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Iran possesses a distinctive classical heritage: Peripatetic (Masha'),
[lluminationist (Ishraqi), Sadrian currents, and, for some, its classical
schools (Khorasan, Shiraz, Tabriz, Isfahan, etc.). Recently, however, its
theoretical-philosophical encounter with modernity and modern
philosophies has generated new grounds and capacities, prompting
philosophical reflections distinct from its long tradition. Over the past
century, Iranians have turned to novel subjects, problems, methods, and
approaches. Manifestly, contemporary Iran is undergoing new experiences
and has entered a new atmosphere. Negatively, these new capacities,
subjects, issues, discussions, experiences, and atmosphere are neither
identically nor wholly containable within, subsumable under, or
interpretable in terms of the heritage. Positively, the time has come to
propose an independent field: "contemporary Iranian philosophy." This
raises fundamental questions: first, what precisely is the meaning, content,
referent, limits, and scope of this new atmosphere and experience? Second,
can we speak of founding something new and distinct under this name? As
an introductory treatment, this article addresses these aspects and answers
these questions. It affirms the meaningfulness and possibility of such a
field. The problematic of tradition and modernity has, in turn, led to the
problem of contemporary Iranian philosophy.
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Extended Abstract

Can we speak of something called "contemporary Iranian philosophy"? For some, this question
may seem unexpected or untimely, yet it is precisely the right moment to address it seriously.
The core issue is how to understand and define the vast corpus of Iranian philosophical and
theoretical efforts that have accumulated over the past century and a half in response to
modernity and modern philosophies—efforts that continue to grow at an ever-increasing pace.
What should this body of work be called? In contemporary Iran, alongside translations,
paraphrases, imitations, and copies of modern philosophical works, we encounter a swelling
volume of ideas, debates, reflections, research, perceptions, explanations, interpretations, and
philosophical currents.

Historically, Iranian life and its various levels of consciousness were determined and
nourished by tradition; consequently, lived experiences, awareness, and capacities were
defined within the same context and limits. However, over the last century and a half, Iranian
life has gradually changed due to its encounter with modernity, and this transformation has
persisted—albeit with varying intensity and a few interruptions. Thus, we are faced with two
aspects or identities in describing Iranian life or Iranianness: the traditional and the modern.
Accordingly, we can also speak of two corresponding life-worlds: traditional life and modern
life.

In the contemporary period, Iranian life has been transformed by new lived awarenesses
acquired in the shadow of modernity. This transformation has, in turn, provided the basis for a
gradual shift in philosophical awareness. The new Iranian life cannot be seamlessly molded
into traditional philosophical frameworks; hence, it has embarked upon new philosophical
experiences and lines of thought. To honor and sustain this new trajectory and atmosphere,
these emerging philosophical awarenesses must be systematized, theorized, and formulated.
They must also be considered, reflected upon, researched, and taught in academic and research
centers. It should also be noted that the challenge of tradition and modernity—as a fundamental
problematic of Iranian life—has given rise to new philosophical issues and debates, thereby
opening the horizon of philosophical problems. In other words, the problematic of tradition and
modernity has led to what we may call the problem of contemporary Iranian philosophy.

The new philosophical activities in contemporary Iran can be categorized into three types
of encounters (involving explanation, interpretation, criticism, comparison, etc.): tradition with
tradition (philosophical heritage with itself), tradition with modernity, and modernity with
modernity. The relationship of tradition with tradition refers to those philosophical studies,
researches, and reflections that engage with the issues of the philosophical heritage based on
traditional understanding, interpretation, and explanation—that is, understanding tradition on
its own terms. This occurs within the circle of possibilities, capacities, and resources of the
philosophical heritage in relation to itself.

Within the field of contemporary Iranian philosophy, we can identify six new philosophical
movements capable of confronting, debating, and producing philosophical works in response
to modern philosophies. Naturally, each of these movements may encompass multiple circles
and tendencies:

1. The new Islamic philosophy movement, comprising thinkers in Islamic philosophy who
have engaged philosophically with modernity.
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2. Traditionalism, which posits eternal truths across all ages and geographies—i.e., the
Perennial Philosophy. In Iran, its most significant representative is Hossein Nasr, with
works such as The Heart of Islam, The Need for Sacred Science, Knowledge and
Spirituality, and In Search of the Sacred. Traditionalists believe in universal, eternal truths,
which they term Perennial Wisdom.

3. The academic philosophical trend, originating from university philosophy departments.
This trend is familiar with Western history and philosophy and is more or less acquainted
with its historical and contemporary currents (Continental, Analytic, Pragmatist, etc.).

4. The non-religious intellectual current and religious neo-thought, which, while
primarily focused on reforming public or religious culture, have a more or less
philosophical coloring and have raised theoretical and philosophical issues through their
works.

5. A group of researchers, translators, and philosophical thinkers who, relatively
independent of formal institutional frameworks and while maintaining specific
approaches, engage in reflection, research, teaching, and translation in philosophy. Their
main inclination is to cultivate general thought and reasoning through translation, analysis,
explanation, and especially criticism.

6. The Iranian Marxist movement, which has had—and still retains—the capacity to
propose and examine new philosophical theories and perspectives from its own standpoint.

Finally, it must be said that Iranians have entered a new horizon of thought and action. They
are striving to understand and test novel ideas and practices. In this regard, the philosophical
approach can be extremely helpful, pathbreaking, and directional. It is contemporary Iranian
philosophy that must undertake this crucial task to the best of its ability. However, it should be
borne in mind that Iranian culture, beyond its traditional philosophical anchorage where the
old great ships have moored, is endeavoring to construct a new philosophical anchorage to
accommodate new medium-sized and small vessels—in the hope that, over time, it will
gradually grow into a great anchorage.
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