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Abstract 
 

 

Almost three centuries ago, the French great political theorist, Montesquieu, published an 

influential book, Persian Letters, which set the tone for many other works in which windows 

have been opened between cultures for reciprocal understanding. Montesquieu's book was a 

multi-layered work with various messages for a variety of recipients. At one level it was a 

critical description of what was considered as 'the East' in the early eighteenth century. At one 

other level it was a biting criticism of French society and mores as seen through the eyes of 

some visiting "Persians". Still at a third level the book provided an excellent historical 

document of the degree of true reciprocal understanding existed between Europe and the 

Orient in the first half of the eighteenth century. In my paper, I shall try to assess the changes 

which have occurred in mutual understanding between the Westerners and the Easterners 

since Montesquieu's seminal work. Given the scope of such a study and space limitation of 

the paper, I shall mostly concentrate on a number of novels and travel books by Iranian and 

European writers as my main source of information. The upshot of the argument of the paper 

is that despite all the progress in the means of communication and notwithstanding the huge 

increase in the amount of information available to the people of various cultures for better 

understanding of 'the other', still lots need to be done for producing genuine 'reciprocal 

knowledge' across cultures and nations. 

 


