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HEADLINE: In Kazakhstan, President's Wife Pushes a Course on Asceticism; Iran's Parliament Opens Way for Foreign Universities 

BODY: 
The teachings of a deceased Russian ascetic have become a mandatory part of the curriculum for undergraduates in Kazakhstan. 

First-year students in 16 state institutions of higher learning this semester are being required to attend lectures in self-knowledge, a course written with the help of Sara A. Nazarbayeva, the wife of the country's president, Nursultan A. Nazarbayev. The course incorporates the teachings of Porfiry Ivanov, who rejected all material possessions, including clothes, and advocated dousing oneself in cold water twice daily, as well as walking barefoot in the snow. Kazakhstan's official Web site lists cold showers as one of the first lady's hobbies. Adherents of the teachings of Mr. Ivanov, who died in 1983, are known in Russia as Ivanovites. The Russian Orthodox Church has called his beliefs heretical. 

The course eventually will be required at all universities, institutes, and academies throughout the country, and a version of the course has already been introduced in kindergartens and schools. 

"We have begun conducting a comprehensive experiment [in higher education]. By and large it is a psychological program, and students every time are posed questions in order for them to get close to each other, to better know each other, and themselves," said Khorlan Sheryazdanova, a psychology professor at the Kazakh State Women's Pedagogical Institute, in Almaty. 

Critics of the new course call it "Sara-knowledge." Saule Kalikova, director of educational programs for the Soros Foundation's Open Society Institute, in Kazakhstan, said, "The course has already been criticized ... as unsuitable or improper for a Muslim society." Ms. Kalikova stressed that even critics see the need to find an answer to the failure of schools to produce well-adjusted children in light of rising crime and drug addiction. She said the course could be regarded as a "moral education for the soul." 

*** 

Iran's Parliament last month approved legislation to allow foreign universities, including American ones, to open branch campuses in the country for the first time since the Islamic revolution, in 1979. 

The bill is now being reviewed by the Council of Guardians, which under Iranian law determines whether legislation violates Islamic principles. Officials at the country's ministry of higher education predicted that the council would approve the measure. 

The proposal appears to have broad support from conservatives who see it as a way to keep talented Iranian students from leaving the country, and from liberals who view it as a sign of increasing openness. 

Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, a former president of Iran, was quoted by the official Islamic Republic News Agency as calling for all-out measures to halt the migration of Iranian students abroad, calling brain drain "bitter and unpalatable." 
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