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A Note on Transliteration


In transliterating Persian words I have applied the transliteration scheme of the journal Iranian Studies which also allows for anglicised spellings such as Hossein.



INTRODUCTION


The Age of Khalil Maleki

Khalil Maleki was born in 1901, a few years before the Constitutional Revolution of 1906, and died in 1969, six years after the shah’s White Revolution of 1963; he would have been seventy-six in 1977 when the protest movement which led to the revolution of February 1979 began. Thus, in much of this long and eventful period, Maleki played a significant role in politics and society, as an intellectual, a political thinker, activist and organiser, and a communist-turned-socialist, believing in freedom, democracy and social justice, and pursuing these goals through peaceful means. And since he split with the Tudeh party in 1948 he almost constantly faced a barrage of abuse, libel and invective from that party, and later from other revolutionaries as well. He was thus a unique figure caught in a generally intolerant age, now jailed by rulers and now castigated by much of the opposition. It is only in recent times that his ideas and approaches are making inroads in the political attitude and praxis of some, especially younger, Iranians – both men and women. He was not generally known even in Iran from the late 1960s until the twenty-first century, the great age of revolutionary idealism and revolution.

The Constitutional Revolution of 1906 was first and foremost fought for the establishment of government by law as opposed to arbitrary rule, although various secondary programmes, notably modernisation, were also floated through the movement. And it was supported by virtually all the urban social classes (the peasantry being still apolitical): merchants, small traders, artisans, intellectuals, clerics, Qajar princes and notables, tribal leaders, etc. And although in many ways it was very different from the revolution of February 1979, the resemblance to the consensus of all social classes to remove the shah (and thus overthrow arbitrary rule) is uncanny.

Once Mohammad Ali Shah was deposed and exiled, however, conflict, chaos and anarchy began to replace his rule, quite like the aftermath of the fall of every arbitrary government throughout the centuries. The intervention in Iran of warring parties in the First World War simply exacerbated the situation, since before it chaotic trends had already begun both in the centre and the provinces. Come the end of the war, Iran was on its knees, even in danger of being fragmented as had happened before. Most erstwhile revolutionaries were regretting this to the extent that in 1920 a radical leader of the revolution, Seyyed Mohammad Reza Mosavat, wrote to another, Seyyed Hasan Taqizadeh, repenting what they had done to the country. A few, like the poets Mirzadeh Eshqi and Abolqasem Lahuti, were yearning for another revolution, but many if not most intellectual, nationalist and modernist elites hoped for a strong government which would stamp out the chaos and modernise the country virtually overnight. As we shall see, the young Khalil Maleki was one of them wishing for the establishment of a modern republic (Chapter 1).

Various factors led to the emergence of Reza Khan, but once he appeared on the scene he proved to be the ‘saviour’ many educated Iranians had longed for. Even his establishment of a dictatorship went down well at first, to the extent that when he bid to become shah in 1925, he also had the support of the ulama in Najaf. He quickly brought general security and stability to the country and began a process of modernisation, in fact pseudo-modernism, since it was a case of straight copying from the West.

However, it did not take long for dictatorship to turn into the traditional arbitrary rule (estebdad), a modern form of a ‘one-person regime’ as the shah himself described it, which increasingly began to alienate various social classes, so that when, in 1941, he had to abdicate in the wake of the Allied occupation of Iran, he had very few friends left in the country. An example of his reforms was sending state students to study at European (mainly German, French and Belgian) universities, from which at first Maleki benefited, only to be returned to Iran before he had completed his studies on the false charge of being a communist. And an example of the shah’s arbitrary rule was the arrest and incarceration of a group of young men (later known as the Fifty-Three) in 1937, who included Khalil Maleki, on charges of belonging to a communist organisation, which they did not (Chapter 1).

Shortly after Reza Shah’s abdication, the Tudeh party was formed by some members of the Fifty-Three and other democratic and anti-fascist (mainly young) people, which resembled the resistance movements in occupied Europe’s popular fronts. Its membership ranged from Marxists through to social democrats, democrats and liberals. It took Maleki a couple of years to join the party mainly because he did not trust certain members of the Fifty-Three, and, when he did, he began to lead the young party dissidents who were critical of many of the attitudes and policies of its leadership (Chapter 2).

Once again, the country was almost on its knees in many ways, except that the occupying forces stopped it from falling apart or getting entangled in revanchist and factional struggles of the kind that was experienced after the revolution of February 1979. The Tudeh party was, to say the least, the best organised and, sometime later, the most popular party in Iran in spite of its internal disagreements. It organised (though not exclusively) the trade union movement, and its press and publications spread new political values and encouraged modern cultural and literary activities. After the 1943 Soviet victory at Stalingrad, it became the strongest centre of social and intellectual activity, and Maleki was one of its most famous and most popular writers, journalists and teachers, at the same time as he was the elder member of the internal party critics (Chapter 2).

The party’s support for the 1944 Soviet demand for the concession of north Iranian oil, which Maleki endorsed, put it in a difficult situation, but the party made the biggest stir when its members demonstrated in support of the Soviet demand under the protection of the occupying Soviet troops. However, the internal party disagreements came to a head in 1946 when the party leadership supported the Azerbaijan Democrats’ forceful declaration of autonomy which smacked of separatism, and forced their own local party organisation to join them as a result of Soviet pressure. Maleki led the opposition to that policy which failed abjectly, and this provided the turning point that ended in the party split of January 1948. This was under Ahmad Qavam’s premiership with whom – against Maleki’s advice – the Tudeh leaders had formed a short coalition government which they later regretted (Chapter 2).

The winds of the Cold War had begun to blow in 1946 and the Tudeh party split could have been an indirect result of that, although the splinter group still had faith in the Soviet Union (though not the Soviet embassy in Tehran). But it did not take Maleki long to see through Soviet communism. By this time the Tudeh, having been banned in 1949, had become a fully-fledged Stalinist party. Meanwhile, the conflict with the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company (AIOC) had begun to flare up, which had as its background the great oil workers’ strikes of the mid-1940s, the rejection of the Soviet demand for the north Iranian oil concession and the general dissatisfaction with AIOC’s interference in the political affairs of Iran. That is how the National Front(NF) led by Mohammad Mosaddeq and the newspapers Bakhtar-e Emruz and Shahed, which supported it, came into existence. Maleki began to write in Mozaffar Baqa’i’s Shahed, criticising British policy in Iran as well as the Tudeh party and the very current and popular conspiracy theory of politics (Chapter 3).

Maleki had become a socialist who firmly believed in parliamentary democracy, while during that period and for a long time to come the Tudeh and other Marxist-Leninists regarded democracy as a bourgeois conspiracy, and contemptuously described Western liberties as bourgeois freedoms. Meanwhile, the country was in a fever over election rigging which was largely tied up with the struggle over oil. In 1950 General Razamara, the able and intelligent chief of the general staff, became prime minister and met Mosaddeq head-on as the leader of the sixteenth Majlis (parliament) opposition. In March 1951 a member of the Fad’iyan-e Islam (Devotees of Islam) assassinated Razmara, which was followed by the nationalisation of Iranian oil by the Majlis and Mosaddeq’s premiership in April 1951. He had the support of the leading political Mojtahed, Ayatollah Kashani (Chapters 3 and 4).

Shortly after Mosaddeq became prime minister, Maleki, Baqa’i and their supporters formed the Toilers party and soon became the strongest and most organised party supporting the nationalisation of Iranian oil and Mosaddeq’s government. However, the oil dispute with Britain dragged on during which, in February 1952, Mosaddeq eventually turned down the offer of the International Bank for mediation between Iran and Britain which led to the international boycott of Iranian oil. Meanwhile, Britain was trying to arrange Mosaddeq’s removal by parliamentary means, and when the shah and Mosaddeq clashed over which of them should appoint the war minister, the latter resigned and Qavam replaced him. There was a public revolt called by Kashani and the strong Majlis minority which supported Mosaddeq, in which the Toilers party played a significant role and which resulted in Mosaddeq’s return to power within a few days (Chapter 4).

This was the peak of the Popular Movement (Nehzat-e Melli), as it was known then, but later developments led to its gradual decline, when Kashani, Baqa’i and some other leading figures in the Popular Movement went over to the opposition and began to attack Mosaddeq. This was anticipated by a split in the Toilers party, most of whom, led by Maleki, formed the Toilers Third Force party, which gave crucial support to Mosaddeq. Maleki had already put forward the theory of the Third Force which was his elaborate formulation of independence from both Eastern and Western blocs (Chapter 5).

The oil dispute continued and Mosaddeq’s government rejected Britain and America’s final proposal for settlement in February 1953, which Maleki thought ought to have been accepted. Meanwhile, the Anglo-American powers were busy organising a coup against Mosaddeq which was unwittingly helped by Mosaddeq’s decision to close the Majlis via a referendum, against which Maleki and some other leading figures had advised him. The first attempted coup of 16 August 1953 failed but the subsequent one, on 19 August, succeeded. The Tudeh party, which had castigated Mosaddeq as an American agent but had later somewhat toned down its vehement opposition to him, did not resist the coup despite their repeated slogan that they would ‘turn coup d’état into a counter coup d’état’ (Chapter 6).

Mosaddeq and some Popular Front leaders were arrested, tried and imprisoned, Hossein Fatemi, the foreign minister, was executed, and Maleki was thrown in jail without trial, together with many prominent Tudeh members and activists, for a year. Within a couple of years the regime of the shah and General Zahedi had suppressed the Popular Movement and virtually destroyed the Tudeh party. They settled the oil dispute at least against the spirit of the oil nationalisation, resulting in the Consortium Oil Agreement which was opposed in the Majlis by Mohammad Derakhshesh, the teachers’ union leader, whose long speech had been written by Maleki (Chapter 6).

The period 1953–60 was one of dictatorship, first led jointly by the shah and Zahedi, then by the shah alone after he dismissed Zahedi in 1955. It was not a regime of absolute and arbitrary rule which commenced from 1963 onwards, and so a certain amount of semi-legal activity was possible. Maleki tried hard both in person and in writing to rally the erstwhile leaders of the Popular Movement to organise themselves quietly and prepare for the opportunity which he believed would come, but they had been largely demoralised and would not be motivated. Maleki himself kept in contact with the core of Third Force activists and edited Nabard-e Zendegi (Battle of Life), a theoretical-cum-intellectual journal in which several university professors and intellectuals wrote articles which were not politically highly charged (Chapters 6 and 7).

By 1960 the regime was in acute crisis. Inflation, a large balance of payments’ deficit, the Soviet Union’s vehement propaganda campaigns against the shah, the election of John F. Kennedy to the US presidency, a man who had been openly critical of corrupt third world regimes, including Iran’s, not to mention the domestic discontent, impelled the shah to allow a certain amount of opening up when he declared that the forthcoming (twentieth) Majlis elections were free. Quickly, some former leaders of the Popular Movement, in addition to some others they had invited, declared the formation of the second NF, but they did not invite Maleki who, together with the core of Third Force activists plus some newcomers, formed the Socialist League of the Popular Movement of Iran (Chapter 7).

The new NF, which at first had a considerable following mainly on account of past associations with Mosaddeq, did not issue a manifesto; they simply demanded free elections, and set about dissolving the NF parties into simple members of the Front, which, by definition, excluded the Socialist League. They soon boycotted the elections which were largely rigged in any case, and the twentieth Majlis, which had been thus elected, was dissolved by the shah a couple of months later, in early 1961, a condition which Ali Amini had made for his accepting the premiership (Chapter 7).

The shah both disliked and feared Amini who was an able and independent-minded former minister and former ambassador to Washington, but he made him prime minister nonetheless, both because the situation was desperate and because he thought that that was what the Americans desired. Amini’s main policy was a comprehensive reform of the land tenure, and he therefore asked for the dissolution of parliament as it was packed with landlords and their supporters. He also wished to trim some of the shah’s powers. Maleki believed that the second NF should not get into a life- and-death struggle against Amini but turn themselves into a shadow government: he argued that the fall of Amini without his being replaced by the Front would result in ‘black dictatorship’. The Front did not heed his advice, and, after the fall of Amini, a now confident shah launched his White Revolution in January 1963, which included land reform and women’s franchise, followed by absolute and arbitrary rule that would last for almost fifteen years (Chapter 7).

Thus, for the second time the Popular Movement was defeated. Mosaddeq tried to intervene through correspondence to reform the second NF but they were ready to quit the scene and his intervention gave them the pretext for doing so. But the Socialist League continued its opposition until August 1965 when Maleki and three of his colleagues were arrested and convicted in a military court. Maleki was sentenced to three years’ imprisonment but was released after eighteen months largely as a result of pressure put on the shah by European socialists. He continued to read and translate books, none of which were allowed to be published under his name. He died in July 1969 at the age of sixty-eight (Chapter 8).
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KHALIL MALEKI AND THE FIFTY-THREE


Khalil Maleki was born in Tabriz, Iran, into an old Turkic-speaking Azerbaijani family. His father, Fath’ali Maleki, was a well-to-do merchant descended from one of the generals of Nader Shah (ruled 1736–47) whose descendants in turn became major merchants in Tabriz. They were probably distant relatives of Hajj Hossein Aqa Malek, the renowned collector of books, including rare manuscripts and other antique items, in whose name there is now a museum in Tehran. Maleki’s mother, Fatemeh, later known as Hajj Khanom, was his father’s relative and lived with Khalil all her life, dying a few years before him.1

Maleki was the oldest son of five children; the other sons were Shafi’ and Reza, the daughters La’ya and Zahra. He grew up in Tabriz amid the turmoil of the Constitutional Revolution. This began in 1905 in Tehran and the provinces and led to the abolition of the traditional arbitrary rule (estebdad) and establishment of constitutional monarchy. There followed a protracted power struggle between Mohammad Ali Shah – who acceded to the throne after his father died almost as soon as he had signed the constitution – and the Majlis ending with the shah ordering the bombardment of the Majlis and his subsequent abolition of constitutional government in 1908. This was followed by revolt and resistance, especially in Tabriz where a heroic fight was put up against the forces of arbitrary government, until the tide turned in July1909, and the second constitutional monarchy was declared after the shah was forced to abdicate and leave Iran.2

Maleki grew up in this environment, witnessing the siege of Tabriz by government forces, followed by the triumph of 1909 which was in turn quickly followed by the chaos that increasingly engulfed the country. In 1911, the conflict with Russia over decisions made by Iran’s young American financial adviser, Morgan Shuster, obliged the government either to dissolve the Majlis or face the Russian military occupation of Tehran, since Russian forces were already occupying the north of the country.3 Maleki was ten at the time and these events left their mark on him.

A few years later his father died during a cholera epidemic at a young age. His uncle Mohsen, who was then a carpet merchant in Istanbul, came back to Tabriz, and, according to the traditions of the time, married his brother’s widow, the fruit of their union being Hossein Malek, Maleki’s half-brother. Not long afterwards the family moved from Tabriz to Arak – which at the time was called Soltanabad – because the central customs office for exporting carpets was in that city. Hossein’s father died when he was seven and Shafi’ and Reza sustained the family by opening a pharmacy.4

According to Taqi Makkinezhad – an Araki intellectual who knew the Malekis well and was destined to be Khalil’s cell mate and later comrade in the Tudeh party, and still later accompany him in the party split of 1948 – the Maleki brothers ran a pharmacy in Arak when Khalil was eighteen. Makkinezhad further attests that the family were highly respected and deeply religious.5

‘THE TRAGEDY OF OUR CENTURY’

Maleki finished his schooling in a traditional madrasa, a college for Islamic instruction, in Arak and a few years later went to Tehran in pursuit of his political ideals. Two memories of this period stood out in his mind in a few semi-autobiographical essays that he wrote in 1960–1. He recorded them in the weekly Elm o Zendegi (Science and Life), in a column entitled ‘The Tragedy of Our Century’ and signed them, as usual, a ‘student of the social sciences’. He wrote in the first essay:

The tragedy of our century, i.e. the greatest tragedy of all the historical epochs, arose from the expectations that the intellectuals and freemen of the world had of the wonderful values which would result from the great [Bolshevik] revolution of the century, and which instead led to the disgusting ugliness brought about by that promised revolution. A European person who has experienced this tragedy has likened the wish for that bright future which had turned into this terrible darkness to the group who were looking for the great forest which they thought would burn for ever and keep them warm, and yet discovered that it had burnt down and turned into ashes... But some bigots had gone blind and deaf while their eyes and ears were open, and did not want to believe that there were no more than ashes left.6

The first lasting memory was his meeting with Soleyman Mirza Eskandari, the socialist leader, who was a descendant of Abbas Mirza Qajar, the modernising Crown Prince under Fath’ali Shah. Maleki had come across the representative whom Soleyman had sent to Arak to set up a branch in that city. He writes that he did not need much persuasion because at the time Soleyman was the idol of the young people who had lofty ideals about progress and modernisation and who, like Soleyman Mirza, supported Reza Khan against ‘the corrupt Qajar court’. This was certainly the case in Arak, Maleki writes, where the younger generation were eager to make Reza Khan the first president of Iran and were singing in demonstrations the following verse from the romantic revolutionary poet Aref Qazvini:

I am happy that the hand of nature has put

The lantern of the shah’s kingship in the window of the wind.

Instead of leading to a democratic government, the Constitutional Revolution of 1906–11 had resulted in increasing chaos both at the centre and in the provinces. That is why the modern elite and middle classes were more and more eager for order and modernisation and they began to put their hopes in Reza Khan’s success. The republican movement was a movement from above to put Reza Khan at the helm. It failed, but not long afterwards the Qajars were toppled and Reza Khan was made shah. All the newspapers that came to Arak, Maleki writes, were full of support for the change of regime and Reza Khan’s rule.7 After the failure of the republican movement which clearly depressed him, he decided to go to Tehran, meet ‘the greatest political leader and public idol’ – Soleyman Mirza – and ask him why the movement that was sacred to both of them had failed. This was in the month of Ramadan and, in his response to Maleki’s questions, the socialist leader explained that he could not name the culprits since he was fasting, and backbiting would make his fast null and void. Maleki was not put off at all by Soleyman’s religious commitment (which was well known) as he himself had been devoutly religious until his youth. But he believed that what Soleyman had said was just an excuse, the result of duplicity and demagogy. However, this does not necessarily follow. It is hardly surprising that a leading political figure would refuse to name those people to ‘a simple and provincial young man’ whom he was meeting for the first time. On the other hand, it does show that two of Maleki’s outstanding characteristics, honesty and openness, were already evident.8

And that is how the idol of his youth fell, so much so that he says for a while he was living in a state of limbo. In the end, he decided to turn to higher studies and registered at the Iran-German Technical College to study chemistry. This is where the second incident occurred which reveals another side to Maleki that was to remain with him all his life. He used to describe it as ‘the refrain of my life’.

BERLIN

The German principal of the college, a Dr Strung, initially treated the students in a democratic manner but as a result of their indiscipline his attitude hardened and the German teachers followed suit. On one occasion a German teacher said something about Iranians in the class which the students took as an insult. They declared a strike unless the teacher apologised. He did not. The students wrote a letter of complaint to Strung, parts of which Maleki advised were too strong, but the others thought the letter was not strong enough.

However, they did not heed his advice and sent the letter as it was. The principal gathered them all together, protested about some parts of the letter and made them stay behind one afternoon, supervised by the German teacher. After he left, the students issued emotional slogans about not submitting to the punishment, insisting again on an apology. However, Strung came down with both feet and demanded that they submit or be expelled. They all gave in except Maleki and one other student. Under further pressure, the latter also gave in but Maleki insisted on a one-man strike. Eventually he left the college and Strung used his influence to prevent any other school from admitting him. He decided to escape to Russia and continue his education there, but when he explained what had happened to a leading educationalist, he let him enrol in his school. Shortly afterwards, arrangements were made for Maleki and Strung to bury their differences, and he returned to the college.9

Maleki refers to this as the refrain of his life because in such situations he would first advise caution in the face of romantic and revolutionary slogans, then he would commit himself to collective action, then his comrades – those who shouted the loudest – would give in and he would be left stranded.

In 1927 the Iranian government decided to send a hundred students to European universities for a few years. The successful students were selected in a stiff competition. Maleki took the examination and passed with flying colours. One candidate with good connections had finished 109th but rather than fail him, it was decided to send 110 so that he could be included.

Maleki was one of the top seven students who were sent to Germany in 1928, under a supervisor whose pay was ten times more than the combined scholarships of the seven students, and yet he decided to live in Switzerland. One day this supervisor went to Berlin, summoned the seven to a room in the Iranian embassy, offered a few words of appreciation for their academic efforts and ended by saying that as soon as he had reached Berlin he had contacted all the universities there, and they told him how disciplined and hard-working the Iranian students were. He did not know that at the time there was only one university in Berlin.10

Shortly after arriving in Berlin, the group of seven state students decided to join the Iranian students’ union. Taqi Arani, later to become an icon in the annals of the Iranian left, ran the union together with Morteza Alavi, older brother of the famous novelist Bozorg Alavi, of whom more later. At first the union did not want to admit them, thinking that because they were state students they must inevitably be the government’s stool pigeons. But the unions’ constitution would not allow their exclusion. This led to the emergence of two factions in the union, but the old members soon realised their mistake, especially as the newcomers stood firm with the union in their disagreements with the students’ office of the embassy. There was a central student department in Paris which oversaw all the offices in other European capitals, and its head, Isma’il Mer’at, was the strong lawgiver for both state and private students everywhere in Europe. Many of the students’ union members had leftist tendencies and a few were communists. Arani and Mohammad Bahrami (who were later to become Maleki’s cell mates in Iran) as well as Morteza Alavi (later to disappear in Stalin’s purges in Russia) were already communists.11 Iraj Eskandari, who was then in France and was in contact with Arani and Alavi, recalls that they were publishing ‘a highly radical’ newspaper and a magazine.12

This was a highly critical period in German history when the Nazis and communists had the better of the democratic parties, and were struggling for total power, which culminated in Hitler’s rise in 1933. Thus they were caught between extremes and they felt they had to choose between one or the other, like the German people themselves who had been disappointed in the Weimar Republic. Maleki quotes a German girl as having told him at the time that, one way or another, she wanted to see a major change.

Maleki had vaguely leftist tendencies: he was not a communist but was a devoted member of the students’ union. However, one particular incident overturned Maleki’s fortunes as an Iranian student in Europe. A fellow student had a major grievance against the officials of the students’ office in the Iranian embassy in Berlin. And when his protests were dismissed with contempt, one day he turned up in the students’ office of the embassy and shot himself. Something like the episode at the college in Tehran was repeated, though this time with disastrous consequences for Maleki. The union members swore to fight to the last drop of their blood. The situation became so critical that Mer’at himself travelled from Paris to Berlin and ordered the students to leave the union. Once again epic slogans were issued for resistance, but when Mer’at threatened to send them back home all but Maleki and Ahmad Hami relented.

The authorities in Europe reported to Tehran that Maleki and Hami were involved in communist activities, and that was enough for their counterparts in Tehran to terminate their state scholarships. Hami went to Tehran and used high-level contacts to overturn the decision in his own case and subsequently returned to Berlin. Maleki was left alone with his principles.

Maleki, who had been very successful in his studies, decided to hold out and try to manage by taking a job, in addition to the little help that he received from his brothers in Iran. His main work was part-time translating German brochures into Persian for German firms exporting to Iran. The earnings were far from sufficient, but although some of the students offered to lend him money, he turned them down. Once, a student whom he did not know sent him a cheque via his post office box. He wrote back saying that since he did not know the benefactor he could not accept his help and was returning the cheque. He accepted financial assistance only from one of his fellow students in the old Tehran College, Reza Ganjeh’i, who was a student in Switzerland and, by chance, would become his brother-in-law.13

RETURN TO IRAN

Inevitably, however, this could not last for long and Maleki had to return to Iran in 1933 without finishing his studies. But he did not sulk or remain idle. He went to the Tehran Teacher Training College and qualified as a school teacher of chemistry after finishing his three-year course of study. A couple of years later, in 1935, he met Sabiheh Ganjeh’i, later a biology teacher, and they married shortly afterwards.14 (Sabiheh was a daughter of Hajj Alinaqi Ganjeh’i, a well-to-do merchant, a leading Tabriz figure in the Constitutional Revolution of 1906–11 and several times a parliamentary deputy. Her brother Reza was to become a leading satirist as well as a minister. Another brother, Javad, became a Majlis deputy under Mosaddeq.) Thus, both remained in education, Sabiheh later becoming principal of a girls’ school. She was an able and courageous person and remained her husband’s devoted wife, indeed his soulmate, until his death. Writing to Mosaddeq on 29 November 1962 Maleki said:

Throughout our lives when I have not had mental or physical rest even for a few months, she has been courageously at my side and has run our life by tireless efforts. Knowing that I have chosen this mode of living willingly, she has never put me under moral pressure to choose a way other than acting for the Iranian popular movement and my social ideals. On the contrary, she has always been a solid support for me in the rough path that I have trodden.15

The country to which Maleki had returned was considerably different from the one he had left five years before. Some modernising changes (mainly copying Europe) had taken place, but the hopes and enthusiasm of the young middle classes who had supported Reza Shah’s rise to power had been dashed. In 1928, when Maleki went to Europe, the elections for the seventh Majlis were held, for the first time without a single member of the parliamentary opposition being elected.16

Yet, although it was a dictatorship, absolute and arbitrary power – or what the shah himself described as ‘a one-person government’17 – was still to come. This had been established quickly so that at least by 1931 the shah’s wishes ruled supreme over all laws and public decisions. In 1933, the year Maleki returned to Iran, Teymurtash, the powerful court minister and second only to the shah, was in jail (later to be murdered in his cell), and the highly controversial 1933 oil agreement had been made with the Anglo-Persian (later Anglo-Iranian) Oil Company. However, by far the greatest grievance of the young educated class against the regime was the total absence of freedom of expression. Nothing could be spoken or written which even remotely smacked of the slightest criticism.

THE ARANI CIRCLE

Meanwhile, Taqi Arani had got his doctorate in chemistry and returned to Iran in 1930. He began to teach at a secondary school, and, being an able and charismatic young teacher, he had begun to attract a few of his students into his circle. According to Bozorg Alavi, Arani was appointed director general of all technical schools, including the same Iran-German College at which Maleki had studied and Alavi was now teaching.18 Alavi was a young writer as well as teacher and was close to Sadeq Hedayat.19 He had studied in Germany, had not been involved in politics there but had become radicalised as a result of ‘the suffocating dictatorship’ in Iran.

Alavi himself says that he witnessed Farrokhi Yazdi, the dissident poet who had been put in the Majlis for appearances’ sake, being assaulted, beaten and thrown out of the House because he was criticising the bill for the establishment of an agricultural bank, arguing that it would only benefit the landlords; all parliamentary bills were first approved by the shah:

I then realised that Farrokhi’s speech had aroused the anger and enmity of the Majlis majority all of whom were stooges of the shah and the police. Watching that scene I got so horrified that when I was returning home I came across Dr Arani whom I had met in Germany and knew he was a friend of my brother [Morteza] and told him about it in full detail.... Arani listened quietly... and said come and see me sometime so we talk about such issues. By going to Arani’s home my political life began, willy-nilly.20

Iraj Eskandari, whose uncle Soleyman Mirza was the old socialist leader, had also returned to Iran, having studied law and economics in France, but while he was a doctoral student he had his allowance cut off and had to come back.21 According to Eskandari his allowance was discontinued because he had published a pamphlet against Teymurtash.22 Arani and Alavi’s relationship had already begun in 1930 when they were reading Marx’s Capital together. Eskandari had returned to Tehran later and the three of them read Nikolai Bukharin’s The ABC of Communism.23

The old Communist party of Iran, which had held its first congress in June 1920, after holding its third congress in 1928, had been so thoroughly suppressed and its daily organ Haqiqat (Pravda!) outlawed that it no longer existed as a party, and many of its leading figures – Ardeshir (Ardashes) Avanesian, Ja’far Pishevari, Yusef Eftekhari, among others – were in jail.24 In fact, a law of 1931 formally banned ‘collectivist’ (i.e. communist) activities on pain of up to ten years’ imprisonment.

None of Arani’s circle had been members of the old Communist party, but they intended to study and promote Marxism both cautiously and discreetly. They began to contact their students and some friends and acquaintances that they had known in Europe, such as Mohammad Bahrami and Khalil Maleki, and in order to provide a central focus for their activities they decided to publish an intellectual (effectively scientific) journal. They initially thought of calling the journal Materialism, but the licensing authorities would not accept that title because it was a European word!25 So they called it Donya (The World). Its first issue was published in February 1934.26

The fact that the licensing authorities did not understand the meaning of ‘materialism’ and its Marxist connotations shows the degree of ignorance of the censors regarding Marxist ideology. This played into the hands of Donya’s editors (Arani, Alavi and Eskandari) who could publish articles on materialism, dialectics, determinism and indeterminism, etc., with impunity. However, at the same time they published articles on industry and technology – even the arts and psychology – as a cover. All three editors published their own articles under pseudonyms.27 Arani and Eskandari tried hard to involve Maleki in the journal but he agreed only to buy the journal and give them additional financial support.28

This was a very unusual journal at the time and attracted a small group of young intellectuals, some of whom, such as Eprime Eshagh and Anvar Khameh’i, were only at the last stages of their secondary education. Arani began to invite a select group to his house on Monday afternoons initially to discuss questions arising from the journal’s articles but later extending them to other matters such as philosophical and social issues, as long as they did not touch on the current political situation in Iran.29

According to Khameh’i, these meetings provided the foundation of the group of Fifty-Three, whose members were later arrested and charged with communist activities. Apart from the triumvirate of Arani, Alavi and Eskandari, they were attended by Khalil Maleki and Mohammad Bahrami among other old hands. The result was a group of twenty activists. Only a few of those who attended the meetings were aware of the underlying ideology of Marxism, the others had no idea. Donya ceased publication after a year; according to Arani, it had run into financial difficulties.30

It is at about this time that a ‘communist party’ was formed. A three-man committee was established: Arani, general secretary; Abdossamad Kambakhsh (an old communist), chief executive; and Bahrami, treasurer. The meetings in Arani’s home were cancelled and contact between members was made through Kambakhsh who often used various pseudonyms.31 That is how Maleki and Kambakhsh, known by the pseudonym Sariri, met once a week in ‘a two-person meeting’.32 Still, the so-called party of at most twenty people did nothing other than keep in contact with each other indirectly and continued their Marxist studies. There was no publication, not even the occasional leaflet. They did not even have a typewriter while material they translated from French was handwritten and circulated among the group.33 According to Eskandari, they had not formally organised a party, but Arani was in contact with a communist nucleus through Kambakhsh who was a communist and in touch with Comintern (the Communist International). He says that he and some of the others had become aware of its existence only after their arrest.34

THE FIFTY-THREE

This so-called party was uncovered by the authorities purely by chance. In May 1937 a certain Mohammad Shureshyian was arrested because of an indiscretion, and he told the police that he was a member of the Communist party which had once published Donya, and that the party’s aim was to establish a socialist republic in Iran.35 He mentioned the names of five of its members whom he knew, including Arani and Kambakhsh. They were subsequently arrested, and Kambakhsh, an ardent Russophile who had spent a long time in Russia, told the police everything, including, of course, the names of everyone he knew.36 As Maleki and Eskandari put it, he had submitted what almost amounted to a complete party congress report to the police.37 Kambakhsh had even confessed that they had received a small sum of money from Comintern.38

Next day, forty others were arrested, and the remainder on the following day. Some of the leading figures, notably Arani, Bahrami and Alavi, were heavily tortured, but not Kambaksh who had needed no persuasion to speak. Among Alavi’s papers they had found a poison-pen letter signed by ‘the secret committee’. This had been written by one of his students who had received a bad mark from him. Now the police were torturing him and others to reveal all that they knew about this ‘secret committee’.39

Most of those arrested knew nothing about ‘the party’: some had simply been readers of Donya. Others had even been arrested as a result of mistaken identity.40 One was arrested because, years earlier, he had written to his brother from Isfahan that ‘the people of Isfahan are very uncivilised’. Now his brother had been arrested as a student of Arani, and the police believed that, by ‘uncivilised’, he had meant that the Isfahanis were not communist!41 Altogether they were fifty-two men, and by accident another man was added to their list.

This man was Reza Radmanesh, a European-educated scientist. He had been arrested before with a group in Rasht with no connections to the Arani group, almost all of whom were released within a few months. But in the belief that the fifty-two would soon be released, his family had used influence to include him in the fifty-two’s dossier. And that is how the Fifty-Three came into being.42 He was destined to become secretary general of the Tudeh party for many years. However, Alavi’s version is that he had been added to the group simply because he had once met Arani.43

The Fifty-Three were first taken to the Tehran police prison and put in solitary confinement, yet somehow they managed to keep in contact, although many of them did not know each other. After a couple of months, the authorities transferred some of the leading figures to a general ward and kept the others in solitary confinement; curiously, they left the doors of their cells open. After a while they moved them all to three rooms. Maleki, Eskandari, Alavi and a couple of others who were financially better off were put in the first room and the others were put in the other two rooms. The first room became known as the ‘bourgeois’ room, the second the ‘petit bourgeois’ room and the third the ‘proletarian’ room.44

Maleki had been among the group of forty who were arrested on 11 May 1937, the day after Kambakhsh’s confession to the police. Predictably, the inmates talked and argued among themselves. But the one issue that preoccupied all of them was who had been responsible for their arrest; who had named them to the police? Kambakhsh had very cleverly convinced most of his companions that the culprit was Arani rather than himself, as a result of which Arani was regarded by most of the others with disdain. Maleki says that he defended Arani from the start and the others accused him of doing this just because both he and Arani were from Azerbaijan.45

It was only later, when they were transferred to Qasr prison and, crucially, were sent to the criminal court where everyone’s dossiers were read out, that the role of Kambakhsh became clear. As a result, Arani vehemently attacked Kambakhsh in court, accusing him of writing a long report in which he had resorted to libel and named anybody and everybody he had ever known, and had named Arani himself as leader of the group. The Tudeh party subsequently cut out this part of Arani’s defence in their publication of his speech in court, Arani having died in prison in 1939.46

According to Alavi and Eskandari, after their release from prison and the founding of the Tudeh party, Kambakhsh went to the Soviet Union for a few months and convinced the Soviets that it was not he who had given the Fifty-Three away.47 Alavi further says:

Some gullible people like me believed that the Tudeh party would realise their ideal of freedom and social justice and so joined the party, little knowing that Kambakhsh after wheeling and dealing with the Russians would be at the helm of the Tudeh ship and take it as far as it would become a news agency for the Russians.48

Years later, the issue of Kambakhsh’s confession was raised in the fourth plenum of the Tudeh party which met in exile, in Moscow, but no decision was taken on it because the matter had not been raised at the time he had joined the party, and later in the first and second party congresses. Kambakhsh’s main defence, however, had been that he had reported everything to Comintern and they had agreed that he was innocent.49

Alavi says in his memoirs, ‘I got upset when a couple of months after the foundation of the Tudeh party Kambakhsh had gone missing, but it was later discovered that he’d gone to Baku and told them that Arani, not he, had exposed the Fifty-Three. And now he had returned and personally organised a meeting at a school in which he spoke and referred to the Tudeh party as “my party”... Then I heard he was in the central committee as well. I asked Radmanesh, what’s this? He said I can’t do anything; it’s in the hands of those who are running things. I said you mean the Russians. He said yes...’ He adds that he wanted to resign but Radmanesh and Eskandari made him change his mind. ‘This was the biggest mistake of my life. I wish I had resigned in the very first months.’50

MALEKI DEFIES THE JAILERS

While they were still being detained in the police prison something happened that became almost a legend in its own time. There was a disagreement between the inmates of one of the rooms and a policeman. He reported to his superiors that the prisoners had tried to ‘disarm’ him, i.e. grab his baton and beat him with it.51 As a result, they transferred four of them, including Khameh’i and Kambakhsh, to solitary confinement for punishment.52

When the news reached the ‘bourgeois’ room, they saw it as an insult to all of them and decided to react strongly to it. Fiery speeches were made to the effect that all of the Fifty-Three were prepared to shed the last drop of their blood to rectify the situation. Maleki says that, although he knew that any advice to the contrary would be put down to his conservatism, he nevertheless argued that a strong reaction was not warranted by the case, and that they should not overreact. But his argument carried no weight and the ‘revolutionaries’ still persisted in demanding satisfaction.

Maleki then said if they insisted on taking action they should call the officer on duty and protest to him. However, Maleki told them that he would not do the speaking and that he would stand in the last row; and if he or those who spoke up were taken out for disciplinary punishment, all the others should continue to protest until all of them were punished in the same way. He called a witness from another room and repeated their agreement in front of him. Decades later, he wrote in his memoirs:

Right from the beginning I felt that the most radical of speech-makers were more hesitant than the rest. The officer on duty arrived and [while the prisoners were standing in a few rows facing him] he challenged anyone who had anything to say to step forward... Following the agreement we had made, I stood in the last row... Even after the officer’s second warning no one stepped forward. I felt ashamed that a group of the society’s first-rank revolutionary intellectuals were cowed by the challenge of such a base individual.

I remember I was pushing forward when the officer issued his third warning. I told him of our grievance and demanded satisfaction... He said, ‘well if I send you somewhere would you not demand to be released from it.’ I said ‘why should I not make that demand. From the word go I protest at the fact that you have put me in prison. Therefore I always demand to be released from prison and from the prison that you have made inside the prison. I protest against all this.’53

According to Alavi, Maleki said, ‘why should I not protest. Of course, as long as you have not released me from prison I would protest. And even when I am released I would protest.’54 Both Alavi and Khameh’i describe Maleki’s action as heroic. ‘The duty officer went’, Maleki continued, ‘and a few minutes later two officers showed up... and, without a single person protesting, they took me to Ward Five.’55

MALEKI ADDRESSES THE MOST UNFORTUNATE INMATES

Ward Five was a room measuring 15 x 8 metres where, according to Khameh’i, Maleki and Alavi they kept four hundred of the worst, most hardened criminals and the most pitiable people imaginable. It was not just the place of ordinary criminals (that was Ward Six), but for the forgotten, the ‘dead souls’, to use the title of Gogol’s famous novel. Both Khameh’i and Maleki say that there was not enough room for them to sleep on their backs next to each other, and there was one cesspit which several of them used at the same time. Both Alavi and Khameh’i say that when some of them were taken to the yard through the back of their rooms, the smell was intolerable and both agree that the worst possible punishment for a political prisoner was to be thrown into that ward.56

When Maleki entered the room the deafening noise decreased. Then, one of the inmates who had thought Maleki was a prison inspector, stepped forward and complained that another inmate had stolen some money from him:

I said loudly that he has stolen one rial from you while the prison authorities steal 3.5 rials of your daily ration. Slowly, those who had realised I was a political prisoner told everyone to be quiet. A miracle had happened and for some time there was complete silence in the room. I spoke to them of the wretchedness of the petty thieves whom the social maladies had forced to steal; of those who without the slightest guilt had been put there...; of the big millionaire thieves who, not far from where they were, were in the large hotel-like prison rooms...; and, finally, of the necessity of unity among them which could result in a better daily ration, and of the help that we the political prisoners could provide in organising them... I did not have to wait too long for the prison authorities to loudly announce that I should leave the room.57
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