where a dishevel ed
Hoveyda | oosens his tie, renpves the trade-mark orchid from
his |apel and throws it on a large pile of papers on his
desk. He then pulls out an old red-covered notebook froma
drawer and begins witing intently (a letter to the ghost of
Sadeq Hedayat?)... The next scene shows His Inperial Mjesty
sl appi ng a poker-faced Hoveyda hard and repeatedly, asking
hi m about a nysterious bird (or Sphinx?)...

But let us |look at nmuch sadder scenes of rea

encount ers between Hoveyda and Iran’s intellectual

di ssidents, the so-called “hedgehogs,” whose singular vision
precl uded conpromise with the regi ne of SAVAK torture and
censorship. In 1966, Hoveyda who gradually seened to be nore
than a nere transitional figure, met with a hal f-dozen of
the country’s nost fampbus witers and poets. Anong these was
Jalal Al -e Ahnmad, “a brave, fearless, and defiant foe of
despotism” who took the opportunity to attack the regine
and its censorship. Hoveyda pretended that he agreed. After
all, upon becoming prinme ninister, he too had boldly
proclainmed to the parlianment: “I am agai nst the idea of
censorship of the nedia... | amwlling to give ny life for
liberty so that everyone can talk freely.” O course he
had been lying to the parliament, just as he was now | ying
to dissident intellectuals. He would continue to lie for
anot her twel ve years, throughout his tenure as prine

m ni ster, about censorship, about corruption, about
repression, and about torture.

The account of Hoveyda's 1966 neeting with dissident witers
and poets reveals the depth of his cynicism After listening
to their conplaints, Hoveyda suggested that they forma
committee to oversee everything that was published in the
country. Al-e Ahnad angrily objected that the prinme mnister
was trying to convince those who had dared oppose censorship
to becone censors thenselves. Finally, and insulting his
audi ence even further, Hoveyda invited themto a less forma
neeting where differences could be resolved over “a bottle
of scotch.” The neeting then cane to an end. Censorship

i ntensified and SAVAK began arresting witers who were
trying to set up an i ndependent union

Can we bl ane Hoveyda and the system he represented for
events such as this? Mlani is not at all convinced.
Resorting to his fal se dichotonmy between the Shah’s regine
and the dark forces of fanaticism he even issues a bl anket
condemation of Iranian intellectuals. “Utinmately, the
intellectuals preferred a de facto alliance with the clerics
whose stated goal was the creation of a religious state and
who opposed i deas such as wonen’s rights to vote.”
Statenments like this make a travesty of the historical
record, including nmuch of Mlani’'s own narrative, that shows
how politicians |ike Hoveyda hel ped t he Shah destroy any
chance for the energence of a nore denocratic alternative in
Iran. G ven that inpasse, sone intellectuals were driven to
support Khoneini as an alternative to Pahlavi despotism But
this was by no neans the choice of the entire intellectua
communi ty. Wen nonarchi sts and Hoveyda-type politicians
fled the fury of the revolution they thensel ves had caused,
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it was lIran’s independent intellectuals who stood their
ground and paid the price for resisting a clerical takeover.
Ahmad Shanmlu, Sa’'id Sol tanpur, Shokrollah Paknezhad, Ghol am
Hosein Sa’' edi, Mostafa Rahim, and many other Pahlavi-era
di ssi dents opposed the Islanic Republic fromthe begi nning.
The record of this opposition is easily found in
contenporary periodicals |ike Ayandegan, Payghame enruz,
Tehran Mbsavvar, Onid-e Iran, Ketab-e jonme’eh and Naqd-e
Agah, the latter even featuring a few good pi eces by M ani
himsel f. Nor were the thousands of men and wonen who
suffered torture and inprisonnent or perished in opposition
to the new regi ne exactly nonarchi sts or Hoveyda-type
intellectual s.

Blaming Iranian intellectuals for the revol ution and

its outconme is a centerpiece of the nonarchi st mythol ogy
that adamantly refuses to accept the old regine’s
responsibility for its owm downfall. Mlani is perpetuating
a nore subtle version of this nythol ogy, seeking to
exonerate not the nonarchy but those who opportunistically
served it, while shifting the blane to the victins of both
regi nes, especially Iran's dissident intellectuals.

In the 1960s, before even the pretense of
constitutional governnment was dropped, Hoveyda had tried to
recruit former oppositionists in order to create a facade of
i ndependent politics. But principled individuals, like the
socialist |eader Khalil Maleki or the fiercely nationalistic
Dari ush Foruhar, refused to take part in the gane of lies
Hoveyda was pl ayi ng.

“The trappi ngs of power,” says Mlani, “seened to have
a corrosive effect on Hoveyda's initial optinisn about
such efforts

The | onger he stayed in power, the nore that

optim smgave way to a passive, sonetines enbittered,
cynicism Mre and nore he tried to use cash incentives
to encourage the explicit cooption of opposition
nmenbers. Some were given lucrative governnenta
contracts; others were given sinecures.

Those who were bought off in such ways were nostly
opportunists rather than oppositionists. Still, Mlani tries
to provide “balance” to this daming picture of Hoveyda by
accusi ng those who believed in “the futility of working
within the existing systemi as speaking with “the voice of a
peculiar political nihilismthat had conme to doni nate
intellectual discourse in Iran.” The intellectuals who
refused to be bought are dism ssed because they suffered
froma “formof nihilisnmi that “had its roots in both Shiite
theol ogy and the secular revolutionary theories of the late
ni neteenth century.” Hoveyda nmay have been corrupt and
cynical, says Mlani, but his intellectual opponents were no
nore than Shiite nihilists. Nobody wins. W were all guilty.
Chapter el even has a good discussion of the rise of the
| ast batch of Pahl avi-era Young Turks, exenplified by nen
i ke Dariush Homayun and his brain-child the newspaper
Ayandegan. In the |ate 1960s, the Harvard-educated Homayun
was recruited to once again test the possibility of
“reforming the Iranian systemfromw thin.” To that effect
his idea for “a new, independent, |iberal yet |oyal”
newspaper was inplenented after careful preparations by
Hoveyda and SAVAK chief General Nasiri. But this experinent
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in “liberal journalisni was also a failure, since Ayandegan
qui ckly “acquired a tarnished reputation as a SAVAK or
American creation.” After suffering slight royal reprimnd
for a fewinitial journalistic mssteps, Homayun quickly
fell in line and enjoyed a rapid rise in the system In
1977, he becane mnister of information and was thus
directly involved with the strategi c workings of censorship.
According to him the Shah personally set the nedia's
general guidelines, while Hoveyda's task was to “co-opt the
journal sits. He believed that they all could be bought; it
was only a question of finding the price.”
In the early 1970s, as Iran’s oil incone rose suddenly
and sharply, so too did the Shah’'s autocratic and bonbastic
tendencies. Hs forner insecure grandiosity now turned into
full -fl edged negal omani a, rendering himincapabl e of even
listening to advisors. Meanwhil e, Hoveyda served dutifully
as a figurehead so that His Inperial Mjesty could
conveniently run everything from behind the scene.
“Questions of foreign policy, national security, oil, gas,
atom ¢ energy, and of course the arny were never discussed
in the cabinet.” Hoveyda would see to it that the cabi net
sinply approved what the Shah want ed, especially regarding
matters such as military spending and the atom c energy
programin which the nonarch all owed no di scussion at all
Ml ani |ikens the Shah-Hoveyda relationship to that of “a
potentate and his vizier,” a pattern remniscent of “old
feudal bureaucracies” and replicated in Hoveyda's relations
with his ninisters. In addition to their regular salari es,
the mnisters would receive |arge nonthly cash bonuses from
the prine mnister’'s “secret discretionary funds,” as well
as extra bonuses occasionally dispatched by the Shah
hinself. Only a few “super nministers,” |ike Ardeshir
Zahedi and Jamshid Anbuzegar, were in a different category.
They had direct and close relations with the Shah that
bypassed Hoveyda's office. As foreign mnister, Zahedi, for
exanpl e, did not get along with Hoveyda and went as far as
publicly humliating him

On Prime Mnster Hoveyda's intell ectual pretensions,
and his relations with independent intellectuals, MIani
offers a final striking episode. Hoveyda had known Ebrahi m
Gol estan, a pronminent leftist witer, translator, and film
maker, fromthe late 1950s when they both worked for the
National lranian G| Conpany. The two nen al so had sone
contact through a nmutual friend, the witer Sadeq Chubak
and via Fereydun Hoveyda, whose intellectual credentials
were nore serious than his brother’s. In |ater years, as was
his customary approach to dissident intellectuals, Hoveyda
had tried bribing Golestan, for exanple, by purchasing and
filing awmay a critical filmhe had nmade about governnent
land reform Still, CGolestan continued to take jibes at the
prinme mnister and had even used himas the nodel for a
thinly disguised pseudo-intellectual fictional character,

Whose accent was m xed, whose intelligence was

fine, and whose jokes were fromnotes. He used a cane
for no reason and hid his lust for power and position
behi nd a claimof having no desire for power and being
resigned to his fate-- this was obviously visible.

Here, Golestan had directly identified Hoveyda, whose
nane in Persian nmeans “visible” (or rather “apparent”). In
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an early 1970s film called Mysteries of the Treasure of the
Ghost Valley, Golestan satirized the Shah's pseudo-
noder ni zation projects and Hoveyda's servile and pathetic
relation to his “boss.” The filmended by predicting a
revolutionary finale in which the docil e Hoveyda-character
takes a beating, with his own cane, at the hands of the
ungrateful boss. Initially unnoticed by inept censors, the
filmwas taken down after a few weeks in Tehran novie
houses.

One night, shortly after the filmwas banned, Hoveyda

ran into Gol estan, who was a guest at his brother Fereydun's
house. Wien an argunent broke out between the film nmaker and
the prine mnister, the angry Gol estan nade a dranatic
gesture. He took off his shirt and threw it at Hoveyda,
shouting: "snmell it, it has the sweet snell of

consci ousness... not the stench of soneone who has sold his
soul .” Described by both his own brother and Gol est an,
Hoveyda's neek reaction to such a sharp public rebuke was an
adm ssion of intellectual and noral bankruptcy. He ordered
hi s bodyguards to | eave Gol estan al one, asked himto sit and
cal m down over a bottle of the best cognac in the house, and
then went on to unhappily conpl ain about the Shah’s “hare-
brai ned idea for a new one-party political system”

Hoveyda and Gol estan net one last tine during a fornal
reception for a high-ranking French official. The words
Hoveyda reportedly used to introduce CGol estan, to the
foreign guest, reiterated his previous guilty admi ssion:
“This is our best witer and filmdirector and we invariably
suppress his work.”

The one-party system Hoveyda had nenti oned was a proto-
fasci st mass nobilization vehicle that was intended to
provide the regime with active popul ar support. The project
was i ndeed a “hare-brained” blunder because it set in notion
a series of events that brought about great popul ar
agitation, leading to a revolution and the nonarchy’s
replacement with the authoritarian populist Islamc
Republic. According to Mlani, the idea of a new party,
cal | ed Rastakhi z (Resurgence), was originally conceived by a
group of technocrats, including Gholam Reza Af khami,
Manouchehr Ganji, Anmin Alimard, and Ahnad Ghorei shi. The
Shah made this his idea in 1975, when his delusions of power
and grandeur had reached their peak. By this time, no one
dared to even differ slightly with the policy guidelines set
by the Shah, who would quell even a hint at such ni sbehavi or
by posing the nenaci ng question: “Have they not read our
book?”

Meanwhi | e, the Shah had prom sed a “G eat

Cvilization,” within reach in one generation when Iran was
to becone one of the world's five |eading industrial powers.
This was premni sed on rapid econom ¢ devel opnent, financed by
an unprecedented rise in Ilran’s oil inconme. Hoveyda and his
cohorts nmade a qui ck and expeditious transition fromthe era
of Iran-e Novin to that of Rastakhiz, whole-heartedly
endor si ng and propagating Hi s Majesty’ s new devel opnent al

pi pe dreans. What Ml ani cites as an exanple of Hoveyda's
“nost inportant theoretical pitch” in defense of the

Rast akhi z project is a nere repetition of the prine
mnister’'s typical cant:

At a tine when the ideol ogical man and the
technol ogi cal man can be seen vacillating between
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unrel i eved gl oom and Pangl ossi an optinmism we believe
we are not only entitled but duty bound to seek our own
path to the future.

The Rastakhiz systemwas in clear violation of Iran's
constitution, but Hoveyda saw no serious problemwth it.

I nstead of resigning, as so many of his friends

and col | eagues suggested, he resigned hinself to the
role that the shah would assign for himin the new
schene of things.

It is nmore than anachronistic on Mlani’'s part to

ponder whet her Hoveyda nmight have acted in a nore principled
manner at the peak of his power. MIlani hinself was anobng
those who articul ated the Rastakhiz vision, justified a one-
party system and put an intellectual gloss over the Shah's
banalities. In 1975, the Aspen Institute for Humanistic

St udi es, supported by Iran’s queen and the Pahl avi
Foundati on, sponsored an international synposiumin
Persepolis to discuss Iran’'s devel opnent projects. M ani
co-aut hored one of the lead articles in the volune that was
put together fromthe conference proceedings. The article
was mere nonarchi st propaganda. It heaped uncriti cal

adul ati on on the Shah's father, depicted the 1953 Cl A-
sponsored coup as the result of “a power struggle that ended
in the restoration and continuation of |egitinmate nonarchy.”
Mbosaddeqg and i ndependent |ranian nationalism were obviously
not nentioned. Political repression was semantically

whi t ewashed as necessary “social discipline,” while the

Rast akhai z project was described as “a unified approach to
devel opment wherein participation by the ‘nmass of the
nation’ in the decision-nmaking process becones the permanent
political fact of life.” In defense of one-party
dictatorship, it was argued that Rastakhiz offered a higher
formof political denpbcracy that was “substantive rather
than formalistic.” The obligatory two-page quotation from
t he Shah adorned the center of the article and statistical
tabl es were provided to prove the inpressive acconplishnments
of the White Revolution (in fact showi ng not rmuch nore than
an upsurge in the GNP due to nultiplying oil revenues).

In the safe retrospective distance of twenty-five

years, Mlani is still incapable of |ooking at his own
intellectual contribution to the hypocrisy of the old

regi ne, while he nuses over the question of Hoveyda's
responsibility. If this is self-criticism“by proxy,” our
author is still several biographies short of his goal
Evasi on of individual responsibility is the litnus test

that distinguishes those closely associated with the Shah's
regine. As a rule, such individuals are quite capabl e of
criticizing and bl ami ng each other, their rival factions in
the hierarchy of power, Hoveyda, the Shah, nenbers of the
royal famly, and of course conspiratorial foreigners, for
the fall of a political systemwhich they all hel ped

mai ntain. But al nost none of them has had the intellectual
and noral courage to seriously critique his or her own role
in such a deeply flawed system

By the late 1970s, Hoveyda was a tired and spent nan.

Hi s days began with Valium shots and he dozed off in late

ni ght parties that he attended alone after his divorce from
his wife. Sensing that the Shah was going to replace him
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Hoveyda offered his resignation in August 1977. The Shah
appointed himcourt mnister, a job that was taken away from
Assadol | ah Alam a former prinme mnister and Hoveyda's
archrival who was dying of cancer. Alanis fate “should have
been a warning to Hoveyda.” A totally dedicated servant, and
possi bly the Shah's closest friend, Alamwas easily

di smi ssed by a royal phone call

Hoveyda was to wait his turn to be sacrificed when a

revol uti on began to loomon the horizon. MIlani’s anal ysis
of the revolution is murky and borders on the
conspiratorial. He is correct in arguing that it was not

i nevitabl e had those in power chosen a different path. But
he focuses on blunders such as the January 1978 nedia attack
on Khonei ni that hel ped place the clergy in the | eadership
of street protests and denonstrations. Meanwhile, as the
press began to exercise some i ndependence, “Al nost every
social problemfromcensorship in the nedia to el ections,
fromthe econonic devel opnent plans to the corruption of
governnental officials- was blaned on Hoveyda.” Mich of
this was quite justified because Hoveyda was |egally
responsi ble for alnobst all inportant policy decisions made
and inplenmented during his tenure as prinme mnister. But the
attacks were also indirectly ained at the Shah and the
entire system To deflect these, the Shah, who was now
reverting back to his habitual indecisiveness in crisis,
changed prinme mnisters again and deci ded to use Hoveyda as
scapegoat .

I nstead of such cynical nmaneuvering, what mi ght have
prevented a revol utionary explosion was a return to
constitutional government. But the Shah refused to consider
this option when it was still feasible. In 1977, he could
have repl aced Hoveyda and his cabinet with i ndependent
liberal figures fromor close to the National Front. This
choice was still possible in August 1978, when the
technocrat prinme mnister Janshid Anmuzegar was repl aced by
the wily and infanous Ja'far Sharif-Emanmi. A few nonths

| ater the Shah had to beg National Front |eaders to step
forward and save the regine fromtotal collapse. But it was
too late, and Shapur Bakhtiar, who did accept such a task,
was al nost i medi ately swept away by the revol ution.

As m ght be expected, MIlani’'s discussion of the

i mpendi ng revol uti on does not probe the possibility of a
constitutional governnment with real opposition |eaders,
presumabl y because he sees that as the succes of the “long
cheri shed Anerican policy of bringing a National Front
Governnent to power in Iran.” |Instead, he considers

vari ous scenarios of diplomatic intrigue and indulges old
SAVAK- monar chi st fantasi es about how an “iron fisted”
response might have put an end to the grow ng popul ar

prot est s.

In Novenber 1978, Hoveyda, who was no | onger court

mnister, was arrested. He had al ready passed on severa
opportunities for leaving Iran, still harboring illusions
about the regine’s and his own political future. In a
neeti ng between the Shah, the queen, and their top advisors,
no one spoke for Hoveyda. Consequently, he was placed under
arrest in a SAVAK safe house, where he waited, “confident
that at any nonent a nonarchist coup would turn back the
tide of revolution.” During the chaos which culnminated in
the Shah's departure in January 1979, Hoveyda had ot her
chances to escape but he refused to take the initiative.
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When t he nonarchy col | apsed on 10 February, Hoveyda's SAVAK
guards fled, telling himto do the same thing. |Instead, he
surrendered to the officials of the new revol utionary
regine. At this point, escape m ght have been i npossible.
Hoveyda was far too well known to di sappear in the crowds
and he could not rely on any support network to hide and
snuggl e himout of the country.

Ml ani’'s description of Hoveyda's arrest and what

foll owed reconnects us to the begi nning of the book. These
sections vividly recreate the chaotic nood of an unfol ding
revol uti on and provide the enptional context for a tragic
finale. The once haughty Hoveyda now suffered all kinds of
hunmiliations, leading up to a quick show trial. The nost
concrete charges against himwere those outlined in a 1977
open letter of protest by the dissident witer Ali-Asghar
Haj - Seyyed- Javadi . The |etter accused Hoveyda of nunerous
specific and grave violations of the Iranian constitution.
The revol utionary court, however, nuddled its case agai nst
Hoveyda by throwi ng everything into a m xed bag that

i ncl uded outl andi sh accusations such as “sow ng corruption
on earth,” snuggling, and selling the country to
foreigners.

Mlani's |last two chapters are nostly devoted to
denonstrating how the revol utionary court’s standards were
in violation of rudinmentary | egal procedures. He al so notes,
in passing as usual, the seriousness of the charge agai nst
Hoveyda of “unjustified and unconstitutional” submission to
the Shah, as well as the weakness of Hoveyda's clai mthat
“he, as prinme ninister, had no power over policy and no

know edge of SAVAK' s work.” Still, Mlani thinks that the
accused had a defensible case: “lncredible as Hoveyda's

cl aim seened, there is nmuch evidence to vindicate his
claim” Here, we expect to see Mlani’'s final argunment on

Hoveyda' s behal f, the kind of defense that night sway a non-
partisan court, jury, or reading audience deliberating the
overall nature and extent of Hoveyda's noral and politica
responsibility. But Mlani offers no such argunents.
Hoveyda received a speedy and unfair trial and was

al nrost i nmedi ately executed. As Ml ani suggests, an idea
court of law, especially in such an inportant case, nust
have carefully wei ghed the evidence against the man and the
regi nme he represented, as well as what the accused had to
say in his own defense. That would have served to set the
historical record straight and restore a sense of justice,
not to perpetuate confusion and bl oodshed.

I nstead, we see the travesty of justice that was the
hal | mark of Hoveyda’'s political tenure return with vengeance
toclaimhimas its victim This is tragic, but Mlani’'s
exceptional synpathy for this particular case distorts the
| arger tragedy of Hoveyda's |life and career. Throughout the
book, there is no serious concern for the fact that the
wor st kinds of political show trials and violations of human
rights routinely took place in Iran while Hoveyda was prine
mnister. This is a curious choice of perspective, given
that Mlani hinself was a political prisoner of the
notorious old regine. In 1974-75, at the peak of Hoveyda's
power, the annual report of Amesty International said that
“no country in the world has a worse record in human rights
than Iran.” A ghastly picture of the nonarchy’s machi nery of
torture is also found in Ml ani’'s autobiography:
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...flogging, armtw sting, cigarette burning,
crucifixion, sleep deprivation, electric shocks,
fingernail pulling, genital crushing, genital electric
shocks, hook-hangi ng, needl es pushed under fi nger
nails, and finally the Apollo.

Wil e the above menu conbi ned traditional |ranian

nmet hods with the nost up-to-date Anerican and | srael

torture techni ques, the “Apoll 0" was SAVAK' s own nodern
invention for the age of noon-Ilanding and space expl oration.
It consisted of “a netal hood placed on the head of a
prisoner that would anplify the sound of his shrieks when he
was fl ogged.”

As prime ninister, Hoveyda was |l egally responsible for

years of political showtrials, torture, and executions. But
he consistently and callously denied all such allegations,
never showed the slightest synpathy for the regine’s
victins, and pathetically continued to be the Shah's chi ef
puppet, a role that led to his dem se and doom as a
scapegoat for his nmaster’s crines.

However, contrary to his cynical and total abandonnent

by the nonarchist clique, not all of Hoveyda's politica
opponents were gl eeful or bent on his destruction. Anobng
others, the new prime mnister, Mehdi Bazargan, a political
pri soner when Hoveyda had that job, tried to nmake the

revol utionary tribunals operate according to international
procedures, especially on Hoveyda's behalf. In the end, al
such efforts failed. Hoveyda, along with a m xed group of
ot her high and | ow ranki ng nonarchist political, nmlitary,
police, and intelligence operatives, received the kind of
“justice” they had neted out to others. Precisely because no
hunan bei ng deserves this kind of treatnment, a responsible
noral and intellectual stand woul d not make an exception of
Hoveyda

Ml ani’'s concludi ng chapter, “The Frozen Lake of

Cocytus,” brings the book’s narrative to an enotiona
climx. Here, we go over elaborate and gruesone details of a
captive Hoveyda's final humiliations and tornents at the
hands of the “hanging judge” Sadeq Khal khali and ot her
henchnmen of the new reginme. MIlani continues relentlessly
with grisly description of Hoveyda's executions, his |ast
dyi ng words, the aftermath as depicted in hostile press
comment ari es and nocki ng phot ographs, and the slow grindi ng
grief of the dead man’s elderly nother and a few cl ose
friends.

In a final display of his penchant for literary

al lusions that often remain obscure (even after being
translated fromthe French), MIlani ends the book with a
Shakespearean grand gesture. Referring to a newspaper nug
shot of Hoveyda after execution, he wites:

For nuch of his political life, Hoveyda had been
caught between an opposition, dogmatic and unbendi ng,
and a king who in the autum of his |life grew nore and
nore self-referential and despotic. Wth that al nost
beatific smle on his dead face, Hoveyda seens to say,
“A plague o both your houses.”

Ml ani could not have been nore explicit as to where he
wants the readers to stand at the end of the book: staring
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with bewi | dernent at Hoveyda's death mask and benpani ng the
tragedy of the perhaps flawed but ultimtely well -
intentioned liberal intellectuals who rejected a “dognatic
opposition” to serve a despotic king. lronically, the book
abounds with evidence that totally subvert both the author’s
narrative strategy and conclusion. And this is not a work of
del i berate sel f-deconstruction. Mlani fails to convince
better informed and critical readers. | doubt that he
succeeded at convincing hinself here any nore than he did in
hi s aut obi ogr aphy.
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