
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

Imagination, meaning and revolution: The sources of the revolutionary power of
Islam in Iran

Alinejad, M.

Publication date
1999
Document Version
Final published version

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Alinejad, M. (1999). Imagination, meaning and revolution: The sources of the revolutionary
power of Islam in Iran. [Thesis, fully internal, Universiteit van Amsterdam].

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:26 May 2023

https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/imagination-meaning-and-revolution-the-sources-of-the-revolutionary-power-of-islam-in-iran(c9b3a715-f993-4468-8d19-9cfdca674650).html


^Ç ? ^ - I 

IMAGINATION, MEANING AND 
REVOLUTION 

The Sources of the Revolutionary Power of Islam in Iran 

Ph.D. Thesis 

Mahmoud Alinejad 





IMAGINATION, MEANING AND 
REVOLUTION 

The Sources of the Revolutionary Power of Islam in Iran 

ACADEMISCH PROEFSCHRIFT 

ter verkrijging van de graad van doctor aan de 
Universiteit van Amsterdam 

op gezag van de Rector Magnificus prof. dr. J.J.M. Franse 
ten overstaan van een door het College voor Promoties ingestelde 

commissie in het openbaar te verdedigen in de Aula der Universiteit 

op 24 februari 1999 te 12.00 uur 

door 

Mahmoud Alinejad 

geboren te Teheran (Iran) 



Promotor: Prof. dr. P.T. van der Veer 

Faculteit der Maatschappij- en Gedragswetenschappen 



Contents 

Preface v* 

P ro logue 

I m a g i n a t i o n a n d M e a n i n g 

Imagination and Violence 1 
The Meaning of the Islamic Imaginary of Revolution 4 
The Issue of the Crisis of Modernity 11 
Conflict, Meaning a n d Symbols 14 
From Collective Meaning to Collective Action 17 
The Concept of Imaginary a n d the Symbolism of Dream 21 
Cultural Symbols: Representat ions of the Imaginary 25 
The Development of the Shi'i Political Imaginary 27 
A Hermeneutic Unders tanding of the Iranian Revolution 31 
Cultural Difference: A Source of Political Antagonism 33 
The Structure of the Chapters 36 

C h a p t e r O n e 

T h e D i s c o u r s e s o f R e v o l u t i o n 

Introduction 39 
The Discourse of Secular Intellectuals 40 
The Conservative Discourse 46 
The Religious Modernist Discourse 48 
The Secular Academic Discourse 50 
From Religious Dispute to Revolution 54 
The Constitutive Role of Language 55 
Collective Imagination: A Source of Meaning 57 
The Religious Modernist Movement 58 
The Resurgence of Sufism 60 
The Persistence of Teleological under s t and ings of Revolution 6 3 
The Significance of the Islamic Ideologues 64 
A Class Analysis of the I ranian Revolution 66 
The State, the Intelligentsia and the Faith 6$ 
The Modernity of the Islamic Movement 72 
The Islamic Revolution: A Populist Movement 74 
Religious Ideology: More t h a n a Supers t ruc ture 76 
Khomeinism 78 
The Shortcomings of Class Analysis 82 
Conclusion 85 

C h a p t e r Two 

T e x t , I m a g i n a t i o n a n d H e r m e n e u t i c s o f A c t i o n C h a p t e r T h r e e 

Introduction 89 
Hermeneutics, Phenomenology a n d Critical Theory 91 
Distanciation a n d Belonging, A Hermeneutical Critique 
of Phenomenology 9 8 
Hermeneutical Interpretation of Texts 105 
From Philosophical to Religious Hermeneut ics 108 
The Dialectic of Text and Action 111 



Critique of Ideology 114 
Ideology a n d Utopia 118 
The Political Power of the Poetic Metaphor 121 
The Politics of Poetry in Iran 123 
The Progressive Potentials of Rituals 125 
The Cultural-Historical Nature of the Islamic Self-Understanding 127 
The Qur'anic Dialogue 129 
The Methods of Authenticat ion of the Sacred Texts 132 
Conclusion 135 

C h a p t e r T h r e e 

T h e I m a g i n a r y o f t h e I s l a m i c R e v o l u t i o n 

Introduction 139 
The Concept of Imagination 141 
The Unconscious Sources of the Imaginary 144 
The Inter-subjective Character of the Imaginary 145 
The Social Power of the Psyche 147 
Language: An Imaginary Construct ion 148 
Society: A Creation of Itself 150 
The Constitutive Role of Language 152 
The Order-shat ter ing power of the Imaginary 153 
Ideology: A Product of the Imaginary 156 
Utopia and Its Var iants 159 
Ideology, Utopia a n d Millennia 161 
Ideology, Morality a n d Identity 163 
Competing Imaginaries 166 
Madness a n d the Collective Imaginary 168 
Conclusion 170 

C h a p t e r F o u r 

R e v o l u t i o n a n d M o d e r n i t y 

Introduction 173 
The Anti-Modern Message of Post-Modernism 174 
The Ideology of Modernity 177 
The Crisis of Modernity 180 
Modernity a n d Religious Resurgence 183 
Modernity a n d the Concept of Collective Identity 186 
The Nostalgia for Meaning 189 
The Irrationality of Reason 193 
Subversive Sources of the Post-modern 196 
The Islamic Revolution: A Post-modern Movement 200 
The Birth of the Subject 201 
Self, Beyond Self-interest 205 
Ideology: An Objective Phenomenon 211 
Ideology: An Episodic Discourse 215 
Islamic Ideology: A Theology of Discontent 218 
Conclusion 221 

C h a p t e r Five 

F r o m R e l i g i o u s S e c t a r i a n i s m t o M o d e r n N a t i o n a l i s m 

Introduction 223 
The Significance of Islamic Political Philosophy in Iran 225 



The Shi'i Political Philosophy in Transit ion 227 
The Early Stages of Imami Shi'ism 230 
The Evolution of the Imami Ju r i sprudence 233 
The Imami Legal practice 236 
The Political Attitude of the Shi'i J u r i s t s 237 
Safauid Shi'ism: The State Religion 239 
The Doctrinal Victory of Dogmatic Shi'ism 242 
Decline a n d Fall of the Safauid State 2 4 5 
Decline a n d Rise of the Ulama Influence 246 
New Modes of Religious Rationalisation 247 
The Ulama a n d the Qajar Dynasty 249 
New Socio-economic Developments 251 
The Military Reform 253 
The Educat ional Reform 254 
The Unpopularity of the Reforms 255 
The Encounter with the West 255 
The Genesis of I ranian Nationalism 257 
Ulama-Merchant Alliance: The Usuli Rationalisation 258 
The Roots of the Religious Worldview of the Bazaar 260 
The Tobacco Movement 263 
The Ulama and The Modern Intelligentsia 265 
The Dilemma of the Intelligentsia 267 
The Constitutional Revolution 269 
The Intertwining of Political and Religious Discourses 271 
The Failures of the Consti tutional Movement 273 
The Ulama a n d the Consti tutional Revolution 274 
The Political Discourse of the Consti tut ional Revolution 277 
The Genesis of the Islamic Ideology of Revolution 278 
The Impact of Religious Rationalisation on Political Developments 281 
Conclusion 2 8 3 

Chapter Six 

From the Crisis of Modernisation to a Religious Revolution 

Introduction 285 
The Dying Days of the Consti tutional Government 286 
The Rise of the Modern State in Iran 288 
Reza Shah ' s Nationalist Ideology 289 
Reza Shah ' s Dictatorship: Nostalgia for a Strong State 290 
Reza Shah ' s Reforms 291 
The Unpopularity of the Reforms 293 
Muhammad Reza Shah: An Accidental Dictator 294 
The White Revolution: A Programme for Rapid Modernisation 296 
Modernisation a n d the Ulama: Disappointments with the State 298 
The Pahlain Atrocities against the Ulama 299 
Politicisation of Religion in the 1940s & 1950s 301 
The Ulama Political Activism in the 1960s 303 
The Significance of the 1963 Uprising 306 
The Changing Face of Iran: Modernisation Theories 307 
Modernisation of Iran beyond the White Revolution 311 
The Crisis of Modernisation in I ran 3 1 3 
The Role of the Bazaar 3 1 5 
The Religious Vitality of the 6 0 s & 7 0 s 319 
The Crisis of Legitimacy 320 
The New Middle Class and the Professional Revolutionaries 323 
The Islamic Revolution 325 
Women in Revolution 326 
Enter the Angel a n d Exit the Demon 327 

m 



The Submiss ion of the Armed Forces 329 
Three Components of the Islamic Revolution 330 
Islamic Government in Power 332 
The Inst i tut ionalisat ion of the Revolution 335 
The Beginning of a n Internal Power Struggle 336 
The Rise of J u n i o r Clerics a n d the Const i tut ional Amendments 338 
The Quest ion of Succession 339 
The Post-Khomeini Power Struggle 340 
Rafsanjani 's Reforms 342 
More Recent Developments 343 
Conclusion 344 

C h a p t e r S e v e n 

T h e I d e o l o g y o f R e v o l u t i o n 

Introduction 347 
Religious Reform Movement (1960s & 1970s) 348 
Other Marginal Religious Developments 352 
Shari 'at i 's Revolutionary Interpretat ion of Shi'ism 354 
Shari 'at i 's Contr ibut ion to the Islamic ideology 354 
Selective Invocation of Tradit ions 358 
The Responsibility of Being a Shi'i 360 
How to Be? 360 
Mystical Love: A Revolutionary Reading of Symbolic S t ruc tu res 361 
A Teacher 's Recipe for the Revolutionary Const i tut ion of the Self 362 
The Utopia of a God-Worshipping Socialist 363 
The Dream of an Islamic Renaissance 364 
Return to Self: An Anti-Western Strategy 366 
Freedom: A Religious Feeling 367 
The Third Woman: An Alternative View of the Muslim Woman 368 
Ayatollah Motahhari : An Islamic Philosopher 371 
Fiction: A Source of Public Morality 372 
The Legitimate Leadership of the Muslim Communi ty 373 
Critique of the West 374 
Activism vs Quiet ism 375 
Motahhari ' s Theory of Revolution 375 
A Progressive Unders tanding of History 377 
Re-interpretation of the Cult of Martyrdom 379 
A Theory of Government 380 
A Cleric's Philosophy of Science 381 
Retliinking the Position of Women 382 
Defending Tradit ions 383 
Ayatollah Khomeini, the Idol-Breaker 385 
The Political Beginnings 385 
The Islamic Ideology in Practice 386 
A Dream Come True 388 
The Invocation of Collective Memories 389 
Khomeini's Discourse of Revolution 390 
From Revolutionary Discourse to Utopia 392 
The Political Success of the Cul tural Opposition 395 
A Formula for the Clerical Leadership 398 
Khomeini's Theory of State 400 
The Inst i tut ional Basis of the Political Velayat-e Faqih 403 
The Jur id ica l Basis of the Political Velayat-e Faqih 404 
Modern Sources of Khomeini's Political Thought 406 
From Imagination to Revolutionary Action 410 
Is Khomeinism T a n t a m o u n t to Fundamenta l i sm? 412 
Khomeini's Char i sma 413 

IV 



Conclusion 414 

Chapter Eight 

The Post-Revolution Battle of Ideas 

Introduction 419 
The Emergence of the New Out of the Old 422 
A New Momentum in the Religious Reform Movement 425 
A Hermeneut ic Philosophical Movement 428 
The Theory of Contraction and Expansion of Religious Laws 4 3 3 
Soroush ' s Religious Secularism 435 
The Politico-religious Implications of Soroush 's Thesis 436 
The Probe for a New Theology 437 
The Quest ion of Validity of the New Interpretat ions of Old Texts 439 
Opposition to the Exclusivity of Religious Knowledge 441 
Freedom and Clergy 442 
The Meaning and Foundat ion of Secularism 443 
Irfan and Development: Misgivings with Mysticism 445 
Funct ions of Religion: An Alternative Concept of Ideology 446 
Shabestar i ' s Concept of Religious Pluralism 449 
The Politico-Philosophical Implications of Shabestar i ' s Views 450 
Shabestar i ' s Philosophical Hermeneut ics 452 
The Position of the Liberation Movement 452 
A Theory of Government 454 
The Issue of Civil Society 456 
On the Defence of Absolutist Theocracy 456 
The Essentiality of Government in Islam 459 
A Jur idical View of Absolute Theocracy 460 
The Theory of Velayat-e Faqih: Alternative Interpretat ions 461 
Majority Rule, Social Contract and Representation: Islamic Traits 462 
The Last Will and Tes tament 463 
The View of the West 465 
A Message to the Oppressed of the World 466 
The Endur ing Legacy of the Hostility toward the West 467 
Modern Philosophers of Religion and the West 470 
Two Views of the West 476 
The Islamic Revolution: The Sublime Time 479 
Secular Views of Religious Government 481 
Critique of the West a s Culture of Reference 482 
Progress Understood as Rejection of Traditions 484 
The Deterrents of Civil Society 486 
The Persistence of Despotism 488 
Is There a Political Role for the Mystical Tradition? 489 
A Negative View of Irfan 490 
A Critique of the Critique of Irfan 493 
An Overview of the Secular Objections to Religious Culture 493 
Conclusion 496 

E p i l o g u e 501 
B i b l i o g r a p h y 511 





Preface 

1 
Like many other immigrants of Iranian background, physically disconnected 

form my origins, and yet feeling attached to Iranian cultural and religious heritage, I 
have been deeply affected by the Revolution of 1979. The enigma of this tormented 
experience is still haunting many millions of Iranians whose lives have forever 
changed as a result of this revolution. Numerous books, studies, memoirs, reports and 
films produced by the Iranian émigré show how fascinated and yet puzzled they still 
are with the events that shook Iran almost twenty years ago, and that created 
aftershocks, which are still being felt. Inside Iran, the quest to discern the meaning of 
this significant historical experience is even more intense and more curious. 
Naturally, the citizens of Iran are still dealing with the consequences of this huge 
social, cultural and political experience. For me, searching for the meaning of the 
Iranian Revolution, has become an eternal quest. This quest has been my basic 
motivation in producing the present work. 

Since the victory of the Islamic Revolution, there has been an increasing 
interest in studying analytically and critically the role of Islamic traditions in creating 
and sustaining a revolution in modern times. One may say that this new interest is 
gradually taking the shape of a distinct discourse, which could bridge the perceived 
historical break between modernity and tradition in the minds of Iranians. This 
historical break had been created throughout the twentieth century through the 
political, cultural and intellectual encounter with West. Modern secular intellectuals 
were the main voices of modern progress against traditional backwardness. In its 
fascination with progress, the secular political and literary discourse thus 
disconnected itself from the living traditions, and championed the ideas of freedom 
and social justice against "political despotism" and "religious dogmatism". They had 
a dream of a modern revolution that would usher in a world of enlightenment, 
freedom and prosperity at the expense of the dark world of oppression, poverty and 
superstition. 

With the rise of a religious revolution in Iran, this arbitrary and idealistic 
division of tradition and modernity is being seriously re-examined by a new 
generation of both secular and religious intellectuals. Even some of the secular 
intellectuals and activists of the Pahlavi period are realising that by breaking from the 
Islamic traditions, they had also severed themselves from the society at large. This 
was perhaps the reason why Iranian modern secularism, despite all its ingenuity and 
passion for a modern revolution, failed to inspire a revolutionary movement in its own 
right. This failure could, in a sense, be considered as a consequence of the ignorance 
of the secular intellectuals of the political and revolutionary potentials of the sacred 
texts, symbolism and rituals. 

The secular intellectuals and activists, particularly in the 1960s and 1970s, 
failed to realise that despite the apparent lack of relevance of the Islamic traditions to 
the problems of modernity, new interpretations of the old traditions were exercising 
an underlying and fundamental influence on the course of political events in Iran. The 
influence of the new interpretations of traditions was mainly due to their capacity to 
continue, and at the same time bring into question, a tradition that, in the form of a 
vast cultural repertoire, had for centuries made collective existence meaningful for 
Iranians. The modern interpretations of these traditions did eventually make them 
relevant to the contemporary social and political developments. The credibility of the 
traditional religious and literary texts in the eye of the public was such that they were 
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even made into powerful sources of revolutionary inspiration and validation of 
modern political action. The significance of the Islamic tradition is also evident in the 
new forms of political imagination in Iran today. 

The basic premise of my project to search for the meaning of the Iranian 
Revolution is the hypothesis that human behaviour, in this case collective behaviour, 
is mediated by meaning. On the basis of this premise, I have linked in this text̂  
collective action with the understanding of things encountered and with the 
motivation that such an understanding instigates in collectivities. By understanding, I 
mean neither any limiting concept such as a deliberated and deeper than usual 
understanding of things, nor a pure, unbound sense experience. Rather, I am 
concerned in this work with a type of understanding that occurs as a result of 
interpretation of cultural symbols and narratives - an understanding, which I believe 
constitutes the soul of a society. The signs, symbols and narratives, contained in 
religious, juridical and literary texts, and invoked in law making, institution building, 
economic transactions, day to day social life, celebrations, commemorations and 
rituals, are rooted in the collective imagination of every collectivity. They connect 
each and every society, not only to its past, but also to its future via shared 
interpretations of collective memories. 

Collective imagination as a real political force is a neglected subject in the 
existing literature on revolutions. It is particularly rare in the existing discourses on 
the Iranian-Islamic Revolution of 1978-1979. The general theme of the arguments 
developed in this work is to demonstrate the radical power of creative imagination in 
shaping a modern revolution through novel interpretations of religious traditions. It 
will be argued that the imaginary of revolution emerges in a condition that new 
interpretations of the collective historical experiences of a given community open up 
the possibility of new variations of power by offering alternative meanings of the 
texts that transmit the experiences of the past to present generations. The political 
force of the imaginary lies in its capacity to become the source of the motivations that 
drive the community to create new variations of power by revolutionary means in the 
process of reproduction of social relations. 

I understand the Iranian Revolution of 1979 as a concrete example of a 
modern revolution driven by a religious imaginary. I will argue that Islamic 
imaginary was responsible for inspiring the political thought and action, which led to 
the Iranian Revolution, and which has continued to define political life in Iran ever 
since. The source of the Islamic imaginary, I suggest, should be located in the 
collective search by Iranians for meaning through creative interpretation of the 
religious and literary texts, rituals and other symbolic structures, which form the basis 
of the modern Iranian-Islamic culture. I will therefore attempt to develop a 
hermeneutic understanding of the meaning of the radical imaginary that anticipated 
and precipitated the Iranian Revolution, and that has shaped the image of a desired 
future in the minds of Iranians as a modern nation. As such, I hope I will also 
contribute to generating a new interest in grasping the meaning of such phenomenon 
as the rise to power of a religious revolution and government in our "post-modern" 
world. 

I suggest that by understanding the structure and operation of the religious 
imaginary around which the Iranian Revolution was made, it will be possible to shed 
a new light on the process of the modern rise of the political power of Islam in Iran 
and its domestic and international repercussions. Without appreciating the power of 
the imaginary and the meanings, which motivated the Iranian-Islamic Revolution, it 
would be difficult if not impossible to properly understand these repercussions. 
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My contention is that locating the source of the imaginary of the Iranian 
Revolution in the new interpretations of cultural and symbolic structures will make it 
clear how this collective action became meaningful and thus desirable for its 
participants. I will argue that the primary source of the attraction of this revolution for 
Iranians was its emancipatory potentials. The emphasis on emancipatory aspirations 
of the Iranian Revolution will in turn make it possible to offer an internal critique of 
the violence and repression that has been generated in the process of this revolution 
and during its subsequent institutionalisation. I suggest that this violence has been 
generated by the political and religious tendencies that, in violation of the 
emancipatory aspirations of this popular movement, have tried to turn it into an 
instrument of establishing a new system of domination. 

I shall often refer to the Iranian Revolution as the Islamic Revolution due to 
the centrality of the Islamic revolutionary ideology and the Utopia of an Islamic 
government in making this revolution meaningful and hence desirable. I view the 
ideologies and Utopias that motivated the Islamic Revolution as manifestations of the 
political imagination of generations of Iranian intellectuals and social reformers, 
rather than one or another political or religious leader. 

I will explore the roots of the ideology of the Islamic revolution and the Utopia 
of an ideal Islamic government in the interaction of various religious, philosophical 
and literary discourses of power that pervaded popular politics in Iran prior to the fall 
of the monarchy there. These discourses were in turn produced out of varying 
interpretations of the shared symbolic structures. I will argue that the ideology of 
revolution and the Utopia of a desired future created among a large section of the 
Iranian population a common appreciation of the necessity and urgency of 
revolutionary action. I shall demonstrate that this appreciation arose when through 
creative interpretations of the past traditions a common purpose was formed in the 
mind of the public - a purpose that motivated the people to take drastic action to 
change the existing political and social order for the better. And yet, it was in the 
course of this very action that great sacrifices were demanded, and violence was 
generated. 

My aim in this work is to develop a hermeneutic understanding of the Iranian 
Revolution of 1979. But, in order to achieve this understanding, I have had to look 
deep into the past of the Iranian society, and how this society broke with its past in the 
1979 Revolution in search for an uncertain future, a future that is yet to be decided. I 
have considered the imaginaries that have depicted the origins of this society as the 
main resources to dig for the schemes, which were used by the revolutionary actors in 
Iran as models for building the future. Religions, customs, laws, poems, fables (and 
the signs, symbols and rituals associated with them) have been rich sources for 
collective and creative references to the past. They are collected in the sacred texts, 
myths, mystical poetry, narrative histories, fictions, cultural fantasies and public 
rituals, which have constituted the collective conscience of the Iranian society; and are 
constantly used as points of reference in day to day life. This collection of traditions 
contains imaginary categories and yet are perceived to be "authentic" by Iranians 
even as a modern nation. 

These imaginary categories consist of the foundational stories and narratives 
about the genesis of Iran, particularly the historical narratives, myths and religious 
stories about Iran and Islam as the source of human culture and civilisation. There are 
also stories about the manner and the purpose of the constitution of Iran as a society; 
the stories that prescribe the form and content of social existence, including those that 
portray the institutional and moral character of the society. Whether or not these 
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imaginary categories have historical or logical proof, and whether or not they are 
recognised by other societies, they constitute the original understanding of Iranians of 
themselves as a collectivity, and project the image in which this collectivity strives to 
reconstruct itself. As such, during the revolution, these categories, notwithstanding 
their imaginary roots, were taken more seriously than other categories with historical 
reality or logical proof, particularly when the recent historical realities did not create 
pride and enthusiasm in Iranians. 

These imaginary categories have shaped, at least partly, the earliest part of the 
social consciousness of Iranians. Naturally, therefore, the manner of early inculcation 
of the messages of these imaginäries has become very important in social and family 
life of the Iranian society. The most usual form of this inculcation has been via the 
interpretation of the traditions and texts, or simply the grand narratives, which contain 
these imaginaries. These interpretations have developed throughout the Iranian 
history, and have become part and parcel of the way of life of the people. Their 
referents are the customary practices of the society, the theological and jurisprudential 
texts, and the literary texts including poetry, prose, fables and collective fantasies. 
These texts have been a fertile ground for the emergence of legendary figures and 
national heroes; but more than that they have been instrumental in giving rise to 
creative imaginations in building the future. They have provided the people with a 
common background, familiar and understandable to every body, against which new 
interpretations of the old texts continue in new forms of spoken and written language. 

2 
An advantage of the review of the discourses of the Iranian Revolution is that 

it enables one to map the horizons within which these discourses of power are situated 
and the space they occupy with respect to each other. This will provide a perspective 
of the variety of purposes for which the Iranian Revolution may be studied. For 
example, the Iranian Revolution may be studied, as it has been widely the case, in 
terms of social and economic developments, or alternatively, in terms of the 
distinction between its cultural, political, scientific, sexual and artistic aspects. This 
variety of perspectives also demonstrates the futility of attempts such as those made 
by Crane Brinton to draw an anatomy of a typical revolution. 

In my reading of the meaning of the Iranian Revolution, I will argue against 
the notions that there could be found a fixed set of characteristics that every 
revolution must have, or that a prototype of revolutions could be constructed. Rather, 
I believe that each revolution is inspired by particular motivations that are in large 
part peculiar to that revolution. It goes without saying that this differentiation does not 
preclude the possibility of revolutions sharing certain characteristics; for otherwise we 
would not be referring to them all as revolutions. A corollary to this positing each 
revolution as subject to specific environmental factors that befall it is that revolutions 
are not teleological, and hence any effort to predict their course has to be tentative, 
unless, of course, one wishes to engage oneself in prophetic conjectures. 

Here, I should emphasise that denying a fixed model for revolution is basically 
a logical extrapolation of an empirical observation: revolutions are collective 
phenomena and as such a product of social structures. The empirical evidence of 
historical change in social structures indicate that each revolution is a variable of the 
functions of society and hence a changing phenomenon. Also, as I indicated before, 
none of the officially recognised paradigms of social science alone are able to fully 
understand revolutions. Revolutions are by nature multifaceted phenomena involving 
political, social, economical, psychological and historical factors, breaching the 
arbitrary divisions of these disciplines. 
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Within the confines of objective scientism, which excludes from its domain 
the generative forces like passions, motivations, needs, etc. instrumental reason 
appears not as a towering presence, but as a retarded agent, deprived of its potential 
capacities to reach beyond a crude and cruel understanding of life. Revolutions may 
only be understood when such factors as passion, enthusiasm, love and hatred, which 
are their main diving forces, are fully accounted for as alternative forms of rationality 
and reason. It is the neglect of the logic of these apparently non-logical factors that 
makes revolutions unpredictable and by that virtue non-teleological. 

Revolutions as such belong to a world whose rational understanding has been 
neglected by the discourse of reason as developed since the Renaissance. It has not, 
however, totally lost to the world of practice. People have got engaged in revolutions 
even as they did not understand them. This may be cited as a characteristic of a 
subliminal world that transcends the mundane instrumental understanding of reason. 
Just as we have excluded madness from reason when it came to studying it in a 
rational, scientific perspective, we have detached revolutions from the world of reason 
and relegated it to the world of heterogeneous. Revolutions have thus been devalued; 
and when they are recognised as an object of study, it has only been with the intention 
to suppress or at best contain them. Attempts to include revolutions in the domain of 
reason were made (Marxism is but one example), but were caught entangled in a 
reverse exclusion. As such, revolutions were left open to becoming excluded from the 
normal practice of human sciences. The horizon of the putative, sovereign reason has 
persisted, and with it the need for a discourse that could accommodate ideal and real 
at one and the same time, not one at the exclusion of the other. For a long time, 
solutions have oscillated between totalitarianism and anarchism. 

Our unpreparedness to accept that we are capable of violence of extreme 
levels has perhaps originated from the internalisation of the institutions of law and 
order, and from the liberal myth of socialisation. The problem is our actual experience 
of and involvement in violence on the mass scale (wars and revolutions) despite our 
order instituting tendencies. This line of argument may be further developed to assert 
that although we, as humans, carry the baggage of our animal past, and act even more 
violently than animals; we are equipped with language, symbols and meanings. Yet, 
in our collective behaviour, our actions do not necessarily take place at the level of 
pure intentionality, consciousness and rationality. Rather, we tend to follow our 
unconscious impetus to overcome the forces that tend to deprive our need for 
meaning, or our "will to meaning" in Victor Frankl's terminology. 

In this context, the Iranian Revolution with its significant economic, political 
or social expressions cannot be understood only in terms of the conflict between 
master and slave, feudal and serf, or capitalist and proletariat. Nor can it be 
understood solely as the expression of economic interests, political independence or 
conquest of other lands. It is rather constituted by the meanings pursued by a 
collectivity of humans to explore the purpose and meaning of life; meanings such as 
freedom, honour, prestige, blood, millennium, equality, sovereignty, security, 
recognition, etc. which have been extracted from their guiding traditions and texts 
(mythical, scriptural or ideological). It is in this context that revolutionary 
movements, such as the Islamic Revolution, can be understood and explained in terms 
of their essences. 

Whether in the form of a collective conscience (Durkheim), a collective 
unconscious (Jung), a repressed unconscious (Freud), an intuitive consciousness 
(Husserl), a being as possible versus a being as factual (Sartre), or a consciousness 
that cannot be fully expressed (Derrida), all revolutionary movements have a common 



point. Their meaning structure is independent of individual intentions or, more 
generally, of that which is intended. It was, therefore, the search of the unknown 
certainty that motivated the Iranian Revolution, not the certainty of a well-defined 
objective. And it was the sacred power of the unknown that empowered the masses 
and prepared them for killing with the view of being killed in the name of martyrdom. 

The absent, the unknown, the hidden, the veiled, the unrevealed appeared 
sacred and at the same time ecstatic, and may well be erotic. It was power generating; 
it empowered those who claimed it, and through them established authority over those 
who rejoiced in not knowing it. The sacred demanded sacrifice. For, in sacrifice, the 
authority of the sacred was recognised. In sacrifice, those under the authority of the 
sacred proved their loyalty; and in so doing they competed, innovated, energised and 
often let out violence. For, those who are prepared to make the ultimate sacrifice have 
to be given to violence. Since the martyr knew his absence was his worth, he would 
seek his own destruction. But, one who seeks destruction has to engage others in 
violence and thus instigate them to destroy. Or alternatively he has to self-destruct. 

Submissive sacrifice, in this view, is of little sacred value. Sacrifice has either 
to involve self-destructive attack to destroy the enemy, or instigate a violent struggle 
to destroy, with the ultimate aim of being destroyed, hence the search for the honour 
of martyrdom. So, in the very process of this violent engagement, what is sought is 
honour and prestige, a type of otherworldly pleasure, a pleasure caused by some kind 
of mystifying and at times erotic ecstasy, an ecstasy created by the perilous adventure. 
Yet, all this is possible at its purest form when it is acted out within the context of a 
crowd. Being spectacular is an impressive reward even in one's death. Like other 
revolutions, the Iranian Revolution was a spectacular event acted in the context of the 
crowd, and thus was essentially an inter-subjective phenomenon. 

3 
The assumption that collective behaviour is constituted by meaning, is the 

cornerstone of my attempt to search for the meaning of the Iranian Revolution. I will 
pursue this objective mainly through the understanding of the Iran's cultural 
experience, an experience, which is rooted very deeply in mythology and history, and 
continues to influence modern Iranians through constant contact with their religious 
and literary texts, and narratives. This contact, as mentioned earlier, is maintained 
through education, religious and literary pursuits, day to day social and cultural 
interactions, and the commemoration of mythical and historical events in regular 
ceremonies and rituals. 

Culture in the conventional sense is grounded in the development of reason 
and rationality, and the impetus to organisation, order and progress. Culture in the 
sense that has been proposed here is an eclectical construct encompassing reason and 
unreason, rationality and irrationality. It has been understood as a stock of shared 
memories and imaginations, full of latent generative forces and represented by a 
plethora of symbols and narratives. It contains collective memories that, depending on 
the ways they are interpreted in a particular present, may motivate order or disorder, 
hence presenting order-shattering as well as order-enhancing potentials. The meanings 
constructed by interpreting the signs and symbols inherited from the past is, in this 
sense, basically a subjective entity, which is directly related to the feelings generated 
as a result of the encounter with the images of the past. This constructed meaning, 
however, transcends pure subjectivity and becomes objectified as the constitutive 
element of collective action, be it in the pursuit of the basic means of survival, or in 
the quest for more elaborate goals, such as an ideal human society. 
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In this, I have followed Michel Foucault in his Madness and Civilisation, who 
portrayed the traditional understanding of culture as a means for differentiating 
between reason and unreason, which has been emphatically established in the West 
since the Enlightenment. Such understanding of culture, I might add, has penetrated, 
albeit in a distorted manner, into the East in the colonial period, and has laid the 
foundation for the construction of two distinct worlds. One, containing the categories 
of reason, order and sanity; and the other, containing the categories of irrationality, 
chaos and madness. It is conceptually accepted that humanity by and large resides in 
the world of reason and has a responsibility to resist any infringement upon this world 
by the world of madness. Consequently, it is a given that in a stable and orderly 
society, the world of sanity must be firmly in control of the world of madness, or put 
it another way: rationality has an exclusive right over irrationality. This understanding 
of order has created a culture, which may be called normal culture of the society; and 
it has been based largely on the objective or empirical reason, and rooted in human 
consciousness. 

Against the background of this normal culture, however, there have been 
flares of another type of cultural understanding. The revolutionary understanding of 
culture has pulsated the modern history of the people of the East with attempts to give 
legitimacy to revolution in order to breach the constructed consensus over the 
rational-irrational division of the human world. Revolution, while in operation, 
actually takes over the normal culture or, to put it differently, creates a culture of its 
own, and in ways that might seem mysterious, brings the two opposing worlds into 
unity. Revolution does not bring the two worlds together in the sense of putting them 
side by side, and hence keeping their individual integrity intact. Rather, it, at least 
temporarily, destroys the constructed distinction between the two worlds in a totally 
practical way. As such, the phenomenon of revolution when viewed by its actors can 
be experienced as logical, fair and legitimate, whereas when viewed by an outsider, it 
may be perceived as total mayhem. Revolution as a legacy, however, cannot hold the 
uniting force of the revolution in operation. It has to give way to the return of the 
normal culture, which is naturally affected by the division of the worlds, and as such 
is subject to divisive interpretations. 

The Iranian Revolution has now become a legacy, and hence must be 
subjected to opposing interpretations. Despite the wishes of the jurists in power, who 
want to preserve the sacred and impeccable image of the revolution, there are forces 
already emerging, even within the ranks of the clergy, who want to allow critical 
interpretations of the revolution. These interpretations tend to view the revolution 
both as a destructive and a constructive force. As a destructive force, it is seen as a 
threat to order and harmony, and thus in need of control and containment to minimise 
the damage. As such, it is viewed as a consuming passion, which once helped release 
the creative energies of the repressed groups in shattering the stagnant structures of 
the past and setting new horizons and hopes. But now, it is seen as wasting these 
energies by keeping them burning in constant mobilisations and encouragement of 
vigilantism with the purpose of total regulation of the social and moral behaviour of 
the population. 

4 
In their attempt to build a desired future, Iranians have invoked, more than 

anything, the symbols and narratives contained in their religious texts to produce new 
meanings, which would institute the existential essence of the new society they 
wished to construct. There are several important sacred texts, which contain the 
constitutive elements of the Iranian society, and are constant points of reference for 
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various social activities, as well as for transcendental experiences.1 But, there are also 
philosophical and literary writings, not to mention the more recent religious political 
literary and poetic writings.2 The symbolic structures of the Iranian culture consist 
also of the public rituals and ceremonies that mark the ancient Iranian and Islamic 
calendar. One and often more of these texts, symbols and rituals have found their 
place in almost all Iranian households over centuries, and are invoked on a day to day 
basis by the ordinary people. They are invoked for spiritual consolation, mystical 
experience, patriotic inculcation, literacy and social education, defining and regulating 
relationships, arranging birth, marriage and death ceremonies and even provide 
guidelines for economic transactions. 

Of particular interest to me is developing a hermeneutic understanding of the 
fundamental motivations that fuelled the actions of the human agents of the Iranian 
Revolution, actions that involved great sacrifices but also let out violence and 
aggression. These motivations were felt primarily in terms of the meanings 
constructed on the basis of new interpretations of the religious tradition But they 
were also inspired by political ideologies of both religious and secular persuasions. 
The Shi 'i jurists in the seminaries and centres of religious sciences, the modern 
religious intellectuals, and the Marxist as well as liberal ideologues and activists, were 
the primary source of the ideological discourses that provided for the political force of 
the revolution. 

Since more than a thousand years ago, Shi'i scholars and mystical 
philosophers and poets had founded a tradition of religious and intellectual 
disputation and dialogue on the basis of hermeneutic interpretations of the sacred and 
literary texts, and historical and mythical events. The science of exegesis (tafsir) and 
the knowledge of the hermeneutic interpretation (ta'vil) of the Qur'an had thus 
become two of important subjects of philosophical contemplation, artistic creativity 
intellectual dialogue, and religious and political dispute. This tradition was readily 
used by the modern revolutionary ideologues to create various discourses of power 
that contested the political rule of the Pahlavi State, and challenged what was 
perceived to be a modern social order. 

Yet, this turn to traditions was not a literal return to the past; it was a quest to 
address the political, economic and social problems of Iran as a modern nation 
through novel interpretations of traditions. It was an effort to assert belonging to a 
tradition in order to both continue and bring it into question. It was a partial break 
with the past to venture to an unknown future, but it was also a partial return to the 
past in order not to lose all connections in an imperilled and tormented encounter with 
modernity. And most importantly, it was a deeply modern collective desire for a 
dignified identity, and involved a forceful demand for the recognition of this identity 
by others. 

The Our an and to a lesser extent the collections of hadith, the Nahj-al-Balaqa, the story of the martyrdom of the 
third innocent Imam, Hussein, the story of the disappearance of the twelfth Imam, Mahdi, and various Shi'i 
collections of prayers are among the canonical texts of reference. Kulaini's Al-kafi, Sheikh Saduq's Wassai-al-
Shi i and Muhammad Baqir Majlisi's Behar-al-Anwar are three of important collections of hadith Among the 
important canonical texts of prayer are the Sahife-ye Sajjadiyya and Mafatih-ul-Jinan ' 

c J ? m ° f 'f?™^ Ph-'osophical and literary writings include the Shefa of Ibn-e Sina (Avecinna) the 
Shahnameh of Abol-Qasem Ferdowsi, the Divan of Khadje Shams-ad-Din Hafiz, the Masnavi of Jalal-ad-Din 
Rutin, and the Bustan and Golestan of Shiekh Mosleh-ad-Din Sa'adi. This list may well be extended and is by no 
means exhausts Iran s enormous cultural heritage and the rich variety of this heritage 

Among these rituals Nowruz (the first day of ancient Persian calendar. Ashura (the day of the martyrdom of 
Imam Hussein)), Hay (the annual pilgrimage to Mecca), and the birthdays and death anniversaries of the Islamic 
ana bni î saints are significant. 
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This expert knowledge of traditions did not preclude the existence of new 
understandings of these traditions at the level of ordinary people, and particularly 
modern intellectuals and activists. New popular understandings of these texts were 
constructed by orators and preachers in the mosques as well as by writers, poets and 
other artists in poetry reading sessions, public speeches, films, newspapers, 
magazines, books, etc. In fact, the interpretations that formed the guiding models for 
social and individual life consisted of the expert, popular and artistic understanding of 
the grand narratives that had transmitted the traditions to present generations. These 
interpretations, notwithstanding their plurality, had already constituted the society in 
terms of its collective imagination of the past. As such, the plurality of interpretations 
had not undermined the broad acceptance of the fundamental unity of a cultural 
tradition and the intense belonging to a territory among various ethnic, lingual and 
religious groups that called themselves Iranian during a long historical period. This 
unity in plurality has been the basis for the recognition of the legitimacy or 
illegitimacy of social and political institutions and a major factor in maintaining social 
cohesion in the Iranian history. 

This broad social agreement has provided a common cultural field in which 
political and economic interests, and the quest for social justice, have found meaning 
for Iranians. In this sense, the process of reconstitution and reproduction of the Iranian 
society in modern times can be explained at a fundamental level in terms of the 
traditional and textual categories, which have been sometimes consciously and 
sometimes unconsciously understood, and internalised, by the general public. As 
such, the attempts to explain the modern historical developments of the Iranian 
society merely in terms of the economic and political interests of certain interest 
groups - pursued consciously on the basis of calculation and organisation to seize the 
apparatuses of power - is superficial if not naive. There is no denial, of course, of the 
significance of the role of conscious political and economic interests in determining 
the course of development of every society. But this role, and any significance that it 
might have, are themselves constituted in terms of certain interpretations of the 
existing grand narratives (religious, nationalistic, etc.), which are broadly agreed on 
by the collectivity, and which accord legitimacy to that role. 

I believe this is a general phenomenon, which has also informed the concepts 
and institutions of the modern Nation-States and determines their political legitimacy. 
The States known as Western democracies, for example, are constituted around social, 
political, economic and military institutions, which have been legitimated by the 
consent of the people. But the concept of legitimacy based on the consent of the 
people in the West, although a modern phenomena, has its roots in the imaginary 
traditions to which the West, as a modern entity, proclaims to belong. These 
imaginary belongings to the past, which have been a key element in the sense of 
nationhood in Western democracies, are based on the flourishing of the interpretations 
since the Renaissance of the political and religious concepts developed in the context 
of connection with the ancient Greek and Christian traditions. People have thought, 
doubted, questioned, and fought for their political rights, and social and economic 
wellbeing, in the context of this imaginary, yet real, attachment to what is perceived 
to be Western civilisation. The same traditions in their imaginative variations have 
also been used as the basis of the legitimacy of the authority of the political and social 
institutions, and an element of political and social stability and sustained development 
that the Western States have been enjoying compared to many States in Asia and 
Africa. 
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However, the development of democratic institutions, in many States in the 
non-Western world such as Iran, has come up against great difficulties and anomalies. 
Here, democracy has been encountered not as a concept in the Greek texts to be 
experienced and interpreted in the context of the existing native culture. Rather, it has 
appeared as a model already interpreted and shaped by the modern West, and posed in 
the form of a calculated and conscious plan of "development" for the non-West. This 
plan has prescribed the pattern of development of the rest of the world since the 
colonial period in terms of Western economic and political institutions and concepts. 
Yet, the successes of the Western global push for a prescribed pattern of economic 
and political development for the non-Western world can by no means conceal its 
failures, which have created a deep sense of resentment and in some cases active 
rejection among many nations in the non-Western world. 

This sense of resentment has found one of its strongest expressions in the 
Muslim world and especially in Iran, where the West and particularly the United 
States are seen as pursuing their selfish economic and political interests under the 
guise of a hypocritical rhetoric promoting economic and political development. The 
Iranian people saw the Western presence, and particularly the presence of the United 
States in Iran, as an strong element to prop up political regimes, which neither 
reflected their cultural identity, nor their economic interests and political aspirations. 
In a sense, the Iranian Revolution may have confirmed Theda Skocpol's assertion that 
revolutions in the modern world are attempts by the weaker nations to bring to power 
strong States in defence against the hegemony of rival strong States. But what 
primarily motivated this defence against hegemony was a quest for dignity. The 
Shah's regime, despite its apparent military build-up, was certainly seen by the 
Iranian nation as a State too weak to redress the Iranian sense of indignity vis-à-vis 
the West; because people felt that it was ultimately manipulated by Western powers, 
particularly the United States. The challenge of the Islamic Republic to the West 
surely made it look strong, at least temporarily, in the eye of the Iranian public, but 
the militancy of the Islamic regime has yet to be translated to a lasting sense of pride 
dignity for Iranians. If anything, the violence and repression produced by the Islamic 
revolutionary regime, and its failure to even secure a descent social and economic 
standard of living for Iranian, have seriously damaged the earlier trust and pride in the 
revolution. 

The quest for collective dignity through national identity, and not political 
hegemony and military might, were the main pillars of the strength of the Islamic 
Revolution. And the consent of the Iranian people to the Islamic Republic had been 
largely due to the challenge it had posed to an international order, which was 
perceived to be unfair, in defence of the national and cultural integrity of Iran. The 
religious posture of the government further legitimised its position and had been 
instrumental in justifying the implementation of religious laws. The historical affinity 
of the Iranian people with Shi 'i Islam together with the belief in the legitimate 
political authority of the Household of the Prophet Muhammad (Ahal-al-Beyt) were 
the sources of initial popular trust in the Islamic government. 

For the majority of Iranians, the Islamic government had appeared as the 
protector of their national integrity and religious identity, which they have come to 
perceive as inseparable. The radical political rhetoric of the late Ayatollah Khomeini, 
which fuelled the Islamic Revolution and the rise to power of the clergy, should be 
seen in this light. One should not forget that the Iranian people, despite their religious 
beliefs, had never before advocated the rule of the clergy. This is perhaps why the 
clergy in power is currently facing a stiff domestic challenge, which has questioned its 



wisdom and prowess in running the social and economic affairs of the nation. Hence, 
the flourishing of new interpretations of cultural symbols, grand narratives and 
religious texts to effect change in policies of the State as well as the nature and role of 
the State and religion with respect to the nation. 

The resentment of the Iranian people toward Western powers, which was 
expressed during the revolution, their desire to challenge the world order, and the 
anti-modernist manifestations of the Islamic Revolution, should not be mistaken for 
an inherent desire for a fundamentalist traditionalism. Nor are they to be attributed to 
a lack of desire for democratic pluralism, civil liberties and human rights. They are 
rather the expression of a lack of trust in the Western modernisation as a policy for the 
development of Iran, a policy, which was perceived to have been modelled by foreign 
powers (mainly Britain and the United States), and implemented by the Pahlavi 
regime. This distrust has come about mainly because the policy of modernisation in 
Iran failed to deliver on three of the main demands of the people of Iran as a modern 
and young nation. Firstly, it failed to provide economic benefits for the majority of the 
population, who while in poverty, were witnessing the increasing affluence of a small 
minority. Secondly, it failed to provide the opportunity for political participation for 
the members of the modern middle-class who were mainly young and educated and 
were increasingly questioning the autocratic style of the government. And thirdly, and 
perhaps more importantly, it thwarted the rise of the collective aspirations for a 
religious nationalism that would combine the sense of nationality with religious 
identity. 

It is important to note that although revolutionary practice was adopted by 
Iranians to make social, economic and political life easier, the actual operation of the 
revolution proceeded in ways that endangered immediate socio-economic and socio
political well being of the people. It created economic hardship, social unrest and 
political violence. Revolutionary moments were the perfect example of the occasions, 
where in pursuit of the betterment of the material condition of their existence, Iranian 
people also sought something that would make their material life more meaningful. 
The revolutionary actors in Iran thus saw, at least temporarily, a higher moral value in 
accepting hardship as a price to be paid for a meaningful material life. In Iran, like in 
other rare occasions in the human historical experience that revolutions have become 
an acceptable form of collective action, an ideological reinterpretation of traditions 
had already succeeded to offer a compelling justification for the acceptance of 
hardship, exercise of self-denial and the use of violence in the interest of collectively 
agreed higher truth claims. More than material life, it was the need of human beings 
for dignity that were of immediate concern in the very moments that the people took 
action to address the material condition of their existence. 

Thus, the doctrinal and political innovations in religion, offered in the course 
of the Islamic Revolution, should be seen, not as merely pragmatic moves of the 
clergy to secure their own political interests, but also as a collective effort to secure a 
dignified collective identity by restoring the meaningful authority of a tradition in 
decline. They should be understood in terms of a realisation on the part of an 
important sector of the modern Muslim of this collective need for identity, and their 
appreciation that the only hope for the survival of the Islamic culture, as the core of 
this identity in modern Iran, was to assume political power. 

It was in their effort to reproduce the Islamic cultural traditions in political 
forms that a generation of religious intellectuals and activists derived political 
meanings from the sacred texts and cultural traditions in support for an Islamic 
revolution, and created an Islamic ideology that was considered to be the essence of 
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the teachings of Islam, teachings that they claimed had been neglected thus far In 
doing this then, they naturally assumed political power, which could offer the most 
effective instruments for the propagation of their constructed meanings at the 
collective level. Ironically, the use of hermeneutic interpretations of sacred texts to 
offer modern political readings of the Islamic traditions should be seen as genuine 
attempts at realising, at a political level, the mystical belief that the teachings of the 
Qur an are eternal, not merely in a literal sense, but also in a metaphoric and 
symbolic sense. 

However, with the successful assertion of identity comes the need for 
recognition of this identity by those whose recognition is worthy of having. For Iran 
these are the European powers like Britain and Russia, and the most omnipresent 
United States of America, which have come to form the political image of the West in 
the Iranian psyche. Consequently, these Western powers, which have been most 
present in recent Iranian historical experience, have formed the image of the other in 
the Iranian collective memory and conscience. 

After the victory of the Islamic Revolution, the concern for recognition by the 
West has been the main motivation of the efforts for institutionalisation of the 
revolution. The quest to gain recognition for the Shi'i national identity has been the 
motif of the construction of the Islamic Republic in all its political, social, economic 
and cultural manifestations. The enforcement of a set of interpretations of religious 
codes, the obsession with regulation of pleasure, the notion of the export of 
revolution, the repressive and violent push for domestic unity and uniformity, the 
expression of an aggressive tone in foreign policy, and the stress on creating a unique 
Islamic economic system, should all be understood in the context of this politics of 
recognition. 

With the preponderance of misguided and absolutist tendencies in the post-
revolutionary Islamic politics, and the intransigence of the United States (the most 
significant part of the other of the Iranian psyche) in refusing to recognise the 
authenticity of the aspirations of the Islamic Revolution, the quest for recognition has 
been distorted and turned increasingly violent and repressive, to the extent that the 
concern for recognition has all but lost its voice. The history of mistrust and animosity 
between Iran and the United States (particularly the memory of the CIA-sponsored 
1953 coup against democracy in Iran and the American support for the Shah, the 
object of hatred of the Iranian Revolution), and the reluctance of both sides to break 
this mistrust, have aggravated this sad situation. 

5 
From the arguments in this work, it should become clear that Shi 'ism, as a 

"supra-national" identity structure, transcended rigid doctrinal boundaries to turn the 
Islamic Revolution into an agent for motivating Iranians to seek a modern national 
identity. The project of nation building, that had begun by the rapid modernisation 
and Westernisation of Iran under the Pahlavi, regime, was an unmotivated project as 
far as the Iranian population was concerned. Shi'ism through the Islamic Revolution 
infused a soul to the corpse of the Iranian nationalism. The understanding of Iranians 
of the relationship of religious identity and nationality differed from the 
understanding that puts these two elements in competition or opposition with each 
other. In this understanding, whose origins went back to the 1960s, religious 
commitment not only reconciled religion and nationality, but also resolved the 
problem of the lack of national enthusiasm and pride, which was weighing on the 
Iranian psyche prior to the revolution. 

XVII 



It had always been a problem for the Pahlavi regime to understand why its 
efforts to modernise Iran, and its goal to turn Iran into the Japan of the Middle East, 
could not flare a broadly-based nationalist enthusiasm among Iranians. In the late 
1970s, the shah was clearly at a loss to see the people he had assumed should be 
grateful to him for his modernising efforts, had turned so blatantly against him. He 
thought the economic modernisation and the cultural attraction of the glory of the pre-
Islamic Persian Empire, which he frequently invoked, should have filled Iranians, and 
particularly the army and the modern middle-class professionals, with honour and 
pride, enough for them to rise in his support. Iranians, however, had ignored these 
efforts of the Shah, and had demanded his ouster. The Shah had failed to see that the 
image of the pre-Islamic Persian monarchy as an ancient superpower was not a 
convincing image for Iranians, who were witnessing the subservient position of the 
modern day monarchy vis-à-vis the modern day superpowers, particularly the United 
States. Nor did the economic modernisation created any public reverence toward the 
ancient heroes of the Persian monarchy, such as Cyrus, the Great, and Darius, the king 
of kings. Nor did the tiny minority who were content with their disproportionate gains 
from the oil-driven economic boom of the 1970s, had the moral fortitude to risk their 
lives in defence of what they new was devoid of moral value. 

The unpredictability of the Islamic Revolution and its unprecedented appeal to 
Iranians was perhaps due to the fact that it was operating as a subliminal and 
ambiguous underlying process, rather than a conscious an organised movement 
expressed openly and clearly. Iranians had got engaged in a collective unconscious 
effort to transcend the conventional standards of progress, and the symbols of past 
glory and power, long before the Islamic ideologues defined the ultimate aims of their 
movement, and shaped a social and political consciousness in support of an Islamic 
Revolution. Neither the Westernised modernisation, nor the ancient conquests, could 
reconcile Iranians with the limitations that they felt were imposed upon their freedom 
by the existing temporal and spatial situation. They thus constructed in their 
imagination an alternative time-space continuum beyond their merely real condition 
of existence in the world. In this imaginary life-world, they relived and reinterpreted 
their political memories, which were alive and well in the existing texts, narratives 
and rituals, and were predominantly religious. 

In this process, which made the people mentally prepared to transgress the 
existing power structures, an empowering consciousness was formed that energised 
them to act against a power, which seemed invincible. They thus transcended their 
routine, stagnant and real conditions to enter an imaginatively constructed, and yet 
sublimated, space and time, an imaginary that created motivation and produced real 
action. It was within the frame of reference of this transcendental life-world that 
Iranians were motivated to take action to change their image as a nation. Yet, this 
episodic surge of energy and solidarity came at the price of the coercive subordination 
of a vast reservoir of creative imaginations and legitimate desires about the future to 
limitations of certain ideological interpretations of traditions. Thus, one discourse of 
power claimed to be the sole heir to the revolutionary heritage at the expense of 
alternative imaginations and desires, which contested for power, and whose truth 
claims also claimed legitimacy. 

It was astonishing that against all odds - despite the military strength of the 
monarchic regime, its means of propaganda, and the backing that it received from the 
world powers - the nation managed to challenge the apparently almighty system of 
monarchy. More than that, it managed to run its own affairs virtually without a State 
during the period of the revolution. Independent of and in opposition to the State, the 
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nation did not plunge into chaos and mayhem; rather, it exercised an almost magical 
discipline and co-operation in the provision of social services, such as healthcare, 
electricity, water, fuel, and the distribution of food and other basic goods. And this 
was while it was in an all-out confrontation with the military power of the State, 
running a general strike, broadcasting radio messages and engaging in sporadic street 
battles with the troops. And yet, this environment disappeared with the rise of the 
theocratic and absolutist discourses of power, which tried to bring the Islamic cultural 
repertoire under their own absolute control, and claimed to be in possession of the 
only credible interpretations of this vast and diverse tradition. 

To use the Iranian-Islamic mystical terminology, the time-space continuum in 
which the event of the revolution occurred did not belong to the external world of 
appearances (afaq), but to the inner world of meanings (qnfiis). Iranians, therefore, did 
not refer to their pre-Islamic glory to create the foundational event of their modern 
nationhood. Rather, they chose to look to the tragedy of Karbala and the martyrdom 
of Imam Hussein in order to derive an honourable and prestigious foundation for their 
collective identity. The success of the Muslim ideologues of the 1960s and 1970s in 
creating a general political will against the military might of the Pahlavi regime, lied 
in their tormented and puzzled triumph in inspiring a moral and physical fortitude to 
stand up to the army and sacrifice lives. This triumph did not come as a result of 
conscious and well-defined plan, but was achieved in the course of a partly conscious 
and partly unconscious effort to create in the public mind the possibility of 
objectifying the esoteric mystical notions heroism, love and self-denial.' 

The sense of being a "historical victim" played an important part in instilling a 
revolutionary ideology in the collective political consciousness of the Shi 'i believers 
in Iran. The myth of the usurpation of the political power of the Shi'i innocent Imams, 
particularly the collective memory of the tragic but heroic death of Imam Hussein in 
Karbala in the hand of the Umayyad Caliph Yazid, had created a peculiar political 
consciousness among Iranian Shi 'is of being historical victims. According to this 
collective conscience, Imam Hussein's uprising and his martyrdom had marked the 
genesis of the historical victimisation (mazlumiyyaf) of the Shi 'i Islam. It is believed 
that Hussein's struggle against the subversion of the path of true Islam must be 
continued until the day that the Shi 'is are not victims any more. 

Iranians still mourn the loss of Hussein in huge and nation-wide annual rituals. 
In a ritual of self-flagellation, the mourners chant the name of Hussein calling him 
mazlum (the victim). They cry for Hussein's innocence and his victimisation, become 
ecstatic, and renew their allegiance with the Ahl-al-beyt, pledging that they would be 
prepared to die and become a martyr (shahid) like Hussein, a death which is in the 
path of God (fana-fi-llah) and in which one becomes consummated in God to reach 
leqa-o-llah. The mystical belief in the concealment of the twelfth Imam Mahdi (the 
rightly Guided One), and the eschatological expectation for his inevitable return to 
institute the government of absolute justice, provides for the true Shi'i believer the 
hope in the possibility of the reversal of their historical misfortunes and victimisation. 

The messianic notion of the Mahdi entered the Shi 'i tradition most probably 
since the demise of the Prophet Muhammad as the spiritual and political leader of the 
Muslim community. In what dominated the Muslim world after the Prophet under the 
rubric of Sunni, the expectation for a Prophetic spiritual-political leadership was given 

1 Notions such as martyrdom (shahadat), annihilation in God (fana-fi-llah) and union with God [leqa-o-llah) 
became the battle cry of the true Islamic revolutionary believers in their struggle against the Pahlavi regime, and 
the continued state of civil strife and external war for many years to come. 



up in favour a dynastic system of caliphate, which was seen as the protector of the 
tradition (Sunnat) of the Prophet, and thus as continuity in the Islamic community 
(Jama 'at), but which itself was not considered to be of a sacred nature of the order of 
the Prophetic authority. For the minority Shi 'i believers who later came to populate 
Iran, however, the desire and hope for a political authority with and spiritually 
impeccable nature remained alive in the chilliastic expectation (entezar) for the 
Mahdi. 

The messianic tradition itself had undeniably entered the Islamic faith from 
the Judo-Christian tradition. However, the Shi 'i conceptualisation of the Mahdi had its 
own peculiarities. Unlike the Christian Messiah, the Mahdi would not emerge to 
redeem humanity in eternal sin. Rather, he would appear as the leader of the innocent 
against the oppressive and corrupt sinners. And unlike the Judaic Messiah, which is 
bound to represent the salvation of a particular community (Israelites), the Mahdi 
would arise to save the whole world from corruption and oppression. 

The Shi'i believers of Iran had long been in an extremely affectionate 
relationship with the heritage of Shi 'i Islam. This heritage consisted primarily of the 
Qur'an and the memory of the twelve Shi'i Imams, who were believed to be 
innocently and unjustly deprived from their rightful and legitimate claim to political 
power. The memory of the Ahal-al-Beyl consisted of two main elements. First was the 
element of lamentation, aroused by the narratives that tell how, since very early on, 
the Shi 'i innocent Imams had been deprived of their legitimate right to power. They 
tell stories about the constant persecution and in many instances execution, or 
assassination of the Imams by the unjust and cruel rulers. The cases of the third and 
eighth Imams have been typical in supporting this incessant reconstitution of the 
element of lamentation in the popular culture. 

Thus, the narratives of lamentation play an important politico-cultural function 
in their capacity to invoke feelings of remorse and guilt, and pledges of political 
allegiance with the House of the Prophet. In the ceremonies of lamentation, passions 
run high and crowds of men and women (in separation) publicly scream and sob in 
the memory of the lost Imams. Every Iranian child raised within a Shi'i family would 
have been inculcated by this psychic awareness before he/she even began formal 
schooling. The mythology of the battle of Karbala and the "brutal" and "unjust" 
killing of the third Imam has been one the strongest of the several narratives that have 
had a deeply passionate connection with the collective soul of Iranians. 

The narration and re-enactment of the story of the battle of Karbala, and the 
citation of the detailed account of Imam Hussein's martyrdom, have been a routine 
affair in Iranian households and neighbourhoods in the form of rowseh-khani 
(homilies) and ta 'ziyeh (passion plays). In this regard, they could only be approached 
by the narration of Shahnameh, the epic history of Iran, in local coffee-houses. ' The 
influence of the Shi 'i tradition of victimisation (mazlumiyyaf), enveloped in an intense 
sense of Iranian nationalism, had thus drawn the silhouette of the Iranian soul in 
modern times. 

Abol-Qasem Ferdowsi. the ninth century author of the Shahnameh, was a perfect example of the personification 
of Iranian nationality and Shi 'i identity. Ferdowsi was a Shi 'i believer, and in his verses frequently praised and 
acknowledged the House of the Prophet as the highest moral authority. Yet, Ferdowsi wrote the history of the 
Iranian ancient kings and heroes in a nostalgic bid against the Arab and Turk domination of Iran. He was, 
nonetheless, critical of the kings and by no means accorded them a sacred and impeccable position. Meanwhile, 
his praise for the Prophet and the Shi 'i Imams was absolute and devoid of any criticism. The House of the Prophet 
was to him. as to any other Shi 'i believer, sacred and impeccable. 
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The annual public show of lamentation has been traditionally organised by the 
grass-root communities. The intensity of one's public show of passionate guilt and 
remorse and intense expression of lamentation, and the amount of the contributions 
that one may make to holding lamentation ceremonies, are important even in 
enhancing one's social credibility and public respect. The members of the lamentation 
processions despise and curse the people of Kufeh (an ancient city in Iraq), who first 
offered refuge to Imam Hussein against the army of his enemy, the Umayyad Caliph 
Yazid, but later on turned him down. The Kufeans are resented because they left 
Imam Hussein, the victim (mazlum), together with his relatives and a handful of close 
followers to die at the hands of Yazid and his troops. The mourners lament and 
passionately pledge that should they be given a chance, they would fight and die for 
the Imam to redress his victimisation. 

This feeling of guilt prepares them to make sacrifices for the only descendent 
of the Imam Hussein, the twelfth Imam known as the Mahdi, and praised as baqiyyat-
Allah (the remains of God on earth), should he return. The belief in the emergence of 
the twelfth Imam in the future (entezaf) comprises the second element of the memory 
of the house of the Prophet, namely the element of hope. This hope has been inspired 
by the belief in the narrative of the disappearance of the Mahdi, who is believed to be 
hiding from views in the period known as the Greater Occultation (Gheybat-e Kobra). 
True Shi 'i believers firmly believe that the Mahdi will re-emerge at the end of Time to 
institute justice and the Government of God, hence his acclamation as the Lord of the 
Age (Valyy-e Asr) and Proprietor of Time (Saheb-az-Zaman). The celebration of the 
birthday of the twelfth Imam in Iran is matched in grandeur only by the Nowruz, a 
national festival which goes back to the time of Iranian pre-history. These original 
imaginahes had thus shaped the common political and social attitudes of the Iranian 
public. 

Although the true believers of the Islamic Revolution would not admit it 
consciously, their sense of being historical victims, and the resolution that they sought 
for it in resorting to a revolution, had a subliminal echo of the grievances and 
aspirations of the Israeli Jews. The notion of historical victimisation has been 
arguably a main driving force in the philosophy of government in both Islamic Iran 
and its archenemy, Israel. Similar to the committed Zionist Jews, the Islamic 
revolutionaries desired a modern sovereign State that was legitimised by a religious 
dream, and would seek to redress their historical victimisation. Although there are 
marked differences between the political philosophies of these two States, the 
collective memories of the Iranian Shi 'is and the Israeli Jews reflect certain snared 
historical experiences and sentiments. The sense of being "historical victims" is in 
fact a part of the vast reservoir of the collective imaginaries that have been 
constructed on the basis of two sets of partly different and partly shared symbolic 
structures, which form these two variant political cultures. 

One main difference between Iran and Israel is that, in Israel, a modern State 
based on religion has already been successfully established; but in Iran, this process 
has become complicated by internal as well as external factors. In Israel, the 
proponents of a religious State, who had the imaginary of the kingdoms of Solomon, 
David and Moses in mind, and are still expecting the rise of the Messiah, are now in 
control of the apparatus of the State. However, their influence on the State is largely 
in conformance with democratic principles. The largely different experience of the 
Jews, particularly their suffering in the modern time under the Nazis, overshadowed 
their past sufferings at the hand of the Pharaohs and Babylonians, and accelerated 
their move from orthodox aspirations for an absolutist theocratic State to a religious 
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but secular democratic State. They still refer to their ancient traditions, but have 
gradually offered vastly modern interpretations of them. In this, the favourable 
assistance and the good will of the Western democracies, and particularly the United 
States, have been of vital importance. As such, although the extremist elements and 
advocates of theocracy have remained contenders of power and exert some influence 
on the political processes in Israel, their influence have become proportionate to the 
numerical strength of their constituency. 

In Iran, however, although a religious government came to power as a result of 
the Islamic Revolution, there was no immediate chance for the development of 
democratic reforms. Here, the proponents of absolute theocracy came almost 
immediately in the direct control of the State, and, referring to the their political 
traditions too literally, rejected the idea of building a religious government on secular 
and democratic principles. On top of that, the historical experience of Iranians of 
secularism and democracy (and particularly the conduct unbecoming of the 
presumably Western democracies) made it possible for the religious and political 
conservatives to question the existing models for democratic institutions. One may 
even claim that the unfavourable approach of particularly the United States to the 
Iranian Revolution helped political conservatives in Iran in pushing the body politic 
further toward political models akin to the caliphates and sultanates of the past. 

But, the important point is that the in Iran, the essence of resistance to 
absolutism has remained strong and is emerging once again in the context of the past 
traditions of critical disputation and religious pluralism. The post-revolution 
institutionalisation of modern political structures, such as parliament, political parties 
and popular elections in Iran, is also favourable to prospects of civil society and 
political pluralism. It goes without saying that it is vital for this emerging resistance to 
absolutism to find support within and without Iran in its pursuit of a vastly new 
experiment with freedom and democracy within the context of a religious political 
culture. 

It is true that the differences in the internal developments in Iran on the one 
hand, and Israel on the other, have been important in giving rise to two different 
forms of religious governments. Yet, it must be re-emphasised that the Western 
support played a momentous part in the development of democracy in Israel, whereas, 
the lack of this support has intensified political extremism in Iran. However, after 
around twenty years since the revolution, it is now becoming increasingly clear for the 
Iranian people that the power of the proponents of absolutist theocracy far outweighs 
what its numerical constituency would justify; and hence the growing indications that 
they have decided to speak in democratic terms. In this again, the role of international 
community has been and will be of utmost importance. 

The obsessive infatuation with the politics of recognition, and the continuation 
of repression and violence by the hard-line religious leaders have led increasingly to 
dismay with the Islamic Republic on the part of the general public and even many of 
the formerly active supporters of the revolution. Meanwhile, economic and social 
needs of the people have become acute. There is a sense among the public that they 
have tolerated too long a period of sacrifice and restraint under a regime of repression 
and self-denial, and have had enough of the constant states of emergency arising from 
war and domestic unrest. The recent upsurge in political, social and cultural dissent, 
even within the religious and government ranks, should be understood in this context. 

If such a situation should lead to the decline of the role of religion in certain 
areas of life, it does not necessarily mean that it should result in the decline of 
religious experience as a meaningful part of modern life in Iran, in general. In fact, 



many modernist religious thinkers agree that in the areas of life, which may be called 
profane, religion should not have had any serious involvement in the first place. It 
would be primarily upon the new generation of religious intellectuals, activists, and 
politicians to use their skills and positions to forge an alliance with the receptive 
secular dissenters in order to address the fundamental problems of the Iranian society. 
As many religious intellectuals and reform-minded political leaders have already 
admitted, Iran faces serious and fundamental problems in all walks of life (be it 
political, social, economic and cultural), which need to be addressed urgently. But the 
most immediate need seems to be to identify the areas that the sacred and the profane 
should be separated. In other words, there is urgent need for a political will on the part 
of the reform-minded religious and political leaders to demarcate the role of religion 
in politics. This is evidently an issue of political common sense. The point is that the 
continued success of the involvement of religion in politics depends on the success of 
religious leaders to create a reasonable balance between the divine and the profane so 
as not to alienate the public. 

Some secular intellectuals, and particularly artists, within Iran have already 
taken heart from the new modernist views of religion, and have begun to openly 
question the absurdity of the censorial intervention of the clerics in intellectual and 
artistic creativity. There have also been numerous new movements from bottom-up 
that demand political, social, legal, and economic reforms. New interests in the rights 
of women are being expressed in the form of demands for reform in custody and 
divorce laws and increased opportunities for employment. Workers' demands for 
higher wages and better conditions of work, right to strike, and a social welfare 
system are also being voiced. There has also been a proliferation of political and 
cultural publications that are increasingly critical of the lack of political freedoms, 
civil rights, and public services. 

Neither Ayatollah Khomeini, nor his clerical successors, could exercise the 
control they would have liked in determining the course of social, political and 
religious developments in Iran. The leaders of Protestant movement in Europe did not 
have total control over the events that flowed from the revolution they had created in 
Christianity. Such figures as Calvin and Luther did have conscious intentions to 
which they remained essentially faithful all the way, but the outcome of the doctrinal 
changes that they initiated was vastly different to what they intended. Just as Christian 
reformers, Khomeini made innovations in his received traditions, and certainly made 
pragmatic calculations. However, just as was the case for the early Protestant leaders, 
Khomeini's innovations are already deviating from what he intended. Moreover, the 
analogy suggested between Christian Reformation and the Islamic reformation should 
not create any teleological expectations. The course of developments in Iran may or 
may not follow the course of religious reformation in the West, but it is highly likely 
that it will not be totally different from it either. 

6 
There could be no doubt that Iran's political and religious history has been 

haunted by the spectre of repression and injustice. In this history, democratic 
freedoms and institutions have been effectively missing. To be sure, the 
Constitutional Revolution of 1905-11 brought a semblance of modern discourses and 
institutions of freedom and justice to Iran, and the Pahlavi regime modernised the 
economy. But, authoritarianism as the dominant feature of political and religious 
culture has remained almost intact at institutional level, repressing civil liberties and 
preventing the rise of a culture of citizenship. Yet, despite the weakness of democratic 
institutions and the culture of citizenship in Iran, the ideals of freedom and democracy 



are alive as ever. In fact, it would be impossible to assume that any people could be 
alienated from these natural rights. The traditions of political and religious dissent 
under repressive political and religious authorities still resonate in the collective 
memory of Iranians; and they are constantly renewed by fresh references to the texts 
that contain this heritage. From bloody rebellions against oppressive rulers to the 
movements of refusal to pay taxes, to expression of religious dissent through 
alternative religious and philosophical thinking, political and religious dissent has a 
strong tradition in Iran. Fictional and factual stories of the past movements for 
freedom from Mani and Mazdak to Babak, Maziar and Abu-Muslim, and the mystical 
tradition of religious dissent of Hallajj and Hafiz, have and will feed the literary, 
artistic, philosophical and political imagination of Iranians for new creativities. 

Since the victory of the Revolution 1979, Iranians have resisted both the 
wishes of some theologians to turn Iran into a monolithic theocratic entity, and the 
attempts of the monarchists and nationalists to return Iran to an even worse 
authoritarian trap. Instead, they have opted for an uncertain but cherished imaginary 
of the future. They have thus remained faithful to an eclectic and yet ideal version of 
Iranian culture, which has combined the memories of what it cherishes as Iranian with 
what it has willingly borrowed form all other cultures that have come into contact 
with it. This culture has combined the mythological narratives and pantheistic 
traditions of pre-Islam, the spiritual and mystical tradition of Islam and the modern 
ideas that correspond to the inalienable human right to freedom. It is in the context of 
this eclectical perseverance that the modern Iranian culture has been transformed into 
a melting pot of the ancient Persian culture, the Islamic Shi 'i culture and the modern 
Western culture. 

Even on the issue of nationality, despite the weakness of the culture of 
citizenship, there is a strong attachment to national identity among Iranians, which 
they have never found to be anti-Islam, nor inherently anti-West. The despotic 
monarchs and the scholastic theologians could not check the belief in eschatological 
aspirations for justice, symbolised by the imminent appearance of the Mahdi and the 
tomb of the Imam-zadeh (the imaginary or real saints allegedly related to the innocent 
Imams), although they described such beliefs as pagan. Nor could they eradicate the 
unruliness and the free spirit of the unattached mystical tradition. Just the same, the 
modern-day theologians do not seem to be successful to convince people that the pre-
Islamic festivities such as Nowruz , Yalda and Cheharshanbeh-suri belong to the 
pagan past, nor to deny the relevance and need for modern institutions such as 
parliament and elections 

The people have not accepted, nor is it conceivable that they would accept, to 
choose between their national and religious identities, or to give up their right to 
freedom and social justice. Historical evidence indicates that despite religious, lingual 
and ethnic multiplicity in Iran, there has never been any strong movement for a 
radical change in the Iranian collective identity. Even the occasional flares of ethnic 
movements around the country have been mainly concerned with the right of 
citizenship, and have predominantly expressed allegiance to the Iranian nationhood.1 

As many modern historians would agree, Iranians, within the context of Islam 
as a cultural milieu, have preserved pre-Islamic traditions in the explicit form of 
fictions and rituals, as well as in the form of implicit, subtle variations to the Arabic 
version of Islam. The story of Imam Hussein and the tragedy of Karbala, 
commemorated passionately by the Persian believers, have no precedent among the 

In this regard, one may note the ethnic movements in Azarbijan, Kurdistan, Khorasan, Baluchestan, etc. 
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Arabs. The development of the narrative of Ashura seems to have some underlying 
connection with the pre-Islamic narrative of Siavash narrated in the Shahnameh by 
Ferdowsi. Given that the narrative of Ashura was developed in its present version in 
the Safavid period, it is likely that it was partially inspired by the narrative of Siavash. 
In both of these narratives, heroic social and political reformers, (Imam Hussein and 
Siavash), rise against social injustice, political oppression and corruption by 
confronting powerful despotic rulers (Yazid and Afrasiab) and claiming political 
authority. Hussein and Siavash are not only brave and thoughtful, but also pure and 
innocent. They rise against the existing order in the knowledge that they have very 
little chance for material success. But, they are prepared to sacrifice their lives to 
achieve a symbolic victory of right over wrong. And finally, both of these heroic 
figures die a tragic but legendary death by decapitation, which turns them into martyrs 
to be mourned and remembered by the living as models for courage, dignity and 
pride. 

Iranians also adopted new traditions after their conversion to Islam, which 
would give a peculiar from and content to the Shi 'i Islam in Iran. Sufism and mystical 
philosophy are two of these traditions, which have been constantly accused of heresy 
and apostasy; but have never deviated from their firm commitment to Islam as the 
source of their religious and literary inspiration. At the level of popular culture too, 
Iranians have kept in high esteem the pre-Islamic rituals, such as Nowruz and Yalda, 
alongside the Islamic rituals, such Ashura, sofre-ye nazr. 'Also in modern times' 
Iranians have cherished the democratic ideas of freedom, democracy and social justice 
since the late nineteenth century in events like the Tobacco Movement (1890s), the 
Constitutional Revolution and the Oil Nationalisation Movement (1950s), and in 
figures like Seyyed Jamal-ad-Din Assadabadi, Sattar Khan and Muhammad 
Mossadeq. 

Iranian Muslims like other ordinary believers may falter in their religious 
practices. But, this by no means breaks the entirety of their conviction to Islam. The 
mechanism of towbeh (repentance) has left the door of absolution open. According to 
an Iranian observer, the popular culture of Iranians "admires both Rostam (the Persian 
epic hero) and Ali; does not fear accusations of heresy; prefers common sense over 
philosophical and jurisprudential schools and has never rebelled against its own 
eclecticism." By the same token, Iranian national culture does not exclusively consist 
of a static collection of memories, fables, myths and rituals. Iranian nationalism is an 
imaginary construction, which consist of both the past traditions and the modern 
innovations that enrich the past traditions. 

There could be little doubt that the persistence of Islam as one of the fastest 
growing religions in the modern time owes a lot to its resilience in adapting itself to 
modern socio-political developments. In this area too, there are numerous examples to 
cite against the view held by many monarchist, nationalist and leftist intellectuals that 
Islam, and particularly Shi 'i Islam, have no capacity for secularisation. The richness 
of the Iranian-Islamic traditional philosophy of the likes of Ibn-e Sina, Sohrevardi and 
Mulla Sadra, which emphasises the religious character of reason, agreement and 
innovation, is widely recognised. In the same tradition, religious movements such as 

' It is interesting that sofreh ritual (a religious party convened by women for women to make offerings usually 
food in gratitude to God for a wish that has come true) is being widely practised among the professional and 
highly educated Iranian women, who now live in the West. 
2 Tiva, M. "The Obstacles and Outlook of the Development of Civil Society in Iran," Kankash a Persian Journal 
of History and Politics, No. 8, Spring 1992, p.27 
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Mu 'tazelite, Usuli, Isma 'Ui, Horufi, Sheikhi, Babi and finally Sufi have endeavoured 
to offer alternative interpretations of the religious texts.' 

The mystics particularly offered a reading of religion, which radically 
questioned the literal readings of the jurists. They successfully incorporated in their 
religious vocabulary what had been considered the taboo of the Shari 'at. They offered 
Tariqat as an esoteric understanding of Islam, which used symbolic instead of literal 
meaning of the religious texts. Words such as love, dance, wine, lover, drunk, 
madness, etc, entered the religious language via the mystics. This influence was such 
that even some theologians expressed interest in mysticism (irfari). 

There are also the traditions of religious tolerance in the early development of 
Islam, such as the tolerance of hedonistic Persian poets and the adaptation of Greek 
philosophy.3 The Islamic modernist movement, which arose in the late nineteenth 
century and continued unabated throughout the twentieth century, was also 
significant. It set out to innovate Islam in order to adapt it to modern times.4 To this, 
one might add the creative interpretations of the revolution itself and the politically 
emotive narratives that have flourished in Iran since the victory of the revolution. 
Interestingly, some secular intellectuals have recognised the politicisation of Islam as 
a sign of its reformation. They have particularly referred to the developments within 
the Islamic Republic, which defy the claims that this regime has a mere traditionalist 
view of politics.^ In fact, it was clear from the beginning that, despite the expectations 
of many secular intellectuals, the Islamic Revolution and the State that came out of it 
represented a modern phenomenon and not merely a return to the past. 

7 
The meaning of the Islamic Revolution is best understood when one considers 

it as the representation of total transformation of the Iranian society within the contour 
of the common soul of that society. As such, in order to seek the meaning of the 
Iranian Revolution, we need a particular domain of investigation that at the same time 
includes and transcends empirical science. Although empirical studies could provide 
valuable information about the body of the revolution, they have very little to say 
about its soul. A curious characteristic of the Iranian Revolution is that it included and 
at the same time transcended the routine workings of the society by means of 
reversing, suspending or recasting the social mould on the basis of a Utopian view of 
life. This Utopian view, as I have noted, was inspired by the millenarian expectation 

1 Ibid, p. 32 
" Most recently, Ayatollah Khomeini was known to be in favour of mysticism. His mystical poems, published after 
his death, indicated his deep affection for the style of the mystical poet Hafiz, who lived in the thirteenth century. 
Although Khomeini's poems lack originality; nonetheless, they show the degree of the success of alternative 
religious thinking within the Islamic tradition. 

Seyyed Hussein Nasr has emphasised the role of Muslim translators of Greek texts in transferring Greek 
philosophy to Western Christianity. 

Since the late 19th century religious modernists like Seyyed Jamal Asadabadi began to address modern political 
and social issues in religious terms. This trend continued unabated throughout the 20lh century by the likes of 
Shari'at Sangalagi, Jalal Al-e Ahmad, Ali Shari'ati, Ruhollah Khomeini, Morteza Motahhari, Mehadi Bazargan, 
and recently Abdol-Karim Soroush. 

Ervand Abrahamian, for example, has noted the modernist nature of politics of the Islamic Republic in his 
Khomeinism, Essays on the Islamic Republic, 1993. 

Despite its repressive nature, the Islamic Republic has initiated certain important reforms in the three spheres of 
politics, culture and economy. In the sphere of politics, it has adopted a constitution that largely complies with the 
constitutions of the Western societies. In the Constitution of the Islamic Republic, the separation of legislative, 
judicial and executive powers has been recognised. It also makes clear references to the necessity of guarding 
freedom, equality and social justice. There has also been a burgeoning of non-government local councils, 
committees, foundations and organisations in Iran over the last decade. In the cultural arena as well, there has been 
signs of development toward allowing alternative forms of artistic expression, especially in creative writing and 
the production of film and theatre. In the sphere of economy also there is interest in a balanced development of 
private and public sector economies alongside each other. 
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for the return of the Mahdi and the feeling of responsibility associated with the 
feelings of guilt about the loss of Imam Hussein. These feelings of responsibility 
made the Iranian Shi 'i believers prepared to fight for the institution of the government 
of the Mahdi when they perceived that its advent was imminent. 

To the Iranian revolutionaries, the human existence seemed to be punctuated 
either with a quest for meaning or a plunge into despair. And meaning was sought 
mainly in the narratives of the martyrdom of Imam Hussein and the return of the 
Concealed Imam Mahdi. This was an endless search not only bent on finding and 
proving, but also prepared for exploring and understanding. There were few, if any, 
fields of human activity that were not affected by these imaginary narratives. There 
seemed to be a constant search for a resolution to a conflict that had marred the 
perfectibility of every sphere of life, a search that could not cease if despair was to be 
avoided. Each and every field of human activity seemed to be impaired by an original 
sin, which had created in its wake an impetus for perfection, which motivated action 
for seeking retribution against the sinners, and which had animated the strive for the 
purification of human experience. The revolution was but the vehicle for such 
endeavours in all walks of life, be it religious, social, economical, political, scientific, 
artistic, etc. 

The true believers of the revolution were not backward looking in the sense of 
searching for a lost Utopia. Their political referent, for example, was not the rule of 
the Prophet Muhammad in Medina, which is considered as a success story; but the 
rule of Imam Ali, which had ended in tragedy. They did not mean to rebuild the 
government of the Prophet, but to make a success of incomplete work that Ali had 
started and his eleven "innocent" descendants had followed. Their military referent 
was not the victorious battles of the Prophet (ghazavat), but the tragic battle of 
Karbala. They sought to make a victory out of defeat. In this sense, the Muslim 
revolutionaries of Iran were forward-looking and future oriented. 

Although the individual incidences that characterised the Islamic Revolution 
occurred over specific aspects of social, political and economic relations that 
structured people's lives, these incidences alone did not constitute the revolution. For 
example, an industrial, ethnic or political conflict could give rise to a strike, riot or 
rebellion involving violence, armed struggle and even a change in a government 
policy, but these categories by no means could be considered as the intent of the 
Islamic Revolution. At most, they were only the side effects of the main battle, which 
was being waged for the total transformation of social, political, cultural and 
economic relationships in order to make them comply with the requirements of the 
faith. More often than not the revolution could only be represented and understood in 
transcendental terms involving religious revitalisation and invocation of sacred 
narratives. 

Yet, transcendental elements are inherent in every human society as latent 
phenomena, and they obviously do not inspire revolutions while they remain latent. 
Otherwise, revolutions would be a daily exercise rather than rare events. The question 
is; what motivated the flow of a latent and universal characteristic to a manifest, 
spatially and temporally specific, socio-political event in Iran? The answer, I believe,' 
could be found in the successful invocation of collective imaginations and provision 
of relevant and legitimate interpretations of traditions to create a new variation of 
power. As such, the identification of the Iranian Revolution with change in Iranian 
society did not necessarily mean that changes were caused by the revolution. In fact, 
in many instances the revolutionary events were themselves surface representations of 
changes already effected, and in turn sources of subsequent changes. 
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A characteristic of this revolution - which is shared by other great revolutions 
- was the spontaneity of its events, enacted by the people without any elaborate 
planning and prior organisation. In fact, the revolution was carried out in its most 
crucial moments by those who had not yet formed or been absorbed into organised 
associations or interest groups operative in the context of the old regime. The 
organised groups - political, professional, social, cultural or religious - could not 
initiate a revolutionary movement due to their roots in the functions of the social 
system as it existed before the revolution. Without the uprooted elements of the 
population, who by the virtue of their uprootedness were prepared to transcend the 
existing social relations, no revolution was conceivable. 

The Iranian Revolution was not conceivable without heroism and sacrifice. In 
this sense, it resembled a great war in which the participants engaged themselves in 
acts of bravery, camaraderie and sacrifice for transcendental objectives, such as belief, 
dignity, honour and prestige symbolised by emblems, flags and drills; objectives 
which justify violence and destructiveness. What may have been considered madness, 
when viewed from one perspective, looked quite legitimate and worthwhile from 
another. 

The objective possibilities created by recent breakthroughs in technological 
developments have produced strong beliefs in rationalisation of technologies of life, 
be it in the production of goods or in the organisation of social relations. The main 
impetus for such an enterprise is the encouraging results of the empirical studies of 
the effects of material development and economic growth or what is called economic 
rationalism on the quality of human life. However, I know of no definitive empirical 
support for the same assumptions in the area of the rationalisation of human psyche 
and soul. Quite the contrary, there is ample empirical evidence that, while human 
reason is capable of infusing the world of objects, and plan and implement an 
effective program of rationalisation in that field, it has had far less efficiency in 
applying the same rigorous principles and techniques to human relations. 

There have been many attempts at applying the objective methods and tools to 
investigate psychological, social and political processes. Nonetheless, there is an 
increasing awareness that human psychic development is of a different order than that 
of the physical world, and cannot be expected to develop at the same pace and along 
the same lines. For example, the understanding of the development of authority 
structures and power relations in their human forms, and their conceptualisation in 
practical experiences of the people, are quite distinct from the understanding of the 
development of the objective world detached from human experience. This is 
notwithstanding the possibility and desirability of developing an understanding of the 
objective in unity with the subjective as practised by mystical philosophy. 

Over their long history, Iranians, like people elsewhere, have tried to develop 
a system of political authority, a system of legitimate exertion of power, a system that 
would primarily be based on legitimacy rather than coercion. The rule of Ali Ibn-e 
Abitalib, the cousin of the Prophet Muhammad, was perceived in the collective 
imagination of the Iranian Shi'is as the most desirable and legitimate political 
authority. But, the subversion of Ali's rule by the Umayyads made Shi 'ism the vehicle 
for the continuation of the path to that legitimate political authority. Ever since, for 
the Shi'i Iranians the existing systems of authority have been subject to constant 
suspicion and subversion. The existing political authorities have thus appeared to the 
people in a dual role: as a protector of the welfare and security of the members of the 
collectivity, and as a threat to individual freedom and desire for autonomy and 
dignity. This ambiguous relationship between the political authority and the members 
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of the society may be cited as the source of the latent political discontent in the 
Iranian history. Often, this discontent has been manifested in the form of a feeling of 
injustice and a communal sense of duty to restore justice. The discontent has also 
been manifested as the loss of legitimate authority and lack of moral community with 
a concomitant sense of duty to restore loyalty and solidarity. 

The existing systems of authority guaranteed that the society should be 
divided into two basic classes at all its operational levels, such as the operation of 
economy, politics and laws. This was perhaps a characteristic of all authority 
structures throughout human history. The division of society along authority lines has 
meant, as Ralf Dahrendorf has suggested, the recognition of a class of authority 
holders, who issue policies, and a class of those dispossessed of authority, who are 
subjected to policies. Regardless of the historical changes that have taken place in the 
forms of exertion of power, the essence of the authority structure has been preserved. 
That is, whether policies were made under the whimsical feats of a despot, decreed as 
a godly command, or legislated by a group invested with power by the people, the 
society remained divided into those who wielded political power and those who were 
dispossessed of it. 

Essentially, this has meant that Iranians, in their collective experience, formed 
a negative understanding of power. As such, they saw power as a diabolical force that, 
if not under religious or State control, would cause them injury and harm. For a long 
time, they were willing to forget that injury and harm might be coming from the very 
act of escaping power. Like many other collectivities across the international political 
spectrum, they handed the power to others. Yet, like everywhere else, those who were 
handed power wielded it in the knowledge of its negativity. From the despot, who 
believed in his role as an oppressor and admitted cruelty as a tool of his trade, to the 
elected politician, who saw as justified manipulating the minds of the electorate, the 
holders of power recognised the essential negativity of power. They thus insisted on 
the essential separation of politics and ethics. 

For Iranians, the giving up of power for a long time entailed accepting that 
they, as ordinary people, were incapable of being in control of their own destiny, and 
have to be watched over, guided, corrected and punished. They also allowed that the 
standards of correction and punishment to be determined by the despot, father, leader, 
prophet or legislator, depending on the type of the socio-political arrangements at 
hand. This situation had naturally created a sense of powerlessness that - in the 
absence of strong sources of security, pride and dignity - had produced among 
Iranians a sense of misery, despair and deprivation. These feelings became 
particularly intense in the 1960s and 1970s, when exposed to the radical revolutionary 
rhetoric of religious and secular ideologues of the revolution. Once the people realised 
they had access to empowering factors, such as a militant culture, a belief system, a 
dignified identity and a hope in the future, their misery, despair and perceived 
deprivation were converted into open discontent, protest, anger and aggressive 
behaviour. But in this, there was also a subliminal quest for power and prestige. 

Discontented crowds, whose members might have never been closely 
associated with each other, but had been pulled together by feelings of frustration and 
anger, began to act in unison. As if suddenly spelled by a magic touch, they began to 
behave like the most intimate comrades-in-arms, engaging themselves in acts of 
bravery, sacrifice and almost invariably violence. This involved a sudden change of 
heart, but not necessarily a sustained development. Power was handed over from one 
group to another and, in the absence of true autonomy of the people, circulated 
beyond their reach. 
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Yet, the experience of the revolution has fundamentally questioned the 
traditional practice of giving up power to authorities and the notion that all power is 
corrupt and corruptive. And this is the essence of any authentic revolutionary 
movement in which the revolutionary actors seek to transcend the existing structures 
by enacting their dreams of Utopia and as such creating new variations of power. 
Although the Utopia is essentially illusive, it is a real factor in perpetuation of popular 
drives of high stake. Subjective parameters like human needs, emotions, passions, 
values, love, affection and recognition, were the determining parameters in the 
revolutionary endeavour of Iranians, factors that were perhaps even more objective for 
the human actors of the revolution than strictly politico-economic or organisational 
parameters. 

The Iranian Revolution thus appeared to its actors as the last chance for 
salvation, a path that had been obstructed by the existing institutions of authority. It 
inspired a collective identity and a general will, which was objectified in a religious 
resurgence in a condition that the collapse or disintegration of the existing socio
political structure was perceived to be imminent. 

8 
As I mentioned earlier, the ability or inability of the social and political 

institutions of the modern Nation-States to obtain the consent of the people 
determines their legitimacy or lack of it, and hence their stability or instability. This 
legitimacy, which is the basis of the power of modern institutions, is itself based on 
the flourishing of the new interpretations of the social and political concepts 
developed in the ancient texts, symbols and narratives. It was in the context of these 
interpretations that wars and revolutions in the West led to modern political, social, 
economic and cultural forms. In their revolution, the Iranian revolutionaries, like their 
counterparts in other revolutions, attempted to free themselves from what they saw as 
bondage, domination, humiliation and loss of humanity by building institutions, 
which would gain legitimacy in the eye of the people. Despite their various political 
persuasions, they aspired to achieve a government of their own that would institute 
the rule of law. The people did not take to the streets barehanded, risking their lives, 
facing with armed troops, in order to destroy the existing order for the sake of 
disorder. Rather, they had already subscribed to various Utopias legitimated by varied 
interpretations of their grand narratives. 

The revolution against the seemingly unassailable monarchic regime was not 
won by military might, but by the withdrawal of popular consent from the Shah and 
the image in which he was building Iran. Rather than the interpretations that portrayed 
Iran in terms of its 2500 years history of monarchy or the modern history of 
modernisation, the majority of the people subscribed to new ideological and Utopian 
interpretations derived from the Islamic cosmological epistemology, which provided 
an Islamic image of Iran. It was also over this variety of interpretations that the 
domestic conflict arose after the victory of the revolution over the old regime. The 
battle between Khomeini's version of Islam against socialist and nationalist and 
alternative Islamic versions was, in the last analysis, won through the success of the 
Khomeinists to gain legitimacy in the eye of the public for their image of the Iran of 
the future. 

One may argue that Khomeini's version of faith, which were driven by the 
imaginary of an Islamic community (a view that he had developed during his years of 
exile in Najaf), was accepted collectively by Iranians because of two main reasons. 
Firstly, because it had its roots in the collective cultural traditions of Iranians; and 
secondly, because of Khomeini's personal success in selecting certain appropriate and 
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relevant traditions and offering logically, ethically and normatively acceptable 
interpretations of them. 

The Islamic Republic of Iran, which defines itself as the legitimate product of 
the revolution, has retained power as a result of the victory of certain interpretations 
of the Shi'i Islamic narratives, which were preserved in the sacred, philosophical and 
mystical texts. The main political thesis of this interpretation has been the velayat-e 
faqih or the theory, which legitimises the government of the jurists. This thesis was 
put forward by the late Ayatollah Khomeini and gained legal legitimacy by being 
included in the Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran, despite objections raised 
by its opponents. 

Yet, the thesis of velayat-e faqih has come up against serious problems in 
sustaining its legitimacy in terms of its relevance to the present state of development 
of the Iranian society. The necessities of the modern world, which motivated the 
Iranian Revolution in the first place, namely the demand for economic prosperity, 
social justice and political participation, and a desire for a dignified national and 
cultural identity, have created an urgent need for reinterpretation of sacred texts to 
accommodate the legitimate collective aspirations. People have not relinquished their 
demands for economic development, political pluralism and social freedom; but they 
demand these in context of the Islamic imaginary. It seems that in the context of 
broad acceptance of Islam as the main element of a common culture in Iran, any 
reinterpretation of traditions has to adhere to the basic tenets of the Islamic imaginary 
contained in the religious texts and grand narratives. 

Already various interpretations are being presented both by the Shi'i jurists 
themselves and by the Muslim intellectuals who oppose the absolutist jurists in 
power. (I shall discuss some of these interpretations in this text.) Among these, two 
main trends are emerging. First is the trend among the jurists and non-jurists alike to 
argue that there can be no single interpretation of the sacred texts in the absence of the 
Prophet and the infallible Imams. According to this trend the unity of "ultimate Truth" 
does not imply the unity of interpretations; and various interpretations may be valid in 
the search for the same "ultimate Truth". The proponents of this view draw upon the 
original sources of Islam, such the Qur 'an and the hadith, as well as the heritage of 
Islamic mysticism, in order to support their claims. 

Second is the trend among modernist Muslim intellectuals to promote 
religious pluralism through rationalistic philosophical arguments, which present Islam 
as concomitant with democracy, pluralism and civil society. According to this trend 
the Islamic government should provide a suitable condition for the development of a 
civil society in Iran, and should avoid the temptation to Islamicise the social and 
political spheres. According to both of these trends, religion should be defined as the 
experience of the sacred and as an individual commitment to faith out of free will 
They oppose the narrow understanding of religion in juridical terms, which gives the 
jurists the power to regulate all day to day human interactions (economic social 
political, sexual, etc.) 

Having noted the importance, sensitivity, and at the same time the uncertainty 
and ambiguity, of the Islamic Revolution and the post-revolutionary religious 
political and cultural developments in Iran, I shall offer in this text a detailed 
theoretical and historical account of the construction of the imaginary of the Islamic 
Revolution and its continued operation in the complex relationship of various 
discourses of power. 
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Prologue 

Imagination and Meaning 

My aim in this work is to offer an alternative perspective from which to 
understand the phenomenon of the Islamic Revolution of Iran and its consequences. 
To do this, I shall proceed a threefold strategy consisting of theoretical, historical, and 
analytical components. At the theoretical level, I shall offer an account of the theory 
of imagination and the concept of imaginary, which links two traditions of thought, 
namely the traditions of hermeneutics and critical theory. I shall then argue for the real 
political force of the imaginary in motivating and mobilising collective political 
action, in this case the Islamic revolutionary movement in Iran. My theoretical 
discussion will also dwell on the concept of modernity and the tradition of critique of 
modernity. At the historical level, I shall use my theoretical framework to trace the 
historical development of the political philosophy of Shi'i Islam in Iran in the context 
of the competition of various discourses of power, which put forward contesting truth 
claims based on various interpretations of the same religious tradition. And at the 
analytical level, I shall offer an interpretative-textual analysis of the development of 
the Islamic revolutionary ideology in the works of the main ideologues of the Islamic 
Revolution. This analysis will also deal with the new transformations in the Islamic 
revolutionary ideology in Iran of the post-revolution, which have given rise to an 
internal critique of the ideology of revolution and its political outcomes. 

The underlying assumption of my thesis is that the Islamic political imaginary 
and the meanings that it generated were neither already there as a form of 
consciousness used for designing and organising political action, nor were they 
merely the products of the intellectual design of certain interest groups and individuals 
to secure their own political interests. Rather, they were the constructs of a sometimes 
conscious and sometimes non-conscious process of creative interpretation of a 
heritage of collective symbolic structures by a collective of people who were destined 
to reproduce the social and power relations that govern their life. The interpretation of 
the symbolic structures that form the basic elements of every culture is the process of 
production of meanings; meanings that, to use Emile Durkheim's terminology, 
become part of the collective conscience of every community. In the case of Iran, the 
Islamic symbolic structures were the basic cultural source for the creation of meanings 
that motivated new imaginative variations of power through a revolution. 

If not understood properly, such movements as the Islamic Revolution may be 
cursorily dismissed as irrational behaviour in the sense of being erratic, violent and 
destructive. What I propose here is that although such movements may seem 
irrational in terms of the violent aspects of their manifestation, they are perfectly 
rational in their content and could even be constructive as far as future social, political 
and economic developments are concerned. 

Imagination and Violence 

The source of violent political behaviour in the course of the Islamic 
Revolution and its aftermath is not to be found in irrationalism as such, but in the 
tendency of the political interest groups that emerged form the revolution to justify the 
use violence in order to secure their own political interests. In the Iranian Revolution, 



like it was the case with many other great revolutions of the modern time, the 
obsessive use of coercion on the part of the main revolutionary forces to attain 
political hegemony, distorted the expression of the meaningful collective need to 
defend a cultural identity under siege, which was the main aim of the revolution. This 
is clearly evident in the case of certain factions of the clergy who ascended to power 
after the victory of the revolution. As a consequence, the fear of these interest groups 
from the threat of other contenders of power engulfed the movement in hatred and 
hostility toward its perceived enemies. The apparently erratic and violent behaviour of 
the revolutionary actors in Iran was thus a manifestation of something deeper than 
mere violence; something that can be understood through a hermeneutical analysis of 
the cultural traditions out of which Iranians created their powerful imaginary of 
revolution. 

As such, violent collective action often conceals as much as it reveals. It 
conceals the layers of meaning lain dormant in the recesses of collective conscience of 
a cultural group, meanings that motivate and drive collective action. But it readily 
exposes the anger and frustration that the collective bearers of a culture under siege 
express in the defence of what they consider worth preserving at any cost. On the 
surface, these expressions are utilised by extremist forces in the society to intensify 
the collective compulsion to make enemies, or more accurately in the effort to paint 
the beleaguered culture as Good and its perceived enemies as Evil. But in depth, the 
compulsion to violence can be traced to what is called in psychoanalytic terminology 
the repression of desires and the displacement of repressed desires into the 
unconscious. 

The psychoanalytical concept of the unconscious as developed by Sigmund 
Freud is used to signify the site of the desires that due to the constraints of social 
reality cannot be fulfilled and therefore have been repressed. I use this concept here to 
underscore the connection of collective cultural structures with collective psychic 
desires. This connection is complex and variegated; but it is fundamental to 
understanding the compulsion to violence in the collective search for meaning. 
According to Juliet Mitchell in her analysis of Freudian psychoanalysis: "the 
unconscious contains all that is repressed form consciousness, but it is not co-terminous with 
this."1 Hence, the discontinuity in the conscious psychic life of the human subject. It is 
arguable that where collective desire of a community for certain forms of cultural 
existence are repressed, this creates a gap, dissatisfaction or discontent in the 
conscious psychic life of that community, which will be deposited in the collective 
unconscious in the form of collective cultural fantasies.2 It is difficult if not 
impossible to understand the violence generated in the process of the expression of 
repressed cultural desires only in terms of social consciousness of one or another 
cultural group. Rather, this expression involves a combination of conscious and 
unconscious fantasies that seek fulfilment in the anticipation of the pleasure that such 
fulfilment will produce. 

Just as psychosexual fantasy involves more than a simple expression of genital 
drive, cultural fantasy involves more than the expression of aggressive compulsions. It 
involves a range of emotions, excitements, pleasures and satisfactions that are beyond 

1 Mitchell, J. ed. Feminine Sexuality: Jacque Lacan and the Ecole Freudienne, W. W Norton & Co New York 
1982, p. 2 

The term collective unconscious was used by Karl Gustav Jung (who initially worked with Freud) in order to 
explain the collective archetypes that recur in dreams of human beings across all cultures. 



a basic need to express aggression. The search in cultural traditions for new meanings, 
which can be shared, may be conceived as a form of collective action that produces 
pleasure beyond the satisfaction of one or another biological need. 

The appearance of violence in the quest for cultural survival may thus be 
understood as connected with the fact that unconscious processes do not follow the 
logic of consciousness. They are discontinuous, displaced, projected onto things other 
than themselves. This is why the direct access to these processes is difficult and 
maybe impossible. At the individual level, the access to the processes of the 
unconscious becomes possible through the interpretation of their manifestations in 
dream symbols, involuntary reactions, slips of the language, and in extreme cases in 
neurotic and psychotic states of behaviour. At the collective level, these processes 
could be understood through the symbolic structures, narratives, myths, cultural 
tropes, idioms, social Utopias of a collectivity, and in extreme cases in violent 
collective action. 

Psychoanalysis can therefore supplement hermeneutics in challenging the 
humanist assumptions that places the conscious subject at the centre of history, and in 
control of human action. In recognising that the human subject is constituted by 
language, which comes to him/her through the speech of the other, psychoanalysis can 
contribute to hermeneutics in confronting the text as more than the subjective 
intentions of the author. In this sense, the text can be understood as containing a 
message that should be deciphered in terms of the ways that human subjectivity and 
human action are constituted. (See Chapter 2 for an in-depth discussion of 
hermeneutics of texts.) 

The understanding of human subjectivity as the locus of conscious and 
unconscious desires, which are born within particular historical experiences, confronts 
the romantic element of the Western humanist ideology. Thus, as Jacque Lacan 
suggested, the desire of the human subject for a distinct identity is in truth the need for 
the creation of an image of the self that is shaped by another, and is therefore 
perpetually in need of recognition by the other. But at the same time, this desire is 
only felt insofar as it is repressed by the lack of the recognition it seeks. The 
repression of the desire to construct this imaginary self into the unconscious creates a 
tension that can never be settled completely. 

At the conscious level, the subject seeks to assert its difference by trying to 
resist the repression of its desire for a distinct identity by another. But at the level of 
the unconscious, the need for this self-assertion owes its very existence to the lack of 
recognition by the other, which is the source of the repression. This means that the 
desire for self-assertion, which is perceived to oppose alienation can only exist by 
virtue of its alienation. In the language of Lacanian psychoanalysis, the desire for 
recognition has within its structure a primordial lack that prevents the complete 
satisfaction of this desire, because the desire itself arises in the first place out of the 
lack of this recognition. 

This kind of reading of psychoanalysis can give hermeneutics the capacity to 
see in the struggle between the ideologies of domination and the Utopias of resistance 
a dialectical relationship. In this sense, the struggle for recognition of difference goes 
on in the form of what Paul Ricoeur has termed "the dialectic of distanciation and 
belonging". The critique of ideology is attempted by a Utopia, which questions the 
function of ideology in justifying the existing authority through the repression of 
alternative claims to authority, and offers an imaginative variation of power. But the 



Utopian mode of power can keep a distance with dissimulative functions of ideology 
insofar as it can distance itself from the repressive traditions to which it belongs. Yet 
the Utopia can make sense to its adherents only insofar as it can offer a world that can 
be comprehensible by virtue of its belonging to the tradition that it had set out to alter. 
This dialectical interplay, which perpetuates the cycle of repression, is not necessarily 
a vicious circle of perpetuation of violence, because it can create something new. 
What it can achieve is to open up ever more possibilities for the critical interpretation 
of traditions with the potential to reduce the violence of traditions. 

What I called earlier the compulsive action to make enemies can become a 
meaningful act of critique of the other if it can, at the same time, allow for its own 
internal critique. It is in the context of the dialectic of distanciation and belonging that 
the critique, which always displaces repression but never ends it completely, can 
nonetheless reduce the coercive violence that is often associated with repression. This 
is analogous to the phenomenon of sexual repression where, as Michel Foucault 
suggested in The History of Sexuality, as a result of the modern critical discourse on 
sexuality, the repression of sexuality did not disappear; but it has certainly become 
less coercive. 

The Utopian desire of the intellectual proponents of sexual liberation like 
Wilhelm Reich and Herbert Marcuse for a totally permissive society has not 
materialised, and the sexual taboos are not likely to disappear in the foreseeable 
future. But what has been achieved in terms of the demands for the recognition of 
alternative forms of sexuality has been remarkable, although it has given rise to new 
forms of sexual repression. In the sphere of power too, the repressive nature of power 
has not ceased to exist as a result of the modern critique of the relations of power, 
because every critique is born to and constructed by one or another form of power 
relations. But where the modern critical discourse on power has been allowed to 
operate, its coercive tendencies have undoubtedly been reduced. 

The prevalence of the dialectic of distanciation and belonging and the politics 
of recognition of difference is also evident both in the "West" and the "East" (if we 
need to use these terms to facilitate our discussion). It is evident in the tendency of 
conflicting cultures to distance themselves from one another by demonising the other 
as enemy, and in the struggle to assert one's own collective identity through the 
demand for recognition by the other. I believe that in order to identify the meanings 
behind the Islamic Revolution, one needs to engage in a prolonged and patient effort 
at understanding others as different. I suggest that the Islamic movement in Iran, 
although it does not conform to what is considered to be the standard international 
norms of political behaviour, could nonetheless be understood as being meaningful in 
the context of the modern politics of recognition. It is this meaningfulness that has 
made the Islamic Revolution a culturally desirable, socially constitutive and 
politically stirring phenomenon for a large section of the population in Iran. And, it is 
in this context that some interest groups have claimed this revolution in order to 
legitimise their own version of power. 

The Meaning of the Islamic Imaginary of Revolution 

In order to search for the meaning of the imaginary of the Islamic Revolution, 
there is a need to study the political implications of this apparently irrational 
phenomenon not merely as pathological against normal but as ideal against real. Such 



a study, while maintaining its scientific impartiality, should approach its object of 
study as a meaningful quest for difference, which has found its hopes frustrated. In 
designating the Islamic Revolution as a quest for difference, I am suggesting that this 
revolution should be viewed as a modern movement concerned with the demand for 
political recognition for Islamic Iran as a cultural collectivity. This demand has 
figured as a driving force in various political movements of our time from nationalist 
movements in search of political sovereignty to racial, ethnic or feminist movements 
pursuing political rights for minorities within larger communities. 

In his essay "The Politics of Recognition", Charles Taylor rightly referred to 
the demand for recognition as a "vital human need" linking it with the modern 
collective search for identity.1 In this sense, the identity of a cultural group can be 
damaged or distorted by the lack of recognition by others leading to a form of political 
oppression through misrepresentation of that group by the cultures that by virtue of 
their coercive power have attained political and cultural hegemony. Muslim nations 
along with other colonised societies have long suffered from the lack of recognition 
and misrepresentation of their identity by Western colonial powers, which portrayed 
them as "inferior" or "uncivilised". This quest for recognition has in time gained a 
strong political overtone as it has become closely linked with the political struggle of 
Muslim nations in the modern time to achieve dignity through establishing a new self-
image; an image that would denounce the politics of distortion and indignity. 

As Taylor has argued in his reading of Hegel's dialectic of the master and the 
slave, the main difference between the modern search for a dignified collective 
identity and the ancient struggles for prestige, honour and pride is the non-hierarchical 
nature of the modern politics of dignity.2 In his The Phenomenology of Spirit, Hegel 
had already considered the need for recognition by others as a fundamental human 
need, a need in danger of distortion by the hierarchical relationship of the master and 
the slave. Whereas the victory of the master over the slave could win for the master 
the recognition of the slave, this recognition was fundamentally worthless, because it 
did not satisfy the mutual need for recognition that confronted the two parties in the 
first place. The slave could get no recognition because he lost his freedom and dignity 
in the process of confrontation. And the recognition of the master by the slave could 
not satisfy the master, because it did not come from a free subject at an equal level 
with the master. Therefore, "the struggle for recognition can find only one satisfactory 
solution, and that is a regime of reciprocal recognition among equals."3 

The identification of equal dignity with the satisfactory fulfilment of the need 
for recognition was in fact the high achievement of the Western liberal ideology, 
which began with the philosophy of Enlightenment and particularly with Jean-Jacque 
Rousseau. Rousseau, as Taylor points out, was the first Western thinker to recognise 
the importance of "freedom-in-equality". According to Rousseau, the esteem that one 
gains in the hierarchical notion of honour comes always at the cost of the shame of 
another; hence true dignity should be characterised by "equality, reciprocity, and unity 
of purpose", which is achieved "under the aegis of the general will."4 However, 

Taylor, C. "The Politics of Recognition", in Gutmann, A. ed. Multiculturalism, Princeton University Press, 
Princeton. 1994, pp. 25-73 
1 Ibid, p. 50; cited from The Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. Oxford University Press, 1977 
3 Ibid, p. 50 
4 Ibid, pp. 48-49 



despite its aspiration for freedom and equality the Rousseauean model remained 
constrained by its intolerance of differentiation and its devotion to homogenisation. 

In the further development of the liberal philosophy by Immanuel Kant, the 
lack of acknowledgement of the distinctness of particular cultural identities remained. 
The view that individual rights should take precedence over particular collective 
aspirations sought to overcome the evils of homogenisation that was perpetrated under 
the aegis of the general will, particularly as a consequence of the Jacobin terror in the 
French Revolution. To be sure, the individual rights perspective of liberalism, which 
became the feature of modern liberal philosophy in the West (and particularly in the 
"Anglo-American world") views the issues of freedom and human dignity basically as 
a question of individual autonomy, or in other words, "the ability of each person to 
determine for himself or herself a view of the good life."1 Although the liberal 
societies have not failed to proclaim strong collective goals under the rubric of 
national interests (which are understood as fundamental overarching principles that 
can be evoked by the State at times of crisis to limit or even repress individual 
freedoms) individualism has remained the feature of liberal ideology. 

Under the aegis of "difference-blind" individual rights, the liberal ideology has 
been largely intolerant of collective rights (particularly political rights) of the 
alternative cultural groups. Recognition of particular collective interests other than 
national interests has often been considered anathema to the principles of patriotism 
and uniform treatment of individuals. This has been the feature both in the case of 
minority rights within the Western societies, and the expressions of national identity 
based on religious belief at the international level. Ethnic and racial minorities in 
liberal societies have invariably had to fight repression for the recognition of their 
collective goals. And at international level, collective aspirations for national identity, 
particularly when inspired by religion, have often been contained due to their 
perceived threat to the principles of liberalism. This form of liberalism has thus 
become restrictive, even repressive, of the quest for recognition by collective cultural 
identities, particularly when this involves aspirations for political power. It is this 
form of liberalism that has given rise to what is called "the politics of difference" at 
both national and international levels. 

The politics of difference may thus be conceived as deeply connected to the 
politics of recognition and the modern notion of identity. It basically flows from the 
notion of "politics of equal dignity", which has established a universal recognition of 
equal rights. In conjunction with demands for equal dignity, "the politics of 
difference" seeks to establish the unique identity of a cultural group suffering from the 
lack of recognition of its distinct identity. According to Taylor: "The politics of 
difference grows organically out of the politics of universal dignity through one of those 
shifts with which we are long familiar, where a new understanding of the human social 
condition imparts a radically new meaning to an old principle." 

Like many other Muslim nations, the people of Iran, in demanding to be 
recognised as carriers of a dignified culture with a distinct identity, have perceived the 
push of the Western States, and particularly the United States, to create a uniform 
international political order to be antagonistic to their cause. This perception, 
regardless of its falsity or truth, is a continuation of the perceived image of the West 
of the colonial period. According to this perception, the West continues to seek world 

1 Ibid, pp. 56-57 
2 Ibid. p. 39 



domination by creating a uniform political order, which would match the global 
capitalist economic order it has already imposed on the world. In this perception, the 
allegedly neutral principle inherent in the "difference-blind" liberal notion of "equal 
dignity" is in truth the justification of the global hegemony of the Western culture.' 
This perception was politicised via certain ideological interpretations of the Islamic 
political philosophy in the 1960s and 1970s, and gained a dominant position in the 
formulation of the ideology of the Islamic Revolution. 

The demand for being recognised as a collective culture with its distinct value 
has come into an apparent conflict with the Western liberal view that gives priority to 
individual rights over collective aspirations. As Taylor has pointed out, the 
"difference-blind liberalism" of the West cannot claim to be able to offer "a neutral 
ground" where all cultures can meet with equal dignity, because liberalism itself is "a 
fighting creed".2 Thus, any serious effort for understanding the Islamic Revolution as 
a meaningful quest for politico-cultural recognition should pay attention to the 
alternative worldviews, which question the ideological principles of liberalism. It 
should be prepared to pay due recognition to the critique of the liberal notions of 
rationalism and universal progress, which these alternative worldviews offer. After all, 
it was under the ideological principles of liberalism that, since the Enlightenment, the 
Western military conquest and political hegemony have been justified in the name of 
the eventual homogenisation of cultural diversities into a progressive global political 
community. 

It is therefore essential to take stock of the growing social, political and 
cultural evidence at the global level, which emphasises the need for positive 
acceptance of difference. Even in the sphere of the economy, there is growing 
evidence of the need to appreciate multiple forms of market economies rather than one 
global mode of capitalism. Hence, the need for the recognition of all human cultures 
as potentially indispensable. As Taylor has suggested: "cultures that have provided the 
horizon of meaning for large numbers of human beings, of diverse characters and 
temperaments, over a long period of time - that have, in other words, articulated their sense 
of the good, the holy, the admirable - are almost certain to have something that deserves our 
admiration and respect, even if it is accompanied by much that we have to abhor and reject." 

My main argument in this regard is that a fuller understanding of such 
phenomena as the Islamic Revolution can be achieved by presenting it in terms of its 
imaginary cultural sources and by appeal to a hermeneutical understanding of these 
imaginaries. As a product of the collective imagination of a people in search of great 
ideals, this revolution and its political consequences will be given an opportunity to be 
viewed as natural phenomena with potentially positive aspects. They will thus be seen 
as vehicles for constituting alternative realities in contrast to the prevailing 
conventional realities. However, this by no means should imply that a hermeneutic 
understanding of the Islamic Revolution could not at the same time offer a critique of 
the violence and repression of the traditions to which this revolution belongs. 

Consequently, the modern Iranian-Islamic political discourse, which has 
generated both domestic and international political action, and has inaccurately been 
taken as identical to a "fundamentalist threat", will be seen in a new light. In this light, 
the radical challenge of the Islamic Revolution to the existing national and 

1 Ibid. p. 43 
2 Ibid. p. 62 
3 Ibid, pp. 72-73 



international political arrangements will be understood as primarily concerned with 
the position of Islam in Iran and in the world as an important cultural force. This 
picture naturally stands in defiance of the views that interpret the political resurgence 
of Islam as merely a sustained and sinister attempt to gain national and international 
political or military hegemony.1 But at the same time, this picture will reflect the 
dysfunction and distortion that is created by the rival ideologies in the clash of 
conflicting political cultures. It is the distorting and dissimulating function of rival 
ideologies that turn the legitimate contest for the moral validity of rival truth claims 
into a violent conflict. As a consequence, ideological obsession with the validity of 
one or another truth claim pushes the contesting truth claims to accept the repression 
of critical dialogue and justify the use of violence to prove their validity. 

In appreciating the power of collective imagination in creating ideas that 
invoke belief in their own reality and motivate political action, I shall draw on a 
theory of imagination that takes account of both the object and subject of imagination. 
The object of imagination will be considered with respect to what Ricoeur has called 
its "presence and absence", whereas the subject of imagination will be viewed with 
respect to its "fascination and criticalness". In other words, what I shall consider is not 
only the real force of imagination in instigating social and political action, but also the 
judgement that is formed by those affected by this imagination about their own 
actions. My position is clearly meant not to be one of fascination with the power of 
the Islamic imaginary, but one that, while acknowledging its importance, undertakes 
to provide an internal critique of its violence and repression. 

Unfortunately, in the existing writings about the Islamic Revolution, there has 
been little effort to seriously consider the possibility of offering a critique of the 
violent and repressive outcomes of this revolution from an internal perspective. I 
suggest that any serious critique of the ideology of the Islamic revolution must begin 
within the context of politico-religious discourses that in the form of creative 
interpretations of the religious texts are closely engaged in instigating a novel 
political-institutional reform in the Islamic political philosophy. Most of the external 
critiques of the current political developments in Iran are obsessed with questioning 
the integrity and legitimacy of these processes rather than trying to understand and 
appropriately respond to them. The main forces of opposition in exile, for example, 
have categorically dismissed the emergence of the revolutionary Islamic political 
culture as tantamount to political stagnation, violence and the suppression of 
democracy and political pluralism. 

Most of the political groupings of the opposition-in-exile, mainly those 
belonging to pre-revolution Iranian society, refuse to accept the reality and relevance 
of current Iranian political structures. These groups - from the monarchists and 
nationalists to the socialists and liberals - are engaged in an incessant propaganda war 
to prove that the present political culture in Iran is one of monolithic absolutist 
theocracy, which does not allow for any democratic political process to operate. For 
understandable reasons, their opposition to the Islamic culture arises from their 
hostility to the Islamic Republic as the political outcome of the revolution. This 
opposition is not based on a critical dialogue, but on fierce emotional animosity. The 

1 In the same vein, the fear of Islamic threat to the West from other Islamic movements, such as those in Lebanon, 
Egypt, Algeria, Iraq, Palestine, etc. may also be understood in terms of an Islamic politico-cultural defence, rather 
than in terms of terrorist or megalomaniac aggression. 



revengeful and bloody conflicts, that marred the political scene in Iran immediately 
after the revolution, and have continued up to recent years, have but destroyed all trust 
between these groups and the Islamic Republic. 

These groups are increasingly finding themselves in decline and in many cases 
disintegration, but continue to believe that their only chance to get back into political 
contention in Iran is to demand the total and violent overthrow of the Islamic 
government. This is perhaps why they have turned a blind eye to the development of a 
totally new political culture in Iran, which although Islamic in expression, contains the 
basic traits of the liberal and socialist opposition to the absolutist version of Islamic 
politics, which these groups once advocated. 

. Many secular intellectuals also follow the same line of thinking in their 
analysis of the Islamic Revolution and its outcomes. They are so appalled by the 
violence generated in the process of the militant expression of the Islamic politics that 
they are prepared to deny the positive potentials of the Islamic political culture 
altogether, and see the only hope for democracy in Iran in the destruction of this 
culture. Fierce animosity has particularly pushed the secular opposition groups in-
exile toward a position of hostility toward the establishment of an Islamic political 
culture in Iran. The basic premise of the struggle of many of the secular opponents of 
the regime is to deny the potentials of Islam as a means to freedom and social justice 
in the context of current developments in Iran. They fear that the institution of a 
religious political culture would justify the institution of velayat-e-faqih (the 
governance of jurist) as the core of an autocratic and theocratic regime; and that this 
would kill the possibility of democratic reforms and creation of a civil society in Iran. 
Therefore, it is understandable that they find it impossible to favour the establishment 
of such a political culture in Iran. 

Iranian social and political activists, authors and members of political 
organisations of liberal, nationalist and leftist persuasion, had long dreamed of a 
revolution of nationalist or socialist type against the Pahlavi dictatorship.' The actual 
rise of the Iranian, or more accurately, Islamic Revolution had a decisive impact on 
the secular perceptions of religion and politics in Iran. Immediately before the 
revolution, there were mixed feelings about the political power of religion, which 
reflected the anxieties and fears of what was to come in the future. The repression and 
violence that followed the revolution forced some political groups, artists and social 
activists toward deeply pessimistic views of Iran under the Islamic regime that 
claimed to be the end result of the revolution.2 In this pessimistic view, fanaticism 
became the easy brand for the Islamic revolutionary zeal. More recently, however, a 
number of secular intellectuals and activists, both inside and outside Iran, have taken 
heed of certain positive developments in Iran inside and outside the government, 
which signal a desire for non-violence and attention to the needs of the people for 
political freedom, social justice and economic reform.3 

With the benefit of hindsight, one should acknowledge that the clerical 
leadership of the Islamic Revolution acted pragmatically rather than fanatically in 
taking certain political positions in important historical junctures before and after the 

1 Among these one may name activists and authors like Taqi Erani, Ehsan Tabari, Bozorg Alavi and Ahmad 
Shamlu. and political organisations the Tudeh Party, National Front. Fada 'iyan and Mojahedin. 
2 The authors and activist like Gholam-Hussein Sa'edi. Ahmad Shamlu. and Sa'id Sultanpour, and the leftist 
group Fada 'iyan- Khalq, were examples of this trend. 
3 Here. I am particularly referring to Ervand Abrahamian views in his collection of essays entitled Khomeinism: 
Essays on the Islamic Republic ( 1993). 



revolution. ' Hence, the hope that the new generation of political leaders in Iran could 
resist religious extremism and take a pragmatic course to address the present socio
political and socio-economic problems of Iran. But one should not expect that strictly 
pragmatic interests should be the primary concern of this leadership. On the contrary, 
one could claim that even the reform-minded politico-religious leaders in Iran at 
present are primarily motivated by the central concerns of Islam as a cultural tradition 
even if they choose to innovate certain religious doctrines for political purposes. 

From the foreign reactions to the political developments in Iran, those of the 
Western governments and the scholarly communities in the West are significant. The 
reactions of the governments have generally consisted of the two approaches of the 
United States and Europe. The former has so far been a revengeful reaction sharing 
with the militant opposition in-exile in the desire to see the destruction of Islamic 
political culture even when it perpetuates violence, and the latter, a more calculated 
approach that advocates critical dialogue. The rationality of the former approach is 
being increasingly questioned under the pressure of recent developments in Iran in a 
way that it has led to a change of mood and rhetoric in the American foreign policy. 
Among Western scholars, there have also been two approaches to the current political 
developments in Iran. First is an approach that follows the United States foreign 
policy, and has so far expressed itself in sometimes active and sometimes passive 
animosity to the Islamic Revolution. And second is a more moderate or in other words 
rational approach, which proclaims to be willing to create a better understanding of 
Islamic politics through critical dialogue. 

Those who have been trying to offer a critique of the pathological tendencies 
of the Islamic Revolution through dialogue rather than more violence, both at 
government and intellectual levels, have been at pains to find concrete evidence of 
positive developments in the Iranian politics that would indicate genuine moves away 
from political repression and toward democratic means of handling political power. I 
believe these critics of the Islamic militancy need to make a more serious effort to 
engage themselves in the religious, academic and civil political trends in today's Iran 
toward democracy and pluralism; the trends that are rooted in the Iranian-Islamic 
tradition of philosophical mysticism (irfan). 

The ideas and discourses that have emerged in post-revolutionary Iran in the 
context of Islamic political culture can become a point of departure for an internal 
critique of the repressive nature of the Islamic government. The very emergence of 
these ideas indicates that despite the protestations of the critics of religious political 
culture, the emergence of an Islamic political culture has not destroyed all hopes for 
political reform and democracy in Iran. Instead, the development of meaningful 
politico-philosophic movements, in itself, may have destroyed the validity of the 
theory of the total stagnation of politics in Iran. Once again the Iranian people have 
proved that they are able to find appropriate means for peaceful reform of their 
political structures - just as they had done throughout their history under repressive 
political conditions. Iranians have demonstrated that they care about individual and 
social freedoms - despite the claims that these notions were not on the political agenda 
in Iran. It appears, however, that Iranians have not opted for democracy in an anti-
religious, or non-religious context, but for demanding their natural right to freedom 

' For example, the innovative move of Ayatollah Khomeini to politicise the juridical concept of velayat-e faqih 
(the governance of the jurist) could be considered a pragmatic move in order to secure the interests of the Shi'i 
religious establishment through revolutionary seizure of political power. 



within the context of creative interpretations of religion. The tradition of philosophical 
mysticism, as a tradition of critique of religious rigidity, offers a model for 
interpretations of religion that motivate and accelerate demands for freedom, justice 
and prosperity and rejection of aggression, violence and poverty. 

The new imaginaries, which have motivated new movements for political and 
social reform in Iran, are based on invoking the Iranian-Islamic mystical and literary 
traditions in order to produce modern political discourses that allow creative 
interpretations of religion in favour of political and religious pluralism.1 In this sense, 
the religious reform movement in Iran resembles, to a certain extent, the reformation 
of religion in the West, whereby new understandings of the Christian religious 
tradition opened the horizon for the creation of new forms of economic organisation 
and political community.2 Just as in the West, the religious reform movement in Iran 
has inevitably created a strong impact on political developments, and consequently, 
the reactions to it has to follow suit. 

Considering these arguments, I shall try to provide some preliminary 
observations about the imaginary sources of the rise of radical Islam as a collective 
political movement in Iran. (See also Chapters 2 & 3.) I shall develop a theoretical 
argument, which will outline the political power of imagination in creating the 
condition for projective interpretations of the sacred texts and literary narratives, and 
hence the condition in which meaningful political action could find its originary, its 
rationale for existence, its environment for survival. This theoretical structure is 
founded on the basis of two traditions of social thought. 

First is the philosophical tradition beginning with Immanuel Kant, who was 
the first to thematise imagination. In his Critique of Pure Reason, Kant spoke of 
"transcendental imagination" as the source of the schématisation that gives shape to 
concepts and in turn makes knowledge possible. Although he drew from his concept 
of imagination conclusions, which were predominantly addressed to objective 
knowledge; nevertheless, his insights laid the foundation of the phenomenological 
philosophy of Edmund Husserl, Martin Heidegger and Maurice Merleau-Ponty. It also 
contributed significantly to the hermeneutic tradition, which is continued by the likes 
of Hans Georg Gadamer, Paul Ricoeur and Charles Taylor. 

Second is the psychoanalytical tradition, which began with Freud, who 
developed the concept of the unconscious, and initiated a theoretical trend, which 
placed the psyche at the centre of any understanding of society. Apart form its 
development in the field of psychology the tradition of psychoanalysis has influenced 
modern philosophy as well as social and political theory. As such, it has been 
continued, for example, in the form of critical theory through the Frankfurt School by 
the likes of Theodore Adorno and Herbert Marcuse. Other theorists, such as Jacque 
Lacan, Gilles Deleuze, Felix Guattari, Jean-Francois Lyotard, Jürgen Habermas and 
Cornelius Castoriadis have also enriched the psychoanalytic tradition in different, and 
some times opposite, directions. 

1 One may go as far as claiming that even the anti-religions discourse in current Iranian political context is loaded 
consciously or unconsciously with the basic elements of the Iranian-Islamic mystical heritage. 
2 In pointing to the fundamental role of new religious understandings of the world in inspiring rationalism and 
secularism in the West. 1 am inspired by the work of Max Weber. In Protestantism, the Spirit of Capitalism, and 
other works. Weber argued that the source of the process of "démystification of the sacred", which played a vital 
role in the critique of religious dogma and the development of modern categories of knowledge and power, was 
located in religion itself. 

II 



The Issue of the Crisis of Modernity 

The intellectual inquiry about the nature of the confrontation of the Islamic 
Revolution with the West is a main theme of this work. In this pursuit, I will follow 
the historical construction of the image of the West in the Iranian psyche since the 
advent of Western modernity in Iran. The West as a reference culture has fascinated a 
wide range of Iranian writers. But, my main concern in this work is with the issue of 
the crisis of modernity, and particularly the crisis of modernisation in Iran. 

A central theme of the Islamic Revolution was the touchy relationship between 
Islam and Western modernity. This uneasy relationship was a legacy of the colonial 
period; but it was also loaded with the vestiges of the animosity between Islam and 
Christianity in the age of the Crusades. This legacy became the source of fresh 
hostility between Muslim nations and the West in the post-colonial period with the 
appearance of a deep crisis in the Western ideology of modernity in the process of 
modernisation of the non-Western societies. I shall therefore deal with the issue of the 
crisis of modernity, in general, and the crisis of modernisation in Iran, in particular. 

According to an Iranian scholar, the modern Iranian intellectual confrontation 
with the West is a reaction to the perceived image of the West, which has developed 
into a kind of "Orientalism in reverse".' In this sense, if we accept Edward Sa'id's 
contention in his Orientalism that the Orient was built in the mind of the Occident, we 
should also appreciate that the Occident was constructed in the imagination of the 
Orient. Yet there has been a vast difference between these two processes of reciprocal 
image making. As Mehrzad Boroujerdi has suggetsed: "Despite its surreptitious 
retainment of much of the theoretical infrastructure of Orientalism, Orientalism in reverse 
does not constitute an exact antithesis of Orientalism."2 For one, the construction of the 
West in the imagination of the Orient was historically predicated upon the Western 
Orientalism, and as such took shape as a belated response to it. For another, whereas 
the Western imagination of the Orient has been equipped with the knowledge and 
power to dominate "the exotic other", the "Orientalism in reverse" is devoid of such 
knowledge and power. "Like Orientalism, Orientalism in reverse is a discourse of power. 
Yet, instead of articulating the views of the victors, it claims, often successfully, to represent 
the aspirations as well as the frustrations of the disenfranchised."3 

For the West, the Muslim world was perceived as "the embodiment of all that 
was recently left behind", as "an all-encompassing religion, political despotism, 
cultural stagnation, scientific ignorance, superstition, and so on."4 Devoid of an 
academic and systematic knowledge of the West, the Islamic world lacked the 
objective coherence and the scientific articulation of its other, hence its claim to truth 
was "dispersed", "fragmented" and "elusive", based on "theology, mythology, 
mysticism, ethics, and poetry."5 There are also warning sings due to the proclivity of 
"Orientalism in reverse" to further Orientalisation by reinforcing particularity, 
worshipping difference, and emphasising its "other-ness".6 As such, there is also the 

1 Mehrzad Borujerdi in his Iranian Intellectuals and the West: The Tormented Triumph of Nativism (1996) has 
reflected on the issue of "Orientalism in Reverse" by studying the thought of Edward Said and his critique, the 
Syrian philosopher, Sadiq Jalal al-Azm. 
2 Boroujerdi, M. Iranian Intellectuals and the West, Syracuse University Press, New York 1996 p 13 
3 Ibid, p. 13 
4 Ibid, p. 7 
5 Ibid, p. 13 
6 Ibid, p. 14 
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danger of the plunge of the "Orientalism in reverse" into an intellectual "nativism", 
which would lead to "compelling but demagogic assertions about a native past", 
burdened with an "insular", "nostalgic" and "conspiratorial" mentality.1 

My motivation in dealing with the crisis of modernity arose from my 
conviction that globalisation for all its great promises posed a serious obligation upon 
modern humanity. This obligation demands that in politics, especially in dealing with 
those who are considered as international enemies, the modern States should develop 
alternative forms of understanding of the other. I subscribe to the idea that the need 
for understanding oneself as another is a basic human need. Thus, one needs to 
understand others just as one strives to understand oneself. One needs to understand 
that violence has been created by all and should be avoided by all. 

No doubt, creating enemies as a mode of cultural defence, and forming 
collective identities on the basis of one group's superiority over others, have deep 
historical roots. But it is becoming increasingly evident that alternative forms of being 
and existence in the sphere of global politics are potentially functional, rather than 
destructive. It is through acknowledging this evidence, I believe, that the neglect of 
the meanings behind such movements as the Islamic Revolution can be remedied. 

A lack of understanding especially exists in foreign policy area between the 
Western and Islamic worlds, in general, and between the United States and countries, 
like Iran, in particular, and is especially significant in sustaining the present animosity 
between these countries. To the extent that there is any understanding in the West of 
certain aspects of deviance from international political norms by certain Islamic 
countries, it is unfortunately largely an understanding, which considers these 
déviances as pathologically irrational and hence in need of control and containment. 
Similarly, the Muslim understanding of the West is heavily burdened by a deep sense 
of suspicion and mistrust according to which the West has become the easy ploy to be 
blamed for all social, economic, cultural and political problems of the Muslim world 
in modern time. 

I believe that the present animosity between the Islamic nations and the West 
is a continuation of the age-old tradition of enemy making in the atmosphere of the 
globalisation of the crisis of modernity. This process of making enemies is also a 
process of creating imaginaries, and producing meanings. But, the imaginary nature 
of enmification is often concealed, and hence the meanings that are produced around 
this imaginary do not always find rational expression. Rather, they operate, more 
often than not, under the guise of the fashionable emotional rhetoric used to brand 
alternative and often unyielding cultural forms as "undesirable". It is often difficult, 
even unpleasant, for collectivities to admit the imaginary and ultimately arbitrary 
nature of the meanings of their actions, and hence the incessant effort to find ultimate 
meanings that find conscious expression in ultimate values. Therefore, the ultimate 
conscious aim in seeing others as enemies often appears in terms of cultural integrity, 
religious or national identity, and/or strategic interests. The Western politicians and 
media often brand their perceived enemies as "fanatic", "destructive", "terrorist" and 
"rogue", attributes that - they can show - are in conflict with their own values and 
strategic interests. The Islamic activists and militants, in turn, often use such brands as 
"world-devouring", "blood-sucking" and "criminal imperialist", which reflect their 

1 Ibid, p. 18 
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fear of the loss of culture, identity and national interests. Both sides consider the 
opposite side as irrational and destructive, insensitive and aggressive. 

One should, therefore, take a fresh look at the concept of irrational behaviour 
trying to understand it more deeply than it is customary at the moment in the sphere of 
politics, and particularly in the international politics, where the questions of power 
and realpolitik are at issue. For instance, one should not lose sight of the fact that 
political irrationalism - in destructive and aggressive forms - rather than an occasional 
phenomenon, has been the feature of political practice not only in the "uncivilised" 
Islamic societies, but also in the "civilised" West. One should not, therefore, shy 
away, in a manner that may seem hypocritical, from the fact that the most horrific 
political disasters of the twentieth century have occurred among the nations that have 
developed and excelled in various trends of rational thinking. Nazism and fascism -
which were by no means limited spatially and temporally to Germany and Italy, and 
the mid-twentieth century - occurred not against the background of a tradition of 
ignorance, fanaticism, backwardness and lack of civilisation. Rather, they occurred 
against a rich tradition of scientific, philosophical, religious, legal and literary 
excellence that had constituted the Western civilisation. 

Considering the significance of the issue of the crisis of modernity, I will deal 
with the connection between the phenomenon of modernity and the imaginary of 
revolution (See also Chapter 4). There is a rich theoretical argument about the 
Western ideology of modernity and its crisis in our post-modern condition. In 
developing mu arguments, I will rely on the various theorists, who have dealt with the 
theory of modernity and have emphasised the persistence of the social and political 
influence of ideologies and Utopias, and particularly religious ideologies and Utopias, 
in the modern world. Interestingly, the theoretical strands, which have emerged from 
both the Western and Oriental traditions from divergent philosophical worldviews, 
have expressed concerns that seem to be increasingly converging at a common point. 
This common concern is almost entirely addressed to the need for new modes of 
understanding the human agency in the face of the crisis of modernity. 

Western thinkers, such as Friedrich Hegel, Karl Marx, Friedrich Nietzsche, 
Max Weber, Edmund Husserl, Louis Althusser, Antonio Gramsci, George Rude, 
Anthony Giddens, Alain Touraine and others have addressed the problems of 
modernity and the role of ideology in forming the self and society from various 
perspectives of the Western thought. Husserl, for example, warned in the early 
twentieth century about the crisis of human sciences in the West, and emphasised the 
need for a transcendental-phenomenological knowledge of man.' (I shall discuss in 
more detail some of the Western theories that have dealt with the issue of modernity 
in Chapter 4.) 

In the Islamic philosophical tradition too various modern thinkers, such as 
Muhammad Iqbal, Ali Shari'ati, Morteza Motahhari, Fazlur Rahman, Seyyed Hussein 
Nasr, Muhammad Mujtahid-Shabestari and Abdol-Karim Soroush have tackled the 
issue of the encounter of man with the modern world. (See Chapters 7 & 8 for more 
details.) Nasr, for example, in the tradition of Islamic contemplative philosophy, has 
used the symbol of the wheel to analyse the crisis of the modern man. According to 
this imagery, man stands on the "rim of the wheel of existence", oblivious to the 

See Husserl, E. The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology, trans. Northwestern 
University Press, Evanston, 1970. 
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centre of the wheel, which is also the centre of his own self.' Nasr's contention here is 
to criticise a science of man that urges modern humanity to remain oblivious of the 
"centre"; a science that in its "partial" objectivity prevents man from developing a 
more "profound" and "wholistic" knowledge of himself. 

In the same Islamic tradition but from a different perspective, Fazlur Rahman 
has searched for an intrinsic Islamic modernism in order to tackle the crisis of 
modernity. In his major works, the Qur 'an (1980) and Islam and Modernity (1982), he 
attempted to rationalise Islam through a critique of religious scholasticism, and by 
offering new interpretations of the sacred texts, which would emphasise rational and 
utilitarian ethics of Islam. 

Conflict, Meaning and Symbols 

Conflict conducive to violence is one important phenomenon that is normally 
considered as a source of destructiveness in politics, and hence in need of control and 
containment. Lewis Coser was one of the social theorists who observed in his study of 
social conflict and social change that apparently irrational behaviour, such as 
collective expression of aggression, may at times be found to be positively functional 
for collectivities as a mechanism for "conflict resolution".2 It is particularly so where 
non-violent channels for the expression of the desires of repressed social groups are 
not socially available. In fact, the understanding of conflict as a functional rather than 
a destructive force began much earlier with Marx on whom Coser draws, and with the 
sociologist Georg Simmel who wrote: Conflict is "designed to resolve divergent 
dualisms; it is a way of achieving unity..."3 

What I propose, following previous attempts by others is that we would gain a 
deeper understanding of political conflict and violence if we looked at these issues in 
terms of their meaning structure rather than simply as containment. Our present 
understanding of the world should by no means be considered as some sort of 
permanent biological or psychological trait; as we can unlearn it just as we have learnt 
it via various religious and ideological imaginaries over the past centuries. There is 
evidence that modern humanity is capable of developing new modes of understanding 
others within national units as a result of the modern global phenomena of 
immigration and multiculturalism. We have, for instance, learnt new ways of dealing 
with the age-old problem of the generation gap by developing new modes of 
understanding our youth. We have learnt ways of tolerating others by accepting 
pluralism of ideas and expressions. We have also learnt to deal more tolerantly with 
various forms of social deviance, such as unconventional forms of sexual and 
psychological behaviour by means of developing new understandings of deviance. All 
this has become possible by our recognising that there may be value and potential in 
alternative understandings and variant cultural forms. Without this acceptance, 
perhaps, understanding as such would have been impossible. 

The conceptual basis of the hostile understanding of variant cultures is the 
nominalist understanding of human creature. In the Western tradition, as Eugene 
Halton has suggested, the nominalist philosophy was most effectively developed out 
of the rationalist theology of Calvin and the mechanistic philosophy of Descartes. 

1 Nasr, S. H. "Between the Rim and the Axis", Main Currents, 30, 85-91, JA-F 74 
2 Coser. L. Continuities in the Studies of Social Conflict, the Free Press, N. Y., 1967, p.93 
3 Simmel. G. Conflict and the Web of Group Affiliations, the Free Press, N.Y., 1955, p.13 
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This worldview has come to dominate Western social theory ever since, and has 
provided the idea of separation of nature and culture. 

Out of this milieu arose concepts which came to haunt the Western mind and 
consequently the political behaviour of the West. In political theory, Thomas Hobbes 
was probably the foremost Western thinker after Aristotle to rationalise the division of 
culture and nature in politics. In his Leviathan, he saw in human nature the impulse to 
"war of all against all", a selfish lust of competition, which was inherent in the state of 
nature. The violent human nature was thus to be tamed by a grand politico-cultural 
artefact, i.e. the social agreement to form a strong State. Rousseau also advocated the 
concept of "social contract", but rather than expressing resentment about the state of 
nature, he was nostalgic about it. Nature had thus to be effectively repressed through a 
"social contract" and "general will" manifested in the State and nation, which would 
provide for a tamed and cultured humanity.1 This worldview has undeniably 
contributed to the repression of the natural sources of culture or what Halton has 
called "cultus" or the "spontaneous impulse to meaning."2 

In effect, there emerged various binary imaginäries\ which modem thinkers 
have variously conceptualised in terms of subject and object (Descartes), rationality 
and irrationality (Weber), reason and unreason (Foucault), thought and nature 
(Halton), etc. This has posed the major problematic of modern philosophy, which 
began with Descartes. Thinkers equipped with the dichotomous understanding of the 
world, which posed it in subject-object terms, have faced the problem of how to 
establish the validity of knowledge as objective where the only means for doing this is 
through human subjective consciousness. In other words, a philosophical approach 
characterised by a "binary opposition" of thought and nature sought to undermine the 
transcendental certainty about purpose in the world that the mythical phantasm and 
mystical religion had established through enchantment and revelation. This 
problematic "binary opposition" therefore, as Halton suggests, had to repress the 
natural or "cultic" roots of culture, elevating culture to the level of a cultivated 
thought and mastery over natural impulses and instincts.3 

My argument here is that human understanding of self, society and nature at 
the level of collective impulses, drives and actions, is achieved neither through the 
division of subject and object, nor through the separation of nature and culture, but 
through what Victor Frankl has termed "the spontaneous will to meaning". My 
contention is that this meaning is established via images, which form in the mind via 
interpretation of cultural symbolic structures, and which undermine the arbitrary 
division of the subject and object by directly connecting culture and nature. However, 
the relationship between cultural symbolic structures and objects is extremely 
ambiguous and complicated.4 

There is no doubt that symbols are signs in the sense that they stand to 
represent something beyond themselves. But, whereas in the case of conventional 

' Although Western thought excelled in developing a philosophical basis for this worldview, the view of the 
division of culture and nature was not a peculiarly Western tradition. Long before Hobbes and Rousseau, the 
eleventh century Iranian Muslim hakim (sage) and vizier (chancellor), Khadjeh Nezam al-Mulk, provided a 
similar view in his Siyasatnameh (The Book of Politics). 
2 Halton, E. "The Cultic Roots of Culture" in R. Munch & N. Smelser, ed. Theory of Culture, University of 
California Press, U.S.A., 1992, p. 40 
3 Ibid, p. 40 
4 It is also arguable that even scientific understanding is achieved via signs and symbols. But in this case the 
relationship between conventional signs and objects are clear representations of the signified by the signifier. 
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signs this something has to be concrete in order to make a positive and objective 
knowledge possible, in the case of symbols, this represented something conceals in 
itself something apart from itself, something, which can only be communicated via 
interpretation of the symbols. Or, as Riceour has put it: "In distinction to technical signs 
which are perfectly transparent, and say only what they mean by positing the signified, 
symbolic signs are opaque...(and point beyond themselves) to a certain situation of man in the 
sacred, ... to something which is like a stain, like a deviation, like a burden." 1 

In other words, whereas all human perception is achieved, as Ernst Cassirer 
contends, through the construction of systems of signs and symbols (e.g. language), 
which mediate between mind and nature, these perceptions are of two different 
categories. The category of "conventional meaning", which may be defined as 
containing the emotionally neutral representations of the signified by signifier, and the 
category of "symbolic meaning", which contains emotionally loaded representations 
of human drives and impulses. 

As Zdzislaw Mach has argued: "A symbol... is a very special category of sign, 
intriguing, thought provoking, stirring emotions, opaque, and ambiguous."2 These 
characteristics of symbols enable them to represent what cannot be represented in the 
ordinary language, such as the subtle aesthetic aspects of art, or highly ecstatic 
religious experiences, or high values such as love, morality and group identity. Mach 
has suggested that symbols have also to do with the maintenance of social order or 
providing a vehicle for social change: "Ritual, myth, ideology are all symbolic structures, 
as well as magic and all systems of belief in general."3 

It is in this context, that I shall proceed with my argument about the 
understanding of the imaginary of the Islamic Revolution. From my future arguments, 
it will become clear that the imaginary of the Islamic Revolution was closely 
connected with a powerful kind of emotional and passionate, and yet very real, 
collective symbolic action. 

From Collective Meaning to Collective Action 

The early arguments about the connection of collective political action with 
meaning were generated by the symbolic action theories. The symbolic understanding 
of the world and the action that follows from this understanding are particularly 
important in illuminating how the collective imaginary and the collective meanings 
created by it motivated the Islamic Revolution. In fact, symbolic action theories 
provide a basis for any argument about the internal connection between symbolism, 
imaginary, meaning and action. On this basis, I shall develop my argument that the 
imaginary of revolution becomes conducive to collective political action where the 
appropriate interpretations of cultural symbolic structures are able to provide the 
social actors with meaningful motivations. 

One basic premise of the symbolic action theories is that meaning motivates 
human behaviour. This follows from the views of George Herbert Mead and Herbert 
Blumer on the role of language and construction of meaning in motivating behaviour. 
According to Blumer: "Human beings act towards things on the basis of the meanings that 

' Ricocur. P. Conflict of Interpretations, Evanstone, Northwest university Press, 1974, PP. 289-290 
2 Mach, Z. Symbols, Conflict, and Identity: Essays in Political Anthropology, State University of New York 
Press, Albany, N.Y. 1993, P.30 
3 Ibid, P. 34 
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things have for them."l Blumer has also asserted that "meanings are a product of 
social interaction in human society", and that meanings are "modified and handled through 
an interpretative process that is used by each individual in dealing with the signs (and 
symbols) he/she encounters."2 

Basic to the development of the theories of symbolic action are the works of 
William James, Charles Cooley, and John Dewey. These theorists generally believed 
that the behaviour of individuals was a consequence of a reflective encounter with 
and interpretations derived from internal and external stimuli such as instincts, drives 
and needs, on the one hand, and social forces such as the cultural symbolic structures, 
on the other.3 

Cooley, for example, proposed a method of attempting to tap into the 
meanings behind the actions of social actors, rather than just settling for their external 
observation, a method, which he called "sympathetic introspection."4 He posed the 
relationship between the social and individual as the relationship of the "objective" 
and the "subjective". In this context, the development of the individual identity is seen 
as the process of development of the child through his/her social experiences until 
he/she is shaped into a moral entity and thus is invested with a conception of the self. 
Thus, "the identity is obtained, when the child becomes aware of the fact that the picture of 
who he/she is reflects the imagination of others concerning him/her.'^For Cooley, then, self 
exists in the minds of the members of society and hence constitutes an "imaginative 
fact". 

In the same tradition, George Herbert Mead formulated his concept of the self 
in terms of the development of awareness of others before awareness of own self.6 For 
Mead too, social conduct is mediated by the "stimulation" of others. And as many of 
these "stimulations" come from the past, the way we interpret them in the present 
becomes significant in motivating our actions. Mead states that the world that comes 
to us from the past "possesses" and "controls" us whereas we possess and control the 
world that we discover and invent in the present.7 In other words, the social world of 
human beings is determined by past structures as "inherited", as well as by present 
intervention which is "emergent". Reality in this sense is an emergent phenomenon 
determined by a particular present. In other words, the past is not a fixed entity but 
one, which is mediated by a particular interpretation, which takes place in a 
particular present.8 

For social construction of reality, then, a shared interpretation of the past is 
required, which emerges either, as Herbert Blumer has suggested, through "processual 
and voluntaristic interaction entailing a dialogue between impulses and social definitions", or, 
as Erwin Goffman has suggested, through "ceremony and ritual" in human social life.9 

On the basis of symbolic interaction, therefore, a new concept of society emerges. One 
that is not based on the assumption that society is an aggregation of individuals held 
together only because of external physical and economic pressures and limitations, as 

1 Meltzer, B.N. Petras, G.W. & Reynolds, L.T. Symbolic Interactionism, Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 1975, 
p.l 
2 Ibid, p. 1 
3 Ibid, P. 2 
4 Ibid, p. 10 
5 Ibid, p. 13 
6 Ibid, p. 14, (also see Habermas's The Theory of Communicative Action, Volume 2) 
7 Ibid, p.39 
8 Ibid, p.38 
9 Ibid, pp. 67-68 



Hobbes had suggested. But one that is based on the understanding that society is 
constituted by meanings, which that have emerged from the interpretation of the 
shared memories of the past. 

From a totally different perspective, the Muslim philosopher Seyyed Hussein 
Nasr has offered a mystical account of the development of the self, which locates the 
source of the self within the individual rather than the social. According to Nasr, who 
follows the tradition of the illuminationist (ishraqi) philosophy of Ibne-Sina 
(Avecinna), Shahab-ad-Din Sohrevardi and Mulla Sadra, man's "inner being" is 
concealed, covered in "sheaths" of multiple selves, and could only be recovered in the 
lifecycle of the individual through spiritual discipline.' The inner self, or the true 
source of full awareness, is thus already there within man and needs to be recovered 
not constructed. It is therefore through man's perpetual endeavour to discover the 
meaning of cosmological symbolism that he learns to master his inner desires and 
conduct a transcendental and illuminated social life. And it is through this endeavour 
that the outer layers of the inner self are to be cast aside in order to recover the 
"ultimate self' and achieve complete "self-awareness". 

Through this awareness then, the individual can establish a more meaningful 
and profound relationship with the social and natural world. Here too, external and 
internal stimuli affect the social conduct in constituting man as a moral entity, but the 
spiritual discipline rises the individual above the external and internal influences. The 
self-disciplined individual thus passes through these influences as stages of recovering 
the "ultimate self'. But this "ultimate self' becomes meaningful at present only if it 
can act to recover the meaning of being and existence by interpreting the received 
traditions of the past. Action is thus symbolically mediated and invested with meaning 
through the act of interpretation, and as such it is inevitably collective. 

Abner Cohen has connected symbols through sentiments and emotions to 
social action. Hence, he has emphasised that symbols by organising human feelings 
and imaginations, and transforming them into action, present themselves as going 
beyond mere symbolic representations of things, and thus provide a basis for creating 
new realities and hence, become vital ingredients of the social process.2 And Mach has 
noted referring to Cohen: "a conceptual, symbolically expressed model of the world serves 
as the general framework in which people organise their perceptions of the natural and social 
environment and which determines their action."3 

Within a given collectivity, these symbolic structures form the internal 
channels of communication, which enable the collectivity to reiterate its values, 
beliefs and principles, hence reconstituting the important aspects that form the basis of 
its specific identity as different from others. This process inevitably involves a degree 
of mystification of objective realities, particularly those, which belong to the domain 
of history. Memory, revitalised by imagination, plays an important part in this 
mystifying process or, in many cases, invention of realities. Yet, this mystification is 
not necessarily detrimental to the cause of social integration. On the contrary, this 
mystification, which takes place through ideological formulations, is vital to the 
integration of the sense of society and the maintenance of political order. As Cohen 
has suggested: "There can be no social order without the mystification of symbolism ... 

1 Nasr. S. H. "Self-awareness and Ultimate Selfhood", Religious Studies, 13. 319-325, S 77 
2 Cohen, A. Two Dimensional Man, London, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1974, P. 9 
3 Mach, Z. 1993, P. 37 
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emblems, slogans, banners, mass parades, titles, patriotic music and sounds ... and a host of 
other symbols of all sorts play their part in the maintenance of the political order."' 

It is in this manner that an imagined model of the world based on meaningful 
interpretations of symbolic structures, inherited from the past, becomes the real 
director of collective action in the present. The objective world might have existed for 
the proto-human in the state of nature; for the social human, though, the existence is 
expressed in modes of representation, which define social relations on the basis of 
subjective, rather than objective facts. As Edward Said contends in his Culture and 
Imperialism, the past in fact is never completely passed. Taking Said's argument 
further, one may argue that the past continues in the present in two imaginary forms: 
in the form of history and in the form of myth. Historiography claims a factual insight 
into the past. Mythology, however, is basically fictional and imaginary, but in terms 
of motivating action, no less real. 

History has played the critical role of rendering myths unreal, but in the 
process itself has become fictional. Since social behaviour in day to day life is 
basically informed by imagery, myths have survived in powerful ways. Instead, it is 
history that has had to drop its total claims to objective validity. Falsity and truth are 
no longer, and perhaps have never been, the practical issues in history. Rather, the real 
influence of the past comes into play when it is reinvented mythically or ideologically 
in the present. Appropriate images of the present have to be constituted on the basis of 
selected facts and figures from the past. This process has the effect of rendering the 
past meaningful in the present by making it relevant to the current situation. 

But in doing this, people derive meanings from mythical or ideological 
structures, which are purely symbolic and hence imaginary. "Facts happened and people 
lived in the past in a given space and time; but at present they exist only in the memory of 
contemporary people in their present reading of historical texts. They acquire a symbolic 
value and join the cultural model of the world of the living communities."2 Just like myths, 
ideologies are based upon symbolic structures and images, and in turn open the way 
for constructing social reality.3 

Mythical ideologies have been particularly significant in the development of 
political conflict and political change in the process of the Islamic Revolution of Iran. 
The mythical versions of Islamic and Shi 'i history have often been presented in the 
form of fiction with the major function of transmitting cultural identity. But these 
fictions have been skilfully turned into history. 

Characters of mythical proportions, the founding figures and war heroes of 
Islam, like Muhammad, Ali, Hussein, Salman, Belal, Malek, etc. were turned 
historical, but, not by historians, rather, by the narrators and interpreters of the their 
traditions. The significant events of the past were also made part of history, events 
such as ghazavat (the wars led by the Prophet himself), and the battles led by Ali and 
Hussein, such as Saffain, and Karbala. But, they were made historical not through 
rigorous methods of historical authentication, but through the authentication of the 
hadith (oral traditions) by the mohaddethin (the collectors and interpreters of hadith). 
Nonetheless, this interpretative process of invention and creation has performed a 

1 Cohen, A. "Political Anthropology: The Analysis of the Symbolism of Power Relations," cited in Z. Mach, 
1993. p.63 
2 Mach, Z. 1993, P. 64 
3 Roland Barthes has offered in his Mythologies examples of powerful display of mythologies and ideologies in 
modern advertising. 
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legitimating function, which has been the basis of cultural reproduction of the Muslim 
community. 

The creation of "illogical" or non-conventional characters and events also 
informed the impulse to creativity and change. Just as in Greek or Christian 
mythology, non-existent creatures and events were invented in the Islamic tradition. 
Parallels were made, for example, for the myths of "virgin mothers", "half gods-half 
human beings", which were created on non-logical principles.1 It is in this context, 
that Islamic myths, such as the story of Abraham's wife Hajar and the magical flow of 
a spring in the middle of desert under her feet, the overnight ascendancy of the 
Prophet Muhammad to heavens {mi 'raj), or the miracle of the disappearance of the 
twelfth Imam (gheybat), could become comprehensible. These archetypes acted as the 
very links between the people and their cultural or rather "cultic" origins. In the case 
of the Islamic Revolution, creative interpretations of such myths were instrumental in 
motivating revolutionary action, which required great sacrifices and unprecedented 
heroism from the population. 

This is of course a universal phenomenon. As Mercea Eliade has suggested, 
myths provide the vehicle for going beyond the framework of the historical reality in a 
nostalgic search for lost paradises whose restoration would re-establish the absolute 
unity of the man and the sacred.2 Myth, religion and ideology provide the certainty in 
ultimate conditions. Hope as a means to withstand the uncertainty of life - which 
imposes itself in the form of death - is provided through mythical, religious and 
ideological experience. So is the ultimate meaning and purpose of life, which inform 
the unity of a people as a collective: "Every nation and ethnic group, and every 
community, possesses a mythology, which describes its origins, its relations to other groups, 
justifies its rights to certain territories, and to dominate other groups."3 

It is not difficult to identify the imaginary justifications, which formed the 
backbone of the Western colonial expansion in the nineteenth century and the world 
dominance by the United States is the twentieth century. Here, we are concerned with 
the Islamic imaginary, which inspired a rebellion against the Western dominance in 
Iran and in the Muslim world in general in the late twentieth century. 

Mythical justifications also outlined the criteria of social order in Iran after the 
victory of the Islamic Revolution by reference to various symbolic structures such as 
"God's will", or "Divine intervention", or "supreme religious values". By contrast, in 
industrial democracies, the symbolic structure of the vote of majority and the ethical 
value of the social contract provide the cement of social integration.4 

The Concept of Imaginary and the Symbolism of Dream 

A significant aspect of imagination seems to be its capacity to be 
perceived devoid of judgement, whereas reality always has to be judged to establish 
its falsity or truth. Although we may always refer to imagination as false, this 
attribute is really irrelevant in the context that we usually deal with pure imagination, 
because in pure imagination, we are not really concerned with the actual existence of 
things, but only with their possibility. 

1 Cited in Mach, Z. 1993. pp. 58-59 
2 Ibid. p.6I 
3 Ibid, p.62 
4 See Habermas, J. The Theory of Communicative Action, Volume 1, Beacon Press, U.S.A., 1984. pp. 243-273 
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This argument implies that there is difficulty in evaluating the imaginary. It is 
definitely not possible to evaluate it in its own terms. Perhaps this was why Descartes 
questioned, in his philosophical meditations, the taken-for-granted distinction between 
false and true, which was conventionally made between thoughts in awareness and 
those that occurred in dreams. As it seemed to him, there were no certain indications 
for establishing such a distinction except through objective measurement. 

The question is then: how could one possibly make an objective measurement 
of the imaginary? In the case of the imaginary of the Islamic Revolution, for instance, 
I certainly find it absurd to engage in a pure empirical measurement of the political 
and economic parameters of the imaginary itself. Instead, I shall try to develop an 
evaluation of the imaginary of the revolution on the basis of an interpretative or 
hermeneutic understanding of the revolution in the context of the development of the 
Shi 'i political philosophy. To do this, I shall consider in the following chapters the 
symbolic meanings, which motivated the revolution and then established themselves 
as the intended outcome of the struggles of the revolutionary actors. 

I believe the imaginary, which motivated the Islamic Revolution, should be 
differentiated from its outcome. The significance of this differentiation is that it will 
enable us to appreciate the emancipatory values, which were inherent in the essence of 
the revolution without having to appreciate the values of its outcomes uncritically. If 
we accept that revolutions are motivated by the dream of a better world, we will not 
be able to deny the assertions of Mannheim, Jung, and Marcuse and others that a 
society without such dreams is a dead society. Searching for the symbolism of the 
dream of the Iranian Revolution is therefore what has to be taken up first. 

In recognising the strictly non-objective nature of the imaginary, one has thus 
to acknowledge that to study the imaginary objectively, it is impossible to take a 
strictly experimental approach. My interpretative approach to the concept of the 
imaginary is largely inspired by the approach of Freud to the interpretation of dreams, 
that of Clifford Geertz to the interpretation of cultures, and that of Paul Ricoeur to the 
interpretation of texts. Geertz's assertion that the analysis of culture was not "an 
experiential science in search of laws but an interpretative one in search of meaning" is of 
critical import in my arguments on the cultural foundations of the imaginary of the 
Islamic revolution.' 

Geertz's interpretative understanding, or "thick description" of culture, aimed 
at discovering the meanings behind the specific modes of social relations. However, 
one has to acknowledge from the outset that this interpretative process is inherently 
problematic. It is deeply subjective in character whichever standpoint is taken, 
whether it is the standpoint of social actors or that of the observer. Yet, this should not 
deter us from recognising the objective value of the hermeneutic knowledge of 
culture, which is gained through the interpretative process. 

The interpretative process is also contextually bound, and it is difficult to form 
logical generalisations from it. The core of the problem of cultural hermeneutics is 
that one cannot move too far in his/her analysis unless one accepts the mutual 
inclusiveness of understanding and belief, and that they cannot stand sufficiently 
supported on their own. This is best put in terms of Ricoeur's hermeneutic circle: 
"You must understand in order to believe, but you must believe in order to understand."2 

1 Geertz, C. Interpretation of Cultures, Hutchinson, 1975, London, P.5 
2 Cited in Mach, Z. 1993, p. 47 
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Nor is the interpretative process the exclusive domain of the scholar. It is part 
of the "life-world" of every community and individual to which the scholar too can 
make a contribution. Within the context of social life, it provides the basis for 
reasserting or reproducing conventional realities as well as for inventing new realities. 
The interpretative understanding of culture questions the basis of the "nominalist 
ethos" developed in the West with the "disenchantment of magic", the "rationalisation 
of religion" and the ascendancy of objective science since the Renaissance. 

The interpretative or hermeneutic understanding of the imaginary will thus 
take stock from the phenomenological methods of understanding cultures. But, as I 
mentioned earlier, understanding collective imaginaries also partakes from the 
psychoanalytical methods of interpreting the dreams. For Freud, the imagery of 
dreams was a kind of language with a special symbolism to express, albeit in a 
distorted manner, what the censorship of social morality would not allow to be 
expressed in normal conversation. Yet Freud, in his The Interpretation of 
Dreams, warned that the symbolism of dreams was not identical to the symbolism of 
the ordinary language. In other words, because a significant part of the dream symbols 
were connected to the unconscious, they would not be readily understood within the 
framework of the linguistic symbols, which was supposed to be predominantly 
connected to human consciousness. 

Lacan reformulated Freud by asserting that linguistic symbolic systems were 
also part of the unconscious. Accordingly, the symbolism of dream in the last analysis 
would reproduce the social reality in ever-repressive forms under the dominance of 
the arbitrary rule of the linguistic structures, from which there could only be a flight to 
fantasy. As Juliet Mitchell has argued in his analysis of Lacan: "The human animal is 
born into language and it is within the terms of language that the human subject is 
constructed. Language does not arise from within the individual, it is always out there 
in the world outside, lying in wait for the neonate."1 

In the Marxist tradition, Althusser used the Lacanian psychoanalysis to 
formulate a new theory of ideology, which would save Marxism form narrow 
economic understandings. (See Chapter 4 for more discussion on the Althusserian 
concept of ideology.) From a different perspective, Jung emphasised repeated 
appearances of certain archetypes in dreams, which impressed upon the unconscious a 
shared typical experience. As the source of collective memory, he attributed to the 
collective unconscious a system of shared "archetypes" or "primordial images" that 
he assumed to be "deposits of the constantly repeated experiences of humanity."2 "The 
archetype", according to Jung, was "a kind of readiness to produce over and over again the 
same or similar mythical ideas."3 

In the Frankfurt School and the tradition of critical theory, Herbert Marcuse 
elaborated on the psychoanalytic tradition to stress the emancipatory potentials of the 
psyche in the modern world. According to Marcuse, the modern world has brought 
about the conditions in which freedom from repressive social order is a real possibility 
through a reawakening of the Utopian dreams. He thus warned against the turning of 
modern society to a "one-dimensional" society, where collective dreams and 
aspirations for Utopia were lost. Such a society, he wrote, was "irrational" in a 
"destructive" sense. "Its productivity is destructive of the free development of human needs 

' Mitchell. J. ed. Feminine Sexuality, 1982, p. 5 
2 Storr. A. Jung: selected writings, Fontana, G.B.,1983, p.70 
3 Ibid, p.70 
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and faculties, its peace maintained by the constant threat of war, its growth dependent on the 
repression of the real possibilities for pacifying the struggle for existence."1 

For Marcuse, the potential of resistance against the totalitarian tendencies of 
the "one-dimensional" society was of an order different from the order of the existing 
"universe of discourse and action". And its realisation involved "subversion of the 
established order".2 He thus advocated the liberation of the imagination through Utopian 
dreams so that "it can be given all its means of expression".3 Utopia, in this sense, is not 
merely a fantasy but a vehicle for building a desirable future via "phantasy". 
Marcuse's concept of "phantasy", as Anthony Elliott has suggested, "is at once a kind 
of negation of the repressiveness of the social world and somehow also prefigures new 
possibilities for the world."4 Marcuse sees in "phantasy" the power of the unconscious 
imagination of a Utopia, which would resist "dissimulation within the repressive social 
conditions."5 "Phantasy" thus keeps the dream of freedom alive. 

According to Marcuse: "Phantasy plays a most decisive function in the total mental 
structure. It links the deepest layers of the unconscious with the highest products of 
consciousness, the dream with the reality. It preserves the archetypes of the genus, the 
perpetual but repressed ideas of the collective and individual memory, the tabooed images of 
freedom."6 Marcuse used the concept of "phantasy" as equivalent to imagination in 
order to argue that it retained the tendencies of the psyche before its organisation by 
the "reality principle". He wrote: "Imagination preserves the memory of the sub-historical 
past when life of the individual was the life of the genus, the image of the immediate unity 
between the universal and the particular under the rule of the pleasure principle."7 

We also know from mythologies that "there are dreams that precede, announce, 
command and finally constitute a reality that without them would only have been a latent 
possibility."8 There are also numerous examples of the real value attributed to dreams 
by tribal magicians, astrologers, theologians and also political leaders. Henri Desroche 
has linked dreams with hope by quoting Aristotle in an answer to the question: What 
is hope? "The dream of an awakened man," Aristotle had answered. Desroche, following 
Durkheim, has also stressed the social functions of dreams in primitive societies, as 
against the repression of these functions in modern societies. 

The primitive societies used these functions in various ways such as "medical 
diagnosis, reception of a message from the hereafter, in initiation rites", and more 
significantly in the "genesis of certain messianic movements."9 Desroche has criticised 
the "arrogance" of the Western science in the study of such categories as dreams and 
Utopias. He wrote: "The dream, the trance, indeed even madness, and in any case myths as 
well as Utopias acquire the density of proceedings, which, although they are ... irrational, are 
nonetheless human proceedings, which in the end come from another type of rationality and 
science." 10 

The Islamic Revolution, which some observers have attributed to a moment of 
madness in the Iranian history, was experienced as a dream-come-true for Iranians as 

' Marcuse, H. One Dimensional Man, Sphere Books, UK, 1970, p. 9 
2 Ibid. p. 111 
3 Ibid. p. 196 
4 Elliott, A. Social Theory and Psychoanalysis in Transition: From Freud to Kristeva, 1992, p. 90. 
5 Ibid, p. 93 
6 Marcuse. H. Eros and Civilisation, Abacus, 1973, p. 108. 
7 Ibid, p. 109. 
8 Desroche, H. The Sociology of Hope, trans. Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 1979, p. 13 
9 Ibid, p. 15 
!0 Ibid, p. 23 
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a repressed cultural group. The mystical interaction of the primitive ecstasy of popular 
religion, and the peculiar rationalism of Islam as a field of knowledge of the world, 
made this spontaneous eruption possible. The Islamic Revolution, in this sense, 
confirmed the essential link between imagination and collective action, which was 
established through symbolism of dream, myth, religious experience and modern 
revolution. 

Rituals are rich sources of symbolism, which have the potential to be tapped 
into by a collectivity to feed its guiding imaginaries. Yet, whereas the cultural 
symbolism of the rituals in the primitive societies predominantly connected these 
societies to various kinds of natural religions, rational religion and science in early 
modern and modern societies have endeavoured to detach culture from its natural 
origins and associate it with cultivation and civilisation. It is at the moments of breach 
of this dissociation of nature and culture, that revolutions, as connections of 
rationalism and ecstatic energies of life, find a chance of emergence. 

Rationalist Muslim scholars have often represented Islam as a rational 
religion; a religion based on a certain level of abstraction, and a religion capable of 
regulating life in this world through upholding rituals of public piety, and through 
regulation of personal practices from praying to sexuality to economic transactions. 
On a different note, the tradition of mysticism has presented Islam as a religion 
capable of providing for a transcendental existence in this world, an existence free 
from scholastic discipline and norms of public piety. It was through this type of 
existence that it was possible to experience freedom from the bondage of social 
structures through ecstatic elevation of the soul. Islam has thus presented capacities of 
both a this-worldly and an other-worldly religion. 

The scholasticism of the Islamic jurists originally sought to repress the ecstasy 
of the popular religions that arose in Iran after the Islamic conquest. Islamic 
scholasticism presented Islam as a religion, which would decisively disengage its 
believers from their natural roots. Using the Qur 'anic verse: "we have come from Him 
and we will return to Him," it located the origin and destiny of the believers in the 
heavens, rather than on the earth. By contrast, the mystical tradition tried to use the 
same Qur'anic verse to emphasise the cyclic nature of movement of the human soul. 
And hence, it asserted that it was possible for the earthly individuals to transcend 
social and political disciplines to become God. 

The rise of mystical Shi'ism in Iran, despite the attempts to reassert the 
scholasticism of the Shi'i jurisprudence, opened the way for the emergence of a 
powerful mystical-philosophical tradition with Shi'i flavour. It was the parallel 
development of the rational theology and mystical philosophy, which gave Shi'ism the 
power to both sensitise the social consciousness of Iranians, and use the symbolic 
structures of the popular narratives to tap into the deep layers of their collective 
unconscious. 
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As such, the critical interaction of the discipline of the religious sciences and 
the ecstatic creativity of the mystical experience provided the potential ground for the 
emergence of a new collective imaginary of an ideal future. But this ideal future could 
be built on earth only by the transcending power of revolution, which would take the 
society beyond its existing cultural and political structures, and by the Utopia of a 
modern future. In the following chapters, I shall discuss in more detail the 
rationalisation of religion, the emergence of a modern ideology of revolution and the 
formation of the Utopia of a modern civil society in Iran. 

Cultural Symbols: Representations of the Imaginary 

The dissociation of culture from its lower natural origins in Islam has 
produced serious political implications for the modern Islamic societies. In Iran, it 
furnished the Muslim thinkers with an opportunity to offer transcendental arguments, 
arguments that went beyond the existing interpretations of the faith in an attempt to 
reconstitute an imagined glorified past in the present. These arguments made it also 
possible to project a promised idealised future, which the present society has a duty to 
establish. The mystical cultural heritage of abstraction of thought, combined with 
rationalisation of religion and development of science, was put into action by Muslim 
ideologues in utilising the popular narratives and rituals in order to instigate social 
change. Hence, the development of the imaginaries that read into symbolic structures 
meanings, which took them beyond mere structures, and connected them to the living 
organism of human culture as a source of aspiration to a higher order of existence. 

The richness of religious symbolism and the symbolism of popular culture 
made it possible for the Muslim ideologues to prepare the ground for the Islamic 
Revolution; their imaginaries were thus an essentially social and hence collective 
phenomena capable of producing emotions and ideas. It will follow from this that 
through ideas, thoughts and emotions, which were generated by such thinkers as Jalal 
AI-Ahmad, Ali Shari'ati, Ruhollah Khomeini, Mahmud Taleqani and Morteza 
Motahhari in the 1960s and 1970s, a creative process was put in motion, which led to 
the rise of the revolutionary power of Islam in Iran with both constructive and 
destructive potentials. (I shall discuss the views of some of these ideologues in detail 
in Chapter 7.) Such a generative process can be conceived in terms of what Geertz 
called a process, which would lead to social action in general and political action in 
particular.' 

In the case of Iran, the understanding of the significance of symbols in 
motivating social and political action is achieved through the understanding of the 
Islamic and specifically Iranian Shi 'i culture as a vast domain in the context of which 
the events were acted out. (See particularly Chapters 5 and 6 for details.) The Shi'i 
culture, in this sense, could be conceived as an environment with the potential to set 
the boundary and agenda of social and political action. And yet, it was constantly 
changing and getting modified by the interactions that were going on within its own 
boundaries. Therefore, the Shi'i Islamic culture should be taken as the fabric of 
Iranian life or an interpretative background against which the roles and situations were 
played out, and not as a monolithic tradition of thought shaped by the Shi 7 jurists and 
theologians. 

1 Geertz, C. 1975, P.5 
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The Islamic culture was, in this sense, similar to the Judaic or Christian 
cultures in its role of providing its adherents with a significance, which made their 
lives meaningful beyond mere material existence. It could potentially inspire self-
knowledge, contemplation and sublime transcendence as well as prejudice, intolerance 
and violence. No matter what potentials became actualised, there was virtually no way 
for a total exit from the cultural domain. As such, the Islamic culture complied with 
Geertz's metaphoric definition whereby culture was conceived as the webs of 
significance in which the human animal was suspended. 

Habermas' understanding of culture is also useful in portraying the operation 
of the Islamic culture in Iran. Extending Habermas' arguments, the Islamic culture 
could be conceived as the essential component of the "life-world", which as an all-
pervasive stock of knowledge supplied the social actors "with unproblematic, common 
background conditions that (were) assumed to be guaranteed."1 The Shi'i popular culture 
thus provided Iranians with a common background against which their collective 
actions became meaningful and as such imminent. 

In understanding cultural domain as the provider of mutual understanding and 
agreement over a guiding common imaginary, I am thus emphasising the importance 
of reaching understanding and agreement in terms that are not strictly objective in the 
empirical sense, but nonetheless real in terms of its social influence. A case in point is 
the institution of law, which is based on interpretative understanding of collective 
agreements, which could take account of empirical sciences but is of a different order. 
One may even go further to suggest that the interpretative nature of the operation of 
the law in maintaining social and political order is connected with the arbitrary nature 
of the terms of this original agreement. The efficacy of the interpretative 
understanding of preceding social agreement in the maintenance of order, although 
aspires to scientific clarity, but is in fact founded in the concealment of the 
arbitrariness of the preceding agreements. In fact, the survival of a society as a 
meaningful entity is as much connected to its economic, political and scientific 
advancement as to the concealment of the arbitrariness of the sources of social and 
political order, which is achieved through religious or ideological belief. No amount 
of economic, political or scientific failure can result in complete social disintegration 
as long as a collective religious or ideological bond can preserve the core of the social 
agreement as fundamental and worthy of preservation, not arbitrary and questionable. 

However, once the core constituency of a society loses the sense of social 
agreement, the ideological justifications would no longer be able to conceal the 
arbitrary nature of the existing order. It is the recognition of the arbitrary nature of its 
political order that makes the society aware of the undesirability of its present order of 
existence in economic and political terms. And it is in this recognition that the 
conditions for the emergence of revolution and the disintegration of the old order can 
arise. This is so because collective agreement provides for a sense of belonging and 
common purpose within which economic and political interests become meaningful. 
Paradoxically, this agreement also provides for the formation of conflicting 
imaginaries, which guide one culture in dehumanising and consequently hating 
another, hence the parallel existence of constructive and destructive tendencies within 
a cultural self-understanding. 

' Habermas. J. The Theory of Communicative Action, Volume 2, Beacon Press, U.S.A., 1987, p. 125 
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The Development of the Shi'i Political Imaginary 

A serious understanding of the intellectual development of the Shi 'i Islamic 
political imaginary requires a historical review of this development from the 
beginning to the Islamic Revolution. (See Chapters 5 & 6.) In this historical analysis, 
it will be seen that a politico-religious dispute over the succession of the Prophet 
Muhammad a millennia and a half ago grew into a sectarian religious movement, 
which throughout the Middle Ages underwent drastic developments. From the early 
modern period, religious sectarianism was repressed by a strong central State, which 
prepared the ground for the rise of Shi 'ism as a national religion. This national religion 
was then transformed into a nationalist ideology in the face of the Western colonial 
and post-colonial expansion, and gradually developed into an ideology of a politico-
religious revolution and Utopia of a religious government in our post-modern 
condition. I shall conduct this historical analysis using the existing analytical texts on 
the development of religion and politics in the Iranian history. These texts include but 
are not limited to those of Hamid Algar, Ann Lambton, Montgomery-Watt, Amir 
Arjomand, Ervand Abrahamian, Michael Fischer, Mohsen Milani, Hamid Dabashi, 
and Mansour Moaddel. 

In the last two chapters of the thesis (Chapters 7 & 8), I shall concentrate on 
the theoretical analysis of the political-ideological and religious-philosophical 
discourses, which were constituted by the Islamic imaginary and in turn constituted 
the conceptual and practical fundaments of the Islamic Revolution and the Islamic 
government. I shall also analyse the post-revolution discourses, which have continued 
to influence the political life of Iranians. In this respect, I shall critically discuss the 
texts of the modern Muslim theologians, philosophers and ideologues. These thinkers 
include the ideologues of the Islamic Revolution, like Ruhollah Khomeini, Morteza 
Motahhari and Ali Shar'iati, as well as the post-revolution ideologues and theorists, 
such as Abdol-Karim Soroush, Muhammad Mujtahid-Shabestari and Ahmad Azari-
Qomi. 

The principle method used here in developing arguments about the imaginary 
of the Islamic Revolution is to develop a theoretical framework based on the existing 
phenomenological, hermeneutical and psychoanalytical theories of collective 
imagination. It is against this theoretical background that I will offer my own 
interpretation of the rise of revolutionary power of Islam in Iran in the context of 
modernity. I shall particularly use the work of theorists like Paul Ricoeur and 
Cornelius Castoriadis, who have argued for the socially constitutive role of social 
imaginary significations, such as sacred and literary texts, cultural symbolism and 
rituals. Emphasis will be placed on the ideological and Utopian interpretations of these 
significations, which are not only tools for transmitting meanings as the shadow of 
reality, but also constructs of the social imaginary that constitute reality itself. I shall 
also draw on the critical views on modernity, such as those of Alain Touraine, in order 
to highlight the role of the crisis of modernisation in creating the condition for the rise 
of revolutionary imagination in Iran. The significant political implications, which I 
shall consider in this light, are both the potential for political emancipation through 
revolutionary imagination, and the tendency to institutionalise this imagination in the 
form of new relations of domination. 

It should become clear that my thesis does not dismiss the need to establish the 
socio-economic preconditions of revolutions, but to develop a concept of imagination 

28 



that would help illuminate certain aspects of revolutions that escape the empirical 
analysis of socio-economic factors. In other words, I shall argue that collective 
imagination cannot be reduced to socio-economic factors, but can turn such factors 
into meaningful ingredients of collective action. My approach is thus not to examine 
the dependence of the imaginary of revolution on socio-economic conditions - which 
could lead to yet another conventional account of revolutions - but to demonstrate 
how these conditions become intelligible to revolutionary actors in terms of a political 
imaginary that motivates revolutionary action. 

I believe it is important to overcome the relative neglect of collective 
imagination in the current conventional trends of understanding the phenomenon of 
revolution, because this neglect has left vague the aspects of revolution that are crucial 
for understanding the impulses, emotions and motivations behind revolutionary 
action. It is in the domain of productive imagination that the motivations for political 
action in pursuit of specific ends are constituted and become meaningful to the 
political actors. My emphasis on the concept of imagination would not dismiss the 
existing conceptualisations of revolutions, but would hopefully enrich them. For 
instance, attention to the power of imagination could enhance the account of 
revolutions as a result of mobilisation of resources and organised action of certain 
social groups or classes in the context of significant changes in socio-economic 
structures of each society or in the world economy.' It can also connect the social-
psychological accounts of revolutions, which are based on reflexes, such as frustration 
and aggression, with the role of the interpretations of symbolic structures in 
instigating collective psychic energies.2 The sociological approaches that have 
emphasised social-structural dysfunction as the driving force of revolutionary change 
can also gain form the concept of imagination.3 

Most of the current accounts of revolutionary action do not deal with 
motivational forces that drive revolutions as objective forces in their own right. I 
propose that for the socio-economic factors to become translated into particular forms 
of awareness of interests and powerful drives for revolutionary action meaningful 
interpretations of the world, existence and purpose of existence - which would justify 
action and make it acceptable and desirable would be objectively indispensable. 
Moreover, revolutionary action gets actually underway when such interpretations has 
already been collectively agreed upon in a mixture of conscious and non-conscious 
perception of a given situation by a collective of people. This collective agreement is 
itself constituted through social production of the imaginary of revolution and the 
dream of a desired political community. Collective action is therefore driven by the 
impulses and emotions that flow from the non-conscious energies of the psyche and 
tend to upset the existing order, and the conscious desires and plans for the 
construction of a desired order. Only with the successful completion of the 
revolutionary project will the imaginary become part of the collective consciousness. 
In other words, the radical imaginary of revolution constitutes the forces that form the 
collective "myth of revolution": a myth that moves the collectivity towards action, 
action that pushes the boundaries of the existing social and political order. 

' I am referring here, in particular, to Charles Tilly's From Mobilisation to Revolution (1981) and Theda 
Skocpol's States and Social Revolutions (1979). 
2 Here. I am particularly referring to Ted Gurr 's Why Men Rebel (1975). 
3 One may take, for example, Chalmers Johnson's Revolutionary Change (1978). 
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But once the existing order is transcended, the imaginary will not only become 
the main force in institutionalising the new order, but also will provide for its critique. 
This argument, I propose, can be used to explain why in Iran, where revolutionary 
action was sustained for long years without serious decline in the revolutionary 
values, there has also been a strong push for opening up the possibility of the critique 
of the revolution. This is perhaps because the sustenance of Islamic revolutionary 
spirit in Iran was not due only to effective suppression of all forms of alternative 
thinking; but also due to the capacity of the Islamic imaginary to provide new 
challenging alternatives to monolithic understandings of the revolution within the 
Islamic tradition. 

By the same token, the breakout of the revolution had a lot to with the capacity 
of the Islamic imaginary to offer alternatives to the monarchic rule of the Pahlavi 
dynasty. The Islamic Revolution of Iran thus ran its course not merely because of the 
seriousness of socio-economic crisis under the Pahlavi regime, an opinion that many 
analysts of the revolution have agreed on. Rather, the revolution was strengthened and 
sustained because of the success of the leaders of the revolution to offer a mobilising 
interpretation of the social, political, economic and cultural situation in Iran. This was 
perhaps the reason why most of the so-called Iran experts of pre-revolution Iran failed 
to predict massive revolutionary movement, which was underway. For them, the 
politico-economic conditions, which would be essential for the sustenance of a 
revolutionary action, were still missing in Iran.' (I shall argue this issue later in the 
text.) 

As such, the Islamic Revolution of Iran should be considered as a new social 
movement, which has offered an alternative to the previous politico-cultural order in 
Iran and hopes to challenge the international order as well; but in the course of 
institutionalisation, it has also created its own anti-thesis. It would be thus necessary 
to identify the imaginary of the Islamic Revolution as a repository of meanings, and 
the actions that followed from it as the representations of this imaginary. It will be 
argued that the conditions of the Islamic Revolution of 1979, was constituted by 
interpretative understanding of the Islamic politico-cultural traditions, gradually 
developed by the discourse of Ayatollah Khomeini and other Muslim revolutionary 
ideologues, such as Shari'ati and Motahhari. These new interpretations came out of 
the founding political Utopias of the Shi 'i Islam, the teachings of religious scriptures, 
the emotions of religious rituals, the dreams of popular narratives, the aspirations of 
mystical traditions, the myth of modern revolutions and the high promises of science 
and technology. 

The role of the Islamic ideological discourses in shaping the imaginary of the 
Islamic Revolution comprehensible to the population via innovative interpretations of 
the received memories, narratives, texts and symbolic structures was central in the 
actualisation of the revolution. These discourses provided certain interpretations of the 

Almost none of the accounts of the socio-economic and socio-political developments of Iran before the 
Revolution hinted at the possibility of the occurrence of the huge revolutionary movement, which was already 
underway. On the contrary, both the liberal and Marxist analysts saw Iran as a country moving away from the 
possibility of a significant socio-political change. Analysts like Leonard Binder and James Bill as well as the 
Soviet experts and particularly the leftist and nationalist intellectuals in Iran, albeit from opposite standpoints, 
relied on the economic and political indices to describe Iran as not ready for revolution due to the existing 
economic growth and political order. Interestingly, the current development in Iran toward political pluralism and 
""'•I society has also gone unnoticed by most of the analysts, and will probably take them by surprise again. civi 
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traditional texts, narratives and symbolic structures, which would project an 
alternative reality in opposition to the existing socio-political reality under the 
monarchic regime. This new condition or alternative reality may be conceived as the 
environment in which the revolutionary action was played out and from which new 
forms of political thinking emerged. It was through these discourses and in this 
constituted environment that the revolutionary actors made sense of their own actions 
and saw them as meaningful and desirable. It is also through these discourses that new 
trends of opposition to the limitations of Islamic revolutionary discourse are currently 
taking shape. 

To this end, I shall review the main Islamic revolutionary discourses, which 
were involved in constructing the ideology of the Islamic Revolution, as well as the 
post-revolution political discourses that are providing a critique of the revolutionary 
ideology. The Khomeini discourse, which was seen initially at worst as madness 
and at best as a Utopian desire, was especially significant in shaping the imaginary of 
the Revolution. It tended to overcome the barriers between imaginary and real, 
making thinking of an Islamic alternative to the ancient system of Iranian monarchy 
both possible and urgent; and as such, it eventually established itself as the new 
conventional reality in Iran. 

Khomeini's discourse also provided for the rationale of emergence of a whole 
new range of possibilities, for example the possibility of constituting a new type of 
State backed by political, legal and economic institutions, which had not been 
conceived of before. It played a vital legitimating role in the construction of Islamic 
revolutionary institutions on the basis of the imaginary of the Islamic Revolution and 
the Utopia of an ideal society. But it had a jaundice face, in that in some cases it 
performed a socially integrative role; and in other instances it led to destructive and 
violent tendencies that violated the emancipatory aspirations of the revolution. For 
example, it offered certain interpretations of religious texts that would support the 
notion that the Islamic economic system should develop around the principle of social 
justice. Its rhetoric encouraged economic development, emphasised the needs of the 
disinherited (mostaz 'afin) and advocated the elimination of the possibility of the 
concentration of wealth in the hands of the few (takasor). It even went as far as 
abolishing the notion of interest (rebh) in the banking system. In practice though, it 
created real obstacles in achieving social justice and failed to offer significant 
economic benefits for the lower classes. 

In the legal system, it promoted the Islamic law (Shari'at) emphasising the 
notion of Islamic retribution (qesas) in order to simplify the practice of law and 
guarantee the equality of everyone before the law. In practice, it became entangled in 
the rigidity of literal interpretations of the Shari 'at and gave way to the resurgence of 
outmoded and cruel forms of punishment against those who were found in breach of 
narrow interpretations of Islamic moral and political codes. And most importantly, it 
established that the Islamic political system was to be built on the notion of the 
governance of jurist (velayat-e faqih), purportedly in order to combat the despotic 
nature of the Iranian monarchy. But in the process, it gave rise to the possibility of the 
establishment of a theocratic regime that would replace the old dictatorial relations of 
power with a new system of domination that would be no less autocratic. 

As for the post-revolution and particularly post-Khomeini political discourse, I 
shall discuss the new intellectual ideas whose main characteristics is their engagement 
in interpreting the same cultural symbolic structures used by the Islamic revolutionary 
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ideologues in order to offer a new understanding of politics in a deeply religious 
cultural context. This new reform movement, which has gone almost unnoticed by the 
Iranian political groups in exile and many of the Western analysts and governments, 
includes religious intellectuals, the reformist thinkers, various politico-religious 
organisations and individual writers and activists contributing to various philosophical 
and literary publications. Philosophers and intellectuals, such as Soroush, and 
Shabestari, and politico-religious organisations, such as the Nehzat-e Azadi-e Iran (the 
Liberation Movement of Iran), belong to this movement, despite vast disagreements 
and differences between them. 

This new political discourse is significant due to its manifest attempt to use 
cultural imaginaries (symbols, narratives and rituals) to develop a peculiar type of 
secular understanding of politics through a critique of Shi'i Islam as a political 
ideology. This movement is particularly important in its critique of the theory of 
velayat-e faqih, as proposed by the late Ayatollah Khomeini and officially interpreted 
by the clergy in power as a blueprint for instituting an absolutist theocratic State. 
Against the attempts of the official clergy to suppress dissent among the ranks of the 
believers by issuing accusations of heresy, the new Shi 'i intellectuals, in the tradition 
of the Persian mystical philosophers, offer interpretative readings of the Shi 'i political 
philosophy that challenge the current official interpretations of it. 

A Hermeneutic Understanding of the Iranian Revolution 

In light of the shortcomings of most of the existing interpretations of the 
Iranian Revolution of 1979, I suggest that a hermeneutic-phenomenological 
understanding of this revolution is necessary in order to reveal many mysteries of this 
massive social and political movement. Michael Fischer and Mehdi Abedi's attempt, 
in their Debating Muslims, to offer such a hermeneutic understanding of the cultural 
transformation of Iran since the Islamic Revolution is a prelude to further productive 
work in this direction. They describe as the task of their work a "renewed attention" to 
the need "to make use of cultural idioms, concepts, tropes and discourse styles as 
epistemological guides", rather than as mere ethnographic data reduced to objects of 
formal categorisations.' They pay attention particularly to various genres of narration 
of stories and other forms of religious oral discourses. 

A hermeneutic understanding of Islamic culture is of highest political 
significance in any meaningful resolution of the politico-cultural conflict between the 
Islamic world and the West. In light of such understanding, this conflict could be 
turned into a dialectical rather than military confrontation. In order to adequately 
understand this conflict one should avoid reducing the highly productive interactions 
of Islam and the West to either the destructive tradition of the Crusades or the politics 
of domination of the modern time. Religious hatred of the crusades and "anti-
imperialist" (and one may add anti-terrorist) rhetoric of today, as Fischer has 
suggested, is "not just a lamentable display of historical ignorance, but (also) blocks access 
to rebuilding grounds for understanding, by essentialising, cartoonising, and distancing."2 

At a philosophical level, the interest among the Muslim thinkers in 
establishing dialogue with their Western counterparts has deep historical roots going 
back to the medieval time. But in modern time, this interest partakes from the modern 

' Fischer. M. & Abedi. M. Debating Muslims, the University of Wisconsin Press, USA, 1990, pp. 93-150 
2 Ibid. p. xxii 
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hermeneutic tradition of the Western philosophy. For example, philosophers with 
"Judeo-Muslim" sensitivities, such as Derrida and Levinas have already engaged in a 
dialogue with the likes of Heidegger and Gadamer, who "would construct modern 
philosophy on the ruins of Christian Hermeneutics."1 Such traditions may well be 
extended to enrich the dialogue between the philosophers of Christian and Jewish 
background on the one hand, and the Islamic philosophers on the other, leading to a 
deeper mutual understanding of these cultures, which have all originated from the 
same source. No doubt, there is much work yet to be done to extend this tradition in 
order to enrich the relationship between the Western and Islamic worlds. 

At a sociological level as well, contemporary Muslim intellectuals should take 
stock of the thought of Western thinkers like Jürgen Habermas and John Searle who 
have attempted to formulate new theories in search for the meanings of social action, 
and for reaching understanding between opposing claims to validity within the 
Western tradition. As Fischer has suggested, the juxtaposition of native Islamic 
hermeneutics with Western discourses "can lead ideally to a kind of critical 
hermeneutics." This critical dialogue must take place with the view of enhancing the 
mutual understanding of the other, and therefore its point is not "to unpack in ever 
greater detail a given cultural system, but rather to create through juxtaposition a space for 
comparison and critical evaluation."2 Fischer is concerned with what he calls the 
"interference", "transference" and "interdependence" of cultures in order to elicit 
"alternative meaning structures or interpretation of rituals, myths, tropes, dialogic moves and 
connections between stories."3 He thus rightfully claims that as long as Jews, Christians 
and Muslims invoke the same biblical stories to validate their own claims to 
authenticity, "their interpretations form families of resemblances." 

It is essential to recognise that within the Islamic hermeneutic discourse there 
is a rich tradition of "dialectical disputation", which is capable of being used to 
contest the theocratic agenda of the current ruling elite in Iran. A concrete form of this 
contest has been launched by the religious modernists, such as Abdol-Karim Soroush 
and reform-minded ulama such as Muhammad Mujtahid-Shabestari. (See Chapter 8.) 

Without reducing the rich multiplicity of cultures to one form of cultural 
existence, it is therefore valid to pinpoint the universal attempt of human societies to 
utilise their particular collective imaginaries in order to model their future. These 
collective imaginations, which are reflected in various symbolic structures, myths, 
stories, scriptures, etc, are used to model the future in terms of the changes to the 
perceived past. As such, one may note that every society embarks on change within a 
given tradition, which it both criticises and admires, and which it both changes and 
preserves. 

In rejecting attempts to reduce all traditions to one, one may also validly 
question both the attempts of the West at cultural dominance, and the particularism of 
the Islamic Republic. The Western attempt presents Iranian culture as "fanatic" and 
"terrorist", and the Islamic particularism tends to isolate the Iranian society from the 
world under the pretext of preservation of "cultural purity". 

Western writers are right in criticising the anti-Western rhetoric of what they 
call "Islamic fundamentalism" in stereotyping the people of the Western world as 
soulless individuals totally overtaken by consumerism. They are also right to note that 

' Ibid. p. xxiii 
2 Ibid, p. xxiv 
3 Ibid, p. xxiv 
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this anti-Western rhetoric expresses at a deeper level the envy of Muslim militants of 
the Western advancements in science and technology, and their fear of subordination 
to the West.1 But one should not remain silent about the attempts of the Western neo-
colonisers, and particularly the subtle attempts of the Western media, in stereotyping 
Muslims as "backward", "fanatic" and "terrorist". Such a silence will inadvertently 
confirm the existing stereotypes. This situation has become even more unfortunate as 
some of the secular intellectuals of the Muslim world also accuse Muslims of 
historical ignorance and of needing liberation by the West. Nonetheless, there are 
voices emerging not only in the Islamic world, but also in the West, which blame the 
cultural conservatives on both sides for their anxiety and fear of difference. There 
could be little doubt that the fear of difference has made the conservative forces 
oblivious not only to the values of other cultures, but also to alternative interpretations 
available in their own cultures. 

Cultural Difference: A Source of Political Antagonism 

Being oblivious to alternative interpretations of cultural traditions may lead to 
situations where the undesirability of alternative cultural forms would seem to one as 
natural as the desirability of one's own culture. In other words, a given collectivity 
may attach ultimate meaningfulness to its own action within the limited context of its 
own culture, but remain totally ignorant of the fact that other forms of action may also 
operate meaningfully within different cultural contexts. This ignorance of the cultural 
values of the actions of others is based largely on the underlying assumption that 
when action is taken beyond the horizon of a desirable cultural situation, it falls in a 
cultural void, and not in another cultural context, which immediately defines the new 
domain of action. Hence, the absurd tendencies prevailing especially in the modern 
international relations to deny the meaningfulness of the actions that do not fit into the 
existing conventions by ignoring their different cultural contexts. 

According to a phenomenological understanding of culture, cultural patterns 
potentially provide resources for reaching understanding of and consensus over 
something in the world. "It is only in those rare moments when culture and language fail as 
resources that they develop the peculiar resistance we experience in situations of disturbed 
mutual understanding.'^ Part and parcel of what is called "the crisis of modernity" is the 
failure to overcome or reverse the outmoded prejudices that prevent the extension of 
the understanding that develops between members of one culture to other cultures. 
This issue has become critical in the modern time with the rise global patterns of 
economic and political interaction, particularly immigration and multiculturalism. 
This situation is probably a major factor in instigating mutual animosity and justifying 
violent conflict in the world today both within national units and between nations. The 
most acute form of this animosity, of course, occurs when the diversity of political 
cultures is not mutually recognised. 

Even in liberal democracies of the West, where cultural differences are 
acknowledged and accorded equal civil rights at home, there is this persistent denial 
of the political aspirations of various cultural representations. This is particularly 
evident in the struggle of ethnic minorities in the Western countries to win recognition 

' Ibid, p.xxv 
2 Mach, Z. 1993. p. 134 
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for their political rights.' This tendency to depoliticise culture and reduce it to hollow 
ritual acts or different linguistic forms without political history seems to be at the root 
of the resort to violence in settling political disputes between nations of divergent 
political cultures. And perhaps, it is also the same tendency that leads to violence 
within one society between migrant and ethic communities and the dominant political 
culture. 

On the global level, for instance, the development of an understanding 
between divergent political cultures in the Western Europe, the United States and 
certain Asian States, such as Japan, since World War II, has virtually eliminated the 
possibility of war between these nations. But this new environment of political 
understanding between the "core" capitalist countries has not been extended to the 
countries in the "periphery" of the "world-system".2 The divergent trends of 
development of political culture in many so-called Third World countries, particularly 
the Islamic countries, have made the outbreak of violent antagonism between these 
nations and the Western States all the more customary. 

There have been numerous instances of emergence of substantial political and 
economic differences between the Western European nations, or between the United 
States and Europe or Japan. The differences between the European nations on the 
form and pace of political and economic rearrangement in Europe in the context of the 
European Union, for example, or the differences between the United States and Japan 
over trade issues, are of the order of problems that led to the eruption of war in the 
first half of this century. However, all of these issues have been disputed without even 
a threat of violence, owing to the new climate of political understanding between the 
core capitalist societies. On the other hand, there have been an equally high number of 
instances in which the disputes between the West and a nation of an incompatible 
political culture, like Iran, Iraq or Libya, have quickly degenerated into serious 
conflict and war or threat of war. 

This does not mean that the differences of political culture between the 
European nations or between the United States and Japan have disappeared. Far from 
it the difference between the Europeans over the nature and shape of political 
authority in Europe is more acute than ever, and the dispute between the United States 
and Japan over trade imbalance is far from over. It only means that the Western 
nations and Japan have mutually recognised their different political cultures and have 
bound themselves to a mutual commitment in this recognition. By contrast, the 
emotionally charged distrust between the Islamic political culture and the Western 
democracies pushes them to military hostility over any political and economic dispute. 
The present conflict between the United States and Iran is to be understood in this 
cultural context, rather than in the strategic context of moral or technical superiority of 
one side over the other. 

It is easy for the Western governments to accuse the unyielding Islamic States 
of building weapons of mass destruction, sponsoring terrorism and violating human 
rights. Yet no Islamic State is denying the advantages of disarmament and non
violence as the principle form of international political development. Nor are they 
devaluing the merits of civil society and human rights as the appropriate context for 
individual and social autonomy. The principles of peace, justice and freedom are well 

' On this issue, see particularly Charles Taylor's essay: "The Politics of Recognition", in Gutmann, A. ed. 
Midticulturalism, Princeton University Press, Princeton, 1994, pp. 25-73 
2 I have borrowed the terminology of "core", "Periphery" and "world-system" form Immanuel Wallerstein. 
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recognised in the Islamic culture. But still, it is possible for the Muslims to question 
the commitment of the West to the principles it preaches. Here, it is easy for the 
Islamic States, considered "undesirable" by the West, to question the Western 
sincerity on the issues of human rights, State terrorism or weapons of mass destruction 
as long as they can refer to clear instances of the Western double standard in the 
international arena. These instances provide ample supply for domestic redemption of 
the "undesirable" regimes in the Muslim world. 

For example, the Iranian State media had no difficulty to highlight the 
disregard of the United States for civilian lives when one of its battleships shot down 
an Iranian passenger plane over the Persian Gulf during the dying days of the Iran-Iraq 
war in the late 1980s. Although the United States paid compensation to the families of 
the victims of what it called an accident after lengthy court proceedings, Iranians 
remained suspicious of the goodwill of the United States because they never received 
a formal apology from the U.S. government. Suspicion turned into fury when Iranians 
learnt that the naval commander responsible for shooting down the passenger plane 
received decoration from the U.S. government for his heroism. It was just as easy, if 
not easier, for Iranians to accuse the United States of hypocrisy where it could be 
shown by evidence that during the Iran-Iraq war the United States clearly sided with 
Saddam Hussein to defeat Iran, ignoring the use of chemical and biological weapons 
against Iranians. 

The Iranian government and media have also been able to refer to clear 
instances of American double standards elsewhere in the Muslim world. The perfect 
example in this regard is the American policies favouring Israel as against the Muslim 
nations and particularly the Palestinians. Iran has thus constantly criticised the 
American military push and economic sanctions against Muslim countries, causing 
death and hardship of the innocent civilians, while condoning the Israeli atrocities 
against Muslims, and remaining silent about Israel's accumulation of weapons of 
mass destruction and sponsorship of State terrorism. 

The Iranian media have also had ample supply of evidence to claim that the 
military build-up in the Persian Gulf, and the hostile approach to national aspirations 
and cultural sensitivities of the Muslim people, are not part of the Western crusade for 
the cause of humanity. Rather, they have depicted these moves as the continuation of 
Western push to dominate the economically and strategically important Islamic lands. 
They have been particularly quick to note the U.S. intolerance of all the States that it 
considers undesirable, emphasising that the U.S. hostile approach is not limited to the 
Muslim countries, and is extended to others, such as Cuba and North Korea. 

By the same token, it is not difficult for the United States to accuse Iran for its 
ignorance of human rights and civil liberties. But to make its accusations stick, the 
U.S. needs to make the Iranian people understand that America is really concerned 
about their liberties, and not merely about its own economic and strategic interests. It 
is equally important for the Iranian government to make the average American 
understand that the militancy of Iran is motivated by a search for legitimate rights of a 
people with a variant cultural tradition. In this regard contributions of the analysts of 
the Iranian Revolution becomes vital in clearing the atmosphere of blind hostility by 
pinpointing the real issues of conflict between Iran and the United States. 

For example, on the issue of historical roots of the hostility between Iran and 
the United States, one has to agree with Nikki Keddie, who demonstrated the lack of 
historical rationale behind American hostility toward Iran. Considering numerous 
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instances of American involvement in betraying the legitimate humanistic and 
democratic aspirations of the Iranian people, she has argued that the hostile behaviour 
of Iranians toward the United States, which has been expressed emphatically since the 
Islamic Revolution, has not been "irrational" even when violent.1 Referring to 
instances, such as the 1953 coup d'etat, which was conducted by the CIA to 
overthrow the legitimate and democratic government of Dr. Muhammad Mossadeq, 
she has even tried to establish a rationale for the militant posture of Iran with respect 
to the United States. By contrast, she argues that there had been almost no historical 
instance of Iranian hostility toward the U.S. prior to clear American moves against 
Iran's national and cultural interests. She thus concludes that it is the American 
hostility against Iran that is "irrational" by the virtue of the fact that it lacks any 
substantial historical precedent, and that it is heavily burdened by the cold war 
mentality and lack of understanding.2 

It can thus be argued that while there is a push by the Islamic regime in Iran to 
suppress difference in search for national uniformity, as Fischer and Abbedi have 
suggested in their Debating Muslims; there could also be an argument for the 
intolerance on the part of the United States for difference at the international level. 
The quest for difference in Iran, as elsewhere in the world, is expressed in various 
forms of cultural, social and political demands for recognition and has already given 
rise to important dissent movements. The quest for difference on the part of Iran as a 
national entity though is expressed in the form of challenge to existing arrangement of 
global power relations. In fact, a large part of the propaganda, launched by the Islamic 
Republic in order to justify its intolerance for domestic dissent, is fuelled by the 
intransigence of the United States against this "international renegade". The same 
could be said about the accusations of terrorism; it is only fair when people say out of 
common sense: "one's terrorist is another's freedom fighter". 

The Structure of the Chapters 

This work is presented in eight chapters, an introduction and an epilogue. In 
Chapter 1, I shall deal with the analytical writings of political and scholarly nature, 
which have striven to shed light on various aspects of this revolution and its 
consequences. In this chapter, I shall emphasise the relative lack of attention in most 
of these works to the fundamental role of the modern interpretations of cultural 
significations - symbols, narratives and rituals - in precipitating the Islamic 
Revolution. 

In Chapter 2, I shall discuss the hermeneutical theory of imagination with the 
view to demonstrate the role of imaginative interpretations of past traditions: 
collective myths, histories, and religious and poetic narratives in creating models for 
building future. In this chapter, I shall review the traditions of hermeneutics, relying 
mainly on the work of Paul Ricoeur, in order to discuss the construction of ideologies 
and Utopias as imaginary models based on past memories. In this context, it will 
become clear how revolutionary actors in Iran made collective sense of their situation, 
validated their position and became motivated to take political action. 

1 Keddie, N.R. "Iranian Imbroglios: Who's Irrational", Historical Abstracts, World Policy Journal, 1987-88(1)-
29-54 
2 Ibid, pp. 29-54 
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In Chapter 3, I shall further elaborate on the concept of imaginary by making 
reference to the tradition of psychoanalysis, relying mainly on the work Cornelius 
Castoriadis, in order to demonstrate the role of the psychic energies in social and 
political action. It will be argued that the politico-cultural functions of the imaginary 
could also be connected to the operations of the psyche as a generic human faculty. 

In Chapter 4,1 shall portray the Islamic Revolution as a moment in the global 
post-modern condition. I shall particularly focus on Alain Touraine's Critique of 
Modernity in order to discuss the gradual formation of an Islamic revolutionary 
discourse as a form of modern critical ideology" out of innovative interpretations of 
selective politico-theological doctrines of Shi 'i Islam. 

In Chapter 5,1 shall present a historical review of the development of the Shi'i 
political ideology from a sectarian religious movement to the status of a national 
political ideology in the early twentieth century. In this chapter, I shall particularly 
discuss the significance of rationalisation of religion and the transformation of Shi 'i 
Islam from a sectarian faith to the level of national political ideology. 

In Chapter 6, this historical review will continue to cover the politico-religious 
developments on social and intellectual level from the rise of the modern State until 
the rise of the revolutionary power of Islam in Iran. In this chapter particular attention 
will be given to modernisation of Iran by the Pahlavi dynasty and the unexpected 
eruption of the Islamic Revolution. 

In Chapter 7, I shall discuss the process of the construction of the ideology of 
the Islamic Revolution and the Utopia of Islamic Government through creative 
adaptation of the Islamic political traditions contained in religious and literary texts. 
In this chapter, it will be argued that the political success of the Islamic revolutionary 
discourse was due to its ability to address the two most important crises of the modern 
Iran, namely the crisis of cultural identity and the crisis of political economy. 

In Chapter 8, I shall analyse the post-revolution and particularly the post-
Khomeini political discourses, which are currently playing a significant role in 
mapping the future political, social and cultural development of Iran. In this chapter, I 
shall emphasise the dynamism of these discourses in providing ever-new 
interpretations of the Iranian/Islamic traditions in order to push the boundaries of 
politics beyond the limitations of a mere theocratic understanding of politics. 

And finally, the Epilogue will re-emphasise the importance of a hermeneutic 
understanding of politico-religious developments in Iran. This understanding will 
portray the new developments in Iran not simply along the pessimistic accounts of 
their critics, but in terms of their promise to instigate the much needed cultural 
transformation, which would hopefully return this great nation to a confident and 
proud position among the community of nations. 
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C h a p t e r One 

The Discourses of Revolution 

Introduction 

In this chapter, I shall discuss the discourses of power, which have played a 
role in the creation and explanation of the Iranian-Islamic Revolution of 1979 and its 
political outcome, the Islamic Republic of Iran, with the view of laying the ground for 
my own understanding of these phenomena. These discourses consist of the 
ideological, literary, academic and religious texts, as well as narratives and speeches 
that created the environment conducive to the revolution, or have tried to understand 
the nature of this revolution and its political outcomes. I refer to these discourses as 
discourses of power due to their concern with the reproduction, resistance to or 
legitimation of the relations of power in the context of the interaction of religion and 
politics in Iran. 

In discussing these discourses, I shall particularly try to show how they have 
dealt with the role of interpretations of religious, historical and literary narratives, and 
other symbolic structures of the Iranian-Islamic culture in the revolution. Some of 
these discourses have dealt with issues pertaining to culture, collective imagination, 
narratives and symbolic structures by not considering them worthy of serious 
attention. Some have given these issues marginal value and, instead, have emphasised 
the role of socio-economic factors as the dominant force in instigating the revolution 
and drawing the path of its future development. Only a few have seriously studied the 
significance of existing patterns of political culture, found in the religious and non-
religious traditions, in motivating the revolution and shaping the post-revolution 
political and social institutions. In my reading of these discourses, I shall engage in a 
critical dialogue with them, and thereby express my own views on the issues under 
discussion. 

In a simple categorisation of these discourses of power, one may see two broad 
types: one based on basically politico-economic and socio-economic criteria, 
including various types of class analysis, which pay little attention to the fundamental 
role of culture in politics. The other is based on various forms of cultural analysis, 
which range from those with a generalist view of culture to those advocating the 
significance of cultural specificity. 

However, this simple categorisation may not be able to reflect all the intricate 
aspects of the discourses of the Iranian Revolution. This is the case because there are 
important writings, which belong to one category but contain important elements of 
the other. These discourses contain various doctrinal, theoretical, political and cultural 
arguments ranging from religious doctrines, fictional and poetic writings, ideological 
and political analysis, to cultural, social and psychological theories, dealing with 
notions of class analysis, religious legitimacy, collective conscience, psychoanalysis 
of the political leaders, etc. In all these approaches, however, there has been a degree 
of emphasis, positive and negative, on the role of culture and religion in politics. 
Therefore, it would be appropriate to use a more detailed categorisation, which may 
reflect more fully the empirical variety of the perspectives in which the revolution has 
been viewed. 
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The literature on the Iranian-Islamic Revolution may thus be categorised not 
only on the basis of the type of their analysis of the revolution, but also on the basis of 
their acceptance, rejection and neutrality toward the revolution. In other words, one 
should take account in this categorisation of the positioning of each category with 
respect to the revolution and its institutional consequences. According to this 
categorisation then, one can identify both types of cultural and politico-economic 
analyses in the different categories. Thus, with a certain simplification of reality, I 
shall consider the following categories of writings on the Islamic Revolution for 
discussion: 1) the discourse of secular intellectuals; 2) the conservative discourse; 3) 
the religious modernist discourse; and 4) the secular academic discourse. The main 
concern here is to emphasise the importance of religious significations and cultural 
symbolism in making the revolutionary action meaningful for its participants without 
failing to appreciate the equally important role of the politico-economic and socio
economic conditions within which these meanings could be conceived. 

The Discourse of Secular Intellectuals 

The discourse of Iranian secular intellectuals can be broadly divided into two 
ideological categories of liberalism and socialism. The Western political discourse in 
both liberal and socialist formulations had penetrated deeply into the course of the 
development of political thought in Iran since the early twentieth century. The 
modernist Western literature had also a lasting influence on the development of 
modern literary and poetic styles in Iran. A main concern of modern secular 
intellectuals in Iran was their concern with the political, economic and cultural 
encounter of Iran with Western modernity. The reaction of the early Iranian secular 
intelligentsia to the West was twofold. Those, such as Malkam Khan, Taliboff, 
Akhundzadeh and Taqi-zadeh had been fascinated by the Western modernity, and 
advocated a wholesale imitation of the West in the modernisation of Iran as the way to 
historical progress. These views found advocates mainly among the political elite, 
intellectuals and technocrats, and had a strong influence on the constitutional 
revolutionary movement of the early twentieth century and the subsequent rise of the 
Pahlavi regime. Others, such as Mirza Aqa Khan Kermani and Ahmad Kasravi, 
however, were alarmed by the wholesale imitation of the West and advocated a more 
critical appropriation of the Western ways. As such, this second approach exercised a 
more enduring influence on the following generations of revolutionary secular 
intellectuals. Both of these reactions, however, shared in their fascination with the 
Western ideology of modernity and their pessimism about the progressive potentials 
of the Iranian religious culture. 

From the mid-twentieth century, intellectual politicisation was marked 
predominantly by the socialist ideology at the expense of liberal ideology. The 
identification of the Pahlavi regime with the liberal democracies of the West, 
particularly since the 1950s, and the political acquiescence of the liberal intellectuals' 
shifted the intellectual expression of political dissent mainly to the side of the socialist 
ideology. After the 1953 coup, liberal intellectual activities became limited to a 
mainly apolitical group of literati, and many authors, poets, dramatists and filmmakers 
secured successful careers in the 1960s and 1970s. 

As Mehrzad Boroujerdi has suggested in his work on modern Iranian 
intellectuals, the apolitical literati consisted of modernist and traditionalist 
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tendencies.' Whereas, the modernist intellectuals with liberal apolitical tendencies 
expressed in their work a pessimistic view of the existing social order and offered 
mild criticisms of the political situation, the traditionalist literati "became very much 
involved with the officially sanctioned culture of the time."2 Some of the members of 
the later group also pursued academic, cultural and loyalist political careers, and 
received financial and political support from the government. But the core of political 
activism of the secular intellectuals inside Iran, as I noted, was identified with 
socialism. 

The discourse of the left includes the literature, which has distinguished an 
ideal type of revolution and evaluate the Iranian Revolution on the basis on its 
conformity or non-conformity with that ideal type. According to the leftist writings, 
which have been prevalent among the Marxist revolutionary groups since the early 
twentieth century, a true revolution was defined on the basis of the Marxist typology: 
bourgeois, bourgeois-democratic and socialist. Writings, speeches and memories of 
Marxist revolutionary figures such as Heidar Amughlu, Taqi Erani, Ehsan Tabari, 
Amir-Parviz Pouyan, Hamid Ashraf, Bijan Jazani, and Mas'oud Ahamad Zadeh in the 
period between the 1920s to the 1980s are typical of various ideological 
understandings of Marxist revolutionary theory in Iran. These writings along with 
political treatises, pamphlets and translations of the writings of Russian, German, 
French, Chinese and Vietnamese Marxist revolutionaries comprised the bulk of the 
leftist revolutionary discourse in Iran. They reflected the views of the political 
organisations, such as the Communist Party of Iran, the Tudeh Party (Party of the 
Masses), Fada 'iyan-e Khalq (the Devotees of the Masses), Paykar dar Rah-e Tabaqe-
ye Kar gar (Struggle in the Path of the Working Class), Rah-e Kargar (the Path of the 
Working Class), etc, which were involved in the political activity against the Pahlavi 
regime. 

The Tudeh Party and the liberating image of the Soviet style socialism 
exercised an important influence in the politicisation of intellectuals in the 1940s and 
1950s. The Tudeh (Mass) Party was officially founded in 1941 by a group of Marxist 
intellectuals who had survived the suppression of Marxism by Reza Shah. It introduced 
itself as the heir of Taqi Erani who had spread the Marxist-Leninist revolutionary 
ideology in Iran under Reza Shah, and had paid for it with his life. The journal Donya, 
which had been founded by Erani, became the main vehicle for the propagation of the 
political and theoretical ideas of the central committee of the Tudeh Party. 

The Tudeh Party saw itself also as the heir of the Communist Party of Iran, 
which had been founded in the early part of the twentieth century by Heidar Amughlu in 
Azarbaijan, and which had been mainly concerned with the cessation of the northern 
provinces and forming a republic on the Soviet model. The Tudeh Party announced that 
it was the new party of the working class with a patriotic mission to maintain the 

' Boroujerdi, M. Iranian Intellectuals and the West: The Tormented Triumph of Nativism, Syracuse University 
Press, New York, 1996, p. 44. The modernist literati like Hushang Golshiri, Shahrokh Meskub, Ebrahim Golestan, 
Nader Naderpur, Yadollah Ro'yai and Sohrab Sepehri were influenced by the Western writers like "Edgar Allan 
Poe, Samuel Becket, William Faulkner, Eugene Ionesco, James Joyce, Franz Kafka and John Steinbeck. There 
were also filmmakers, like Mas'oud Kimiai'i, Dariush Mehrjou'i and Ali Hatami, who brought modernist artistic 
genres to Iranian cinema. Some other modernist literati, like Muhammad-Ali Jamalzadeh, Sadeq Hedayat and 
Sadeq Chubak, had already left Iran and pursued their literary and artistic activities in the European countries. The 
traditionalist literati, on the other hand, consisted mainly of the older generation of "Persian classicists" like Sadeq 
Razazadeh Shafaq, Badi'ozzaman Foruzanfar, Jalaloddin Homa'i, Mojtaba Minovi, Parviz Natel-Khanlari, Sa'id 
Nafisi and Zanihollah Safa. 
2 Ibid, p. 44 
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integrity of Iran and offer freedom and justice to the masses. It advocated democracy, 
national independence, State support for the national economy, and social justice for the 
lower classes in the context of a revolutionary internationalism. For the Tudeh Party, 
Marxism-Leninism of the Soviet style was the ideology of an international revolution 
against the U.S. imperialism and its allies. Therefore, the interests of the Party were, 
from the beginning, connected with the interests of the Soviet Union and opposed to the 
American interests in Iran. 

In contrast to the leadership of the original Communist Party who had been 
predominantly of Azari ethnic background, the leaders of the Tudeh Party were mainly 
Persian (Farsi) speaking intellectuals and did not favour disintegration of Iran along 
ethic lines. The Tudeh Party was thus founded on a platform, which defended "the 
urgent economic, social and political interests of the working class and other toilers of 
Iran".' It advocated the spread of what it called "scientific socialism" in order to analyse 
"the acute social problems" of Iran and to "enlighten the minds" of the people. It 
pledged to "remain faithful to the principles of Marxism-Leninism" and to "creatively 
adapt" these principles to the specific condition of Iran.2 

The leftist literati used literature to create a radical political consciousness in 
the people. They were deeply influenced by the European so-called social- realism 
and translated many of such works into Persian.3 Under the influence of the bipolar 
division of the world, and based on the success of the Anti-Western and particularly 
anti-American rhetorical and ideological campaign of the Soviet-sponsored Tudeh 
Party, the discourse of the left acquired an anti-West and particularly an anti-
American bent since the 1940s. This anti-American sentiment became stronger after 
the 1953 coup, sponsored by the United States, against the nationalist government of 
Mossadeq. The anti-Westernism of the leftist discourse was mainly concerned with 
the notion of American imperialism and the international Marxist-Leninist ideological 
and political campaign against Western imperialism. 

Literary and artistic expressions of the leftist Iranian intellectuals gradually 
acquired a strong measure of political protest in the guise of a well-developed 
metaphoric and poetic language. With the suppression of the Tudeh Party in the 1950s 
and the allegations of treachery and revisionism that bemoaned this Party ever since, 
and with the rise of Stalinism in the Soviet Union, new radical leftist tendencies took 
shape in the 1960s and 1970s. As such, a new concept of literature emerged, which 
advocated what it called adabiyyat-e mota 'ahhed (committed literature), and would be 
responsible for expressing the voice of the lower classes.4 As Boroujerdi has 
suggested, the advocates of adabiyyat-e mota 'ahhed criticised the apolitical literati as 
"government puppets, alienated from the masses, superficial, absurdists, escapists, 
nihilist, decadent, imported, artificial, lifeless, and unethical", representing their own 
work as "attentive, loyal, dutiful, ethical, and authentic."5 

' DONYA: The Political and Theoretical Organ of the Central Committee of the Tudeh Party of Iran, No. 1, 1985, 
pp. 5-6 
2 Ibid, p. 19 
3 Authors like Bozarg Alavi and Mahmud E'temadzadeh (Behazin) and others adopted the style of social realism 
in their own work, or translated the works of Anton Chekhov, Ivan Turgenev, Roman Rolland, Maxime Gorky, 
Bertolt Brecht and other into Presian. 
4 The works of famous authors like Samad Behrangi, Sa'id Sultanpur, Khosrow Golesorkhi, Ahmad Shamlu, 
Mehdi Akhavan-Sales, Golam-Hussein Sa'edi, Reza Barahani, Ehsan Tabari, Fereydun Tonekaboni and Ali-
Ashraf Darvishian, although differed in their political allegiances, belonged to the category of the politically 
conscious and socially responsible leftist literature. 
5 Boroujerdi, M. 1996, p. 43 
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Almost all of the main leftist groups agreed that a revolution was in the destiny 
of the Iranian society. Also, they largely shared the view that such a revolution could 
not take a bourgeois course, which they attributed to the English Revolution, the 
American Revolution, the French Revolution and the European Revolutions of the 
nineteenth century. Only a few groups understood the Iranian Revolution on a 
socialist model, as they understood the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917. Most of the 
main groups though saw the Iranian Revolution as a bourgeois-democratic revolution. 
The variation in the approaches to revolutionary theory, reflected in the writings of 
these latter groups, was due mainly to the disputes over the question: which type of 
bourgeois-democratic course would the Iranian Revolution take? These disputes 
ultimately determined the positions of the leftist groupings with respect to the 
revolution, and led to numerous instances of splitting within these groups. One of the 
most important of these splits was one that occurred in the Tudeh Party in the 
aftermath of the 1953 coup d'etat, which restored the Shah to power and led to the 
sever crackdown on the Party. 

The split in the Tudeh Party had to do mainly with the alleged treachery of the 
Party under Mossadeq, its submissiveness to the Soviet Union and its lack of 
revolutionary enthusiasm after the coup d'etat. The Party was also accused by its critics 
of reformism and revisionism as a result of the influence of revisionist views of the 
Soviet ideologues on the Party leadership. Various splinter groups branched off from the 
ranks of the Tudeh Party, but the most consequential one was the Fada 'iyan-e Khalq. 
The Tudeh Party took a rather conservative view of revolution in Iran, arguing that the 
modernising policies of the Shah must be allowed to progress in order for Iran to 
transform from and feudal agrarian society into an industrial capitalist society. Only 
then, according to the Party, would it be possible to initiate a bourgeois-democratic 
revolution in Iran. Meanwhile, the Party announced that it would continue its struggle 
on behalf of the working class through trade union activities and advocating the 
economic rights of the workers within the framework of capitalist growth, deferring 
political socialist demands. 

Some of the leftist intellectuals, dismayed with the Tudeh Party and the Soviet 
Union, joined the burgeoning radical guerrilla movement in the 1960s and 1970s. The 
writings of these intellectuals consisted mainly of the adaptation of the political 
theories and polemics of the Marxist revolutionaries like Ernesto Guevara, Mao 
Zedong and Regis Debray.1 Their decision to initiate a guerrilla warfare against the 
Shah's dictatorship was also inspired by the contemporary Algerian, Palestinian, 
Cuban and Vietnamese liberation movements. The guerrilla group Fada'iyan-e Khalq 
(Devotees of the People) was founded in 1971 and launched a rural guerrilla warfare 
in the northern provinces of Gilan and Mazandaran. But their aim to mobilise the 
peasants under their leadership against the regime remained unfulfilled. Their quest 
for a peasant uprising did not go much further than an attack on a gendarmerie post in 
the village of Siyahkal in the northern forests, which did not instigate any local 
support, and came to a brutal halt after a military offensive by the Shah's armed 
forces. Some of the guerrillas were killed and a number were hunted down and 
arrested, ironically with the help of some of the local peasants. 

' Iranian Marxist intellectuals like Bijan Jazani, Mas'oud Ahmadzadeh, Hamid Ahraf and Amir-Parviz Pouyan 
belonged to the group of revolutionary activists who combined Marxist theory and revolutionary activism to 
launch a heroic armed struggle on behalf of the "oppressed Iranian nation" against the Shah's "military 
dictatorship'', in the hope that their heroism and sacrifice would "reawaken" the nation. 
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Although the Fada'iyan were unsuccessful in inspiring a peasant uprising, 
which they later attributed to their wrong assessment of Iran's economic formation, 
they were successful to gain a relatively strong measure of support among university 
students.1 Fada'iyan, therefore, turned to urban guerrilla warfare recruiting members 
and supporters from the ranks of urban youth, particularly university students. Leftist 
activists also expanded their activities beyond Iran. They created effective networks 
and associations outside Iran, particularly in Europe and the United States among the 
rapidly growing population of Iranian students in Western universities.2 They thus 
initiated a successful political campaign, which rallied the Western public opinion 
against the Shah's dictatorship, "publicised the plight of Iranian political prisoners, 
broadcast radio messages to Iran, published a variety of newspapers, translated books 
and articles, and reprinted many of the books outlawed in Iran."3 Guerrilla 
organisations also established contacts with revolutionary organisations and 
sympathising governments around the world. 

For all their success in attracting supporters among young intellectuals and 
students and moulding a revolutionary consciousness among their supporters, the 
militant intellectuals of the left remained disconnected from the masses. In fact, the 
requirements of secrecy and underground activity, the usage of a language 
overburdened with theoretical Marxist analysis, and particularly the lack of 
connection with cultural and religious aspirations of the ordinary people, did not allow 
the leftist intellectuals to establish meaningful ties with the ordinary people. Also, the 
militant intellectuals of the left suffered from constant persecution and bore the brunt 
of the repressive policies of the Pahlavi regime. 

The leftist intellectuals actively supported the revolution of 1979 in the hope 
that it would help materialise their socialist dreams of equality and justice; but with 
the establishment of the Islamic Republic, they found themselves under a new regime 
of repression and persecution. Many of the leftist intellectuals and activists had lost 
their lives in combat against the Shah, had been imprisoned and tortured, or had gone 
into exile. Many more suffered the same fate under the Islamic regime. 

The revolution that actually occurred in 1979 bore no relation to the prescribed 
versions of the revolution the leftists had in mind, and thus did not have an immediate 
impact on their views of a true revolution. There were only a few references in the 
writings of the leftists to the role of culture and religion as a substantial and lasting 
political influence on the revolution. What mattered to them now was how to bring the 
revolution of the people, which had been pushed off its true course by the 
"opportunist" religious forces, back into the right track. 

Nonetheless, the realities of the revolution, especially its undeniable religious 
expression and the popular acceptance of Ayatollah Khomeini as its leader, caused 
serious organisational and tactical changes and splits in the leftist groups. The 
political disputes between the various Marxist groups gave rise to an intense 

' In their theoretical pamphlets, the Fada'iyan theorists initially assessed Iran's economic system as a semi-feudal 
structure, which demanded a peasant revolution on the model of China, Vietnam and Cuba. Later they revised 
their theory and assessed Iran as a capitalist society, and turned to urban guerrilla warfare. 
2 As Boroujerdi has noted, the umbrella organisation called the Confederation of Iranian Students, which had 
accommodated the supporters of various and sometimes opposing secular groups such as Tudeh Party, National 
Front and leftist guerrilla organisations, became "'instrumental in politicising a great number of the new arriving 
students" in the Western countries. This organisation also raised money to support the struggle against the Shah's 
regime inside Iran, and established ties with revolutionary organisations and sympathising governments around 
the world. 
3 Boroujerdi, M. p. 39 
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polemical discourse, which was the stuff of the writings of these groups before and 
after the victory of the revolution. These writings appeared in various leftist 
publications such as Kar (Labour), Kargar, (Labourer) Zahmatkeshan (Toilers), 
Mardom (People), Haqiqat (Truth), Donia (the World), etc. 

Deeply impressed by a secular concept of revolution, the leftist theoreticians 
could not admit that a revolution could be deeply religious, and yet remain true. They 
idealised revolution, but only one that complied with the teleology of a Marxist 
model. They saw the presence of religion as a stain on the purity of the revolution, not 
as its prime mover. Nothing was more appalling to the leftists than the idea of a 
"religious-reactionary revolution" after the investment of so much effort, energy and 
yearning to create a "progressive revolution". For them, a true revolution would end 
not only "political despotism" but also "religious ignorance". Naturally, they even 
refused to use to the Islamic prefix, which had justifiably become the routine way of 
identifying the Iranian Revolution. 

As Roy Mottahedeh has suggested, the leftist intellectuals were bewildered by 
the enigma of the Islamic Revolution. "The earth had moved, and when it settled again it 
seemed that- however ingeniously they sought to prove that the masses had been deceived-
the masses had acquiesced in the leadership of the new elite in place of the old elite."! One 
of the important texts that may well clarify the leftist understanding of revolution in 
Iran are Bij an Jazani's Capitalism and Revolution in Iran, and A Thirty-Year History 
of Iran. Also important are the publications of the Tudeh Party, especially their 
journal Donia. 

Jazani's texts are interesting because they contain a rare attempt to address the 
issue of the role of the Islamic culture and the radical Shi 'i ulama (clergy) in politics. 
Jazani referred to the radical ulama, even when acknowledging their political 
activism, as "popular leaders by default".2 He considered the bulk of the ulama as 
"representatives of feudalism and compradore bourgeoisie", but he acknowledged 
that, as "an important part of the cultural and political hierarchy", they had "a special 
position" in the Iranian society.3 But ultimately, he submitted to the conventional 
leftist assumption that the ulama would be playing "a far less important role" in the 
nascent "compradore bourgeois culture" than the declining "feudal culture". 4 Writing 
in the 1960s and 1970s, and killed shortly before the revolution, Jazani would be 
surprised to see the drastic increase of the social and political importance of the clergy 
in the very decline of feudalism. Since the victory of the revolution, the clergy in 
power, in fact, has become the agent of the destruction of the vestiges of feudalism in 
Iran. 

In a classical leftist view, Jazani described the political popularity of the 
religious leaders among the working class and the peasants as "a cover for the 
expression of class sentiments against the regime". He considered Ayatollah Khomeini 
and his followers as an exceptional group among the otherwise feudalist ulama, who 
had become part of the "vanguard forces" of the "national and petty bourgeoisie".5 

Jazani expected though that the clergy, as an interest group, would eventually side 
with the regime against the would-be bourgeois-democratic revolution, and that the 

1 Mottahedeh, R. The Mantle of the Prophet, Pantheon, USA., 1985, p. 384 
2 Jazani, B. Capitalism and Revolution in Iran: Selected Writings of Bijan Jazani, trans. Zed Press London, 1980, 
p.62 
3 Ibid, pp. 62-63 
4 Ibid, p. 63 
5 Ibid, p. 64 
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small revolutionary group within them would come under the leadership of the secular 
revolutionary forces.1 

To be sure, Jazani noted the revival of religious ideology among "the petty-
bourgeois intellectuals", and predicted correctly that the role of "modernised religious 
tendencies" in the future political developments would be greater than in the past.2 

But, like most of his contemporaries, he underestimated the role of the clerical 
establishment in a future revolution. Ervand Abrahamian has offered a more 
sophisticated, but basically similar, analysis of the revolution in recent years. I shall 
discuss the work of Abrahamian later in this chapter. 

Factional infighting eventually resulted in a major split in the ranks of the 
radical left in the 1980s. This split occurred in the Fada'iyan-e Khalq itself and, 
following the Bolshevic-Menshevic model, divided this group first into majority and 
minority factions, and later into two separate organisations. The majority faction, 
Aksariyyat moved closer to the Tudeh Party and took a more conservative approach to 
the definition of a bourgeois-democratic revolution. Politico-economically speaking, 
this approach gave more weight to the development of national bourgeoisie in Iran 
prior to proposing any demands for radical socialist change in the interest of the 
proletariat. This approach relied too much on the model of "non-capitalist growth" put 
forward mainly by the official Soviet ideologues. The Soviet version of Marxism 
since Brezhnev had prescribed the petty-bourgeoisie as the main force of revolution in 
the Third World, and proposed a model of development for Iran similar to that of Iraq, 
Syria, or other countries whose regimes were anti-Marxist in expression, but allies of 
the Soviet Union nonetheless. 

This version of Marxism proposed that any project of revolution in Iran should 
be engaged in the Cold War hostility between the superpowers of the East and West in 
support of the Soviet camp. It thus addressed the domestic issues from this 
international perspective. The political groups like Tudeh and Fada 'iyan (majority) 
were guided by an emphasis on the strategic importance of an anti-American (anti-
imperialist) position, which demanded support for what was called "the really existing 
socialism". 

The minority faction, Aqalliyyat, belonged to the camp of various radical 
Marxist groups, which were mainly anti-Soviet and advocated radical measures in the 
interest of the proletariat. Their version of the revolution was associated with 
advocacy of a leading role for the socialist and Marxist forces in the revolution and in 
the government that should emerge from it. Their anti-Sovietism was fed mainly by 
the attachment to alternative "really existing" socialist, democratic or people's 
republics, such as China, Cuba, Yugoslavia, Albania, etc. Their theoretical models 
were mainly constructed on various interpretations of the Maoist version of the theory 
of "Three Worlds" and the thesis of "social-imperialism". 

In this theoretical view, the United States and the Soviet Union were both 
considered imperialist forces comprising the first two worlds, which were trying to 
divide the Third World between them. According to the thesis of "social-
imperialism", the Soviet Union was seen as even more dangerous for the Third World 
than the "U.S. imperialism", in that the Soviet Union was an emerging superpower, 
whereas the United States was a superpower in decline. In this, reference was made to 
Mao Tse Tung, who had called the United States a "paper tiger" and the Soviet Union 

1 Ibid, p. 65 
2 Ibid, p. 139 
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a "bear with atomic teeth". As I mentioned earlier, the militancy of these groups, 
which largely advocated armed struggle as the only means of a true revolution, was 
justified by references to radical Marxist writers such as Regis Debray and Che 
Guevara, who had philosophised and theorised guerrilla warfare, 

The Conservative Discourse 

What I have called the conservative discourse belongs mainly to the camp of 
secular Iranian nationalists with monarchist tendency. The nationalist-monarchists had 
resented the idea of Islamic politics since the Reza Shah period (1925-1941), and 
offered their own ideology of revolution, nation and State. Since the fall of monarchy, 
the monarchist ideologues have been attacking the Islamic Revolution and the Islamic 
Republic from a mainly cultural standpoint. But the conservative discourse also 
includes the discourse of the traditionalist ulama like the grand Ayatollahs Seyyed 
Kazem Shariatmadari, who rejected the politicisation of religion. The ideology of 
modernisation, which began to shape under Reza Shah was based on the basis if a 
chauvinist understanding of nation. It was the inspiration of building a modern State 
in Iran, and initiated a systematic attack on the religious institutions and tribal 
structures of the Iranian society. Modern schooling and legal system were established 
at the expense of the Shi'i religious establishment, a standing army was created, which 
routed the tribal Khans and warlords, and a railway system and a network of roads 
connected the nation. Under his secular nationalist agenda, Reza Shah also created a 
modern bureaucracy and established new industries. 

Reza Shah's programme of modernisation reached new heights under his 
successor, Muhammad-Reza Shah (1971-1979). The Shah turned this ideology into an 
ideology of return to the glorious past. Under this ideology, he forged a revolution, 
which he called the White Revolution, and was a blueprint of rapid modernisation of 
Iran. Under the White Revolution, the Shah launched a land reform program, and used 
the hugely increased oil income to finance a programme of rapid industrialisation and 
infra-structural building. He also created a modern military force equipped with 
advanced weaponry, and dedicated to the monarchist ideology. But more than 
anything, the Shah tried to end the institutional and cultural influence of the Shi 'i 
establishment on the Iranian society. In debt to the United States for helping him to 
crush the oil nationalisation movement in the early 1950s, he also forged a close 
economic, political and military alliance with the U.S. 

The texts of the nationalists, particularly those of monarchists, have been 
basically hostile to the idea of any revolution that would run against the Persian pre-
Islamic glory, which the conservative nationalists consider as part and parcel of 
modern Iranian national identity. They have also been deeply hostile to any serious 
influence of Islam on State politics. They have occasionally advocated the idea of 
revolution, but only when it legitimised the spirit of secular nationalism in association 
with the ancient Persian Empire and the heritage of pre-Islamic mythological and 
historical kingdoms. These writings are full of references to and interpretations of 
ancient history, myths and fables. Meta-historical figures, such as Cyrus and Darius -
the great ancient kings - and the mythical characters such as Fereydoun and Kaveh -
popularised in traditional epic literature - are frequently used by the conservative 
nationalist discourse to reconnect people with an all but forgotten past. 
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According to Mottahedeh, Iranian nationalist intellectuals, in praise of the pre-
Islamic past, felt a sense of emotional connection with Persian ancient mythology, 
which offered an image of Iran fascinated with heroes such as Cyrus, the Great, and 
not with Imam Hussein, the martyr.' Many of the writings published as part of the 
nationalist and monarchist propaganda against the Islamic regime have tried to 
question the rationality and cultural relevance of Islamic symbolism as against the 
pre-Islamic religious and cultural symbolism.2 

As I mentioned earlier, a conservative view of revolution is not limited to the 
writings of political conservatives in the secular nationalist camp; ironically, the 
teachings of some conservative religious leaders have also supported monarchy and 
opposed both the idea of revolution and the direct involvement of religion in politics. 
They have, in fact, understood the concept of revolution in the Aristotelian sense of 
sedition, which would lead to chaos and disorder; and as such they have referred to 
scriptural texts in order to legitimise the kingship as God's grace, which would help 
create order in society. They have seen the monarch as zellollah (the shadow of God), 
who should be obeyed as ul-al-amr (the holder of authority) as ordered by the Qur 'an. 
In grounding monarchy in the religious tradition, the conservative ulama referred to a 
dubious hadith attributed to the Prophet Mhammad. In this hadith, the prophet is 
reported as saying: "I was born during the rule of a just king", where "just king" is 
believed to refer to the Sassanian King, Anushiravan, nicknamed adel Gust).3 

The Religious Modernist Discourse 

The Islamic modernist discourse was initiated by figures like Seyyed Jamal 
Asadabadi in the early twentieth century and continued in the Muslim world through 
such figures as Muhammad Abduh in Egypt, Iqbal Lahuri in Pakistan, and Jalal-e Ale-
Ahmad, Ali Shari'ati, Morteza Motahhari and Ruhollah Khomeini in Iran. It remained 
faithful to the Islamic religious and cultural heritage, and shaped it into a political 
ideology of a religious nationalism in resistance to the colonial and post-colonial 
appearance of the West in the Orient. The Islamic modernists, nonetheless, did not 
support a wholesale rejection of the Western modernity. Rather, they advocated a 
selective appropriation of the West, rejecting its moral pitfalls, but validating its 
scientific and technological achievements. 

The discourse of religious modernism includes the works of those who 
recognise and propagate the desirability of a modern religious revolution as the only 
credible form of revolution. They include, but are not limited to, the discourse of 
those Muslim ideologues, such as Al-e Ahmad, Shari'ati, Motahhari and Khomeini, 
who shaped the notion of an Islamic Utopia and an ideology of an Islamic revolution. 

These ideologues initiated the discourse of alienation and the politics of 
identity. Ale-Ahmad popularised the notion of Ghabzadegi (Westoxication) in the 
1960s as a critique of the secular intellectuals, who were stricken by "the disease" of 
imitating every thing Western, for their neglect of the political potentials of the Shi 'i 
tradition. He turned away from Marxism to become a vocal advocate of the political 

1 Mottahedeh, R. The Mantle of the Prophet, pp. 383-384 
2 Shoja-ad-Din Shafa's texts are a case in point. For example, he has sarcastically used the title Towzih-ul-Masa 'el 
(Questions Answered)- the title of certain religious treatises- for one of his books, where he attacks the validity 
and credibility of hadith, and as such the basis of the legitimacy of the Islamic Republic. 
3 Fischer, M & Abedi, M. Debating Muslims, the University of Wisconsin Press, USA, 1990, p. 136). 
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authority of the radical Shi'i ulama whom he praised for their native roots, 
revolutionary capacity and ability to mobilise the masses against the State. Al-e 
Ahmad was also one of the precursors of the religious anti-Western discourse in Iran. 
He contributed to a nativist ideology that created the image of the West as the other in 
the Iranian political consciousness. 

Shari'ati was one of the principle contributors to the Islamic revolutionary 
ideology in the 1970s. He created the discourse of "the return to self', and enhanced 
the nativist ideology of Al-e Ahmad. Shari'ati, however, did not favour the political 
leadership of the clerics, and instead looked to a new generation of young committed 
Muslims who would embrace his ideological version of Shi'ism in creating a 
liberation movement and building Iran as a modern revolutionary nation. His theory 
of revolution combined socialist ideals with a progressive reading of the Shi'i 
symbolism. His ideology was also instrumental for enhancing the anti-Western 
discourse in Iran. 

The Shi 'i ideological anti-Westernism of the Islamic modernists, however, 
should be distinguished from the anti-Westernism of the leftist ideologues of the 
Tudeh Party and Fada'iyan-e Khalq. The religious anti-Western discourse, although it 
intersected with and was enriched by the leftist anti-Westernism, was deeply religious, 
cultural and nativist, and was primarily concerned with the collective desire for a 
native cultural identity, and involved religiously based cultural and political fantasies.1 

With the victory of the Islamic Revolution, many of the post-revolution 
religious intellectuals described the Islamic Revolution as a divinely inspired 
movement, and viewed the Islamic Republic as its legitimate political outcome, not as 
an accident to be deplored. In this sense, they too used the idea of revolution to 
legitimise the polity, but the polity they had in mind was a religious polity where 
religion would have a direct role. Quite contrary to the teachings of the conservative 
ulama, the speeches and writings of the Islamic clerical and non-clerical ideologues 
after the revolution support the direct intervention of religion in politics. They 
predominantly consider the qualified Shi 'i jurists as the true ul-al-amr whose task it is 
to implement the religious duty of amr-e be ma'rouf va nahy-e az monkar (enjoining 
good and prohibiting evil). 

From this discourse, the texts of the radical ulama like the Ayatollahs 
Khomeini, Tabataba'i, Motahhari, Azari-Qomi, Jannati, Khamene'i, Meshkini on the 
nature of Islamic Revolution and the concept of velayat-e faqih (the governance of 
the jurist) are significant. These writings categorically support the Islamic government 
as a theocratic State, with its rulings considered as divine ordinance. However, the 
writings of Khomeini, Tabataba'i and Motahhari also contain modernist tendencies, 
which have a lot in common with the ideas of both turbaned and lay religious 
modernists. 

The writings of Islamic modernists, such as Ali Shari'ati, Mehdi Bazargan, 
Mahmoud Taleqani, Hussein-AH Montazeri, Ni'matullah Salihi-Najafabadi, Abdol-
Karim Soroush, and Muhammad Mujtahid Shabestari, also belong to this category.2 

However, the Islamic modernist discourse, which has developed out of the same 
ideology that inspired the Islamic Revolution, has been increasingly shifting in the 
post-revolution era toward an oppositional standing with respect to the present 
theocratic interpretations of the Islamic State in Iran. In this category, there are also 

1 I have discussed this ideological discourse in more depth in Chapter 7. 
2 I have discussed the views of some of these Muslim intellectuals in Chapter 8. 
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writings, published mainly via newspapers and magazines by Muslim revolutionaries 
with leftist economic tendencies and modernist political and social views. 
Organisations such as the Mojahedin-e Enqelab-e Eslami (the Warriors of the Islamic 
Revolution), journals like Kiyan, and newspapers such as Salam (Greetings), advocate 
political and economic reforms in the context of modern industrial, scientific and 
technological developments in Iran, with stress on the need for pro-social justice 
policies. 

The contemporary Islamic modernists have "often mocked the traditionalist 
(sunnatï) ulama for being old fashioned (kohneparast)."] The opposition of the 
Islamic modernists to the theocratic interpretations of the Islamic State, advocated by 
the ruling Shi 'i jurists, is mainly peaceful and entails electoral, cultural, educational 
and intellectual activities. They draw on the tradition of the Shi'i revolutionary 
tradition in order to offer new interpretations of religious texts and narratives in 
opposition to official interpretations that also invoke the same tradition to support the 
views of the ruling jurists. 

In the discourse of Islamic modernism, I also include the writings of the 
former Mojahedin-e Khalq (The People's Warriors), which is now operating as The 
National Front for Resistance from the soil of the neighbouring Iraq to overthrow the 
Islamic Republic through armed struggle. For them, Shari'ati was an original source 
of inspiration. But in pursuit of violent political opposition to the Islamic Republic, 
they have increasingly shifted from aspirations for an egalitarian Islamic society to 
ambitions for political power for their own group at any cost. Out of the humanist, 
existentialist, socialist and religious discourse of Shari'ati, they have only preserved 
and accentuated his anti-clerical sentiments.2 

The Secular Academic Discourse 

The fourth category of the discourses of revolution consists of the writings of 
scholars and analysts based in the West including authors of Iranian background. 
These writings, including both class and cultural analyses, have purported to offer 
impartial and scientific explanations of the revolution. However, it is not difficult to 
demonstrate that they too have often engaged in taking political and ideological 
positions toward both the Islamic Revolution and the post-revolutionary Islamic 
government.3 

In most of these writings, the element of religious culture has been 
acknowledged as a contributing factor to the development of the revolution. But more 
often than not, such acknowledgements do not go further than admitting the 
undeniable and persistent presence of religious culture in Iranian politics as a minor 
subjective parameter, which is ultimately determined by the objective forces of 
history, economy and class structure. Only on rare occasions has attention been paid 

1 Abrahamian, E. Khomeinism, Essays on the Islamic Republic, Univesity of California Press, USA, 1993, p. 16 
2 The current writings of the Mojahedin are mainly propagated through their publication Iran-zamin 
(Iran-land), heavily burdened with military and political propaganda, and occasional rhetorical 
commentaries. Their earlier writings, however, were of significant value in generating a novel form of 
Islamic radicalism in Iran, which would connect Shari'ati's ideal of an Islamic renaissance with the 
broader struggle of the radical Muslims of the Arab lands beyond the clerical influence. 
3 Examples of analytical academic discourse on the Islamic Revolution include the works of Ervand Abrahamian, 
Michael Fischer, Said Amir Arjomand, Hamid Algar, Nikki Keddie, Shahrough Akhavi, Mansoor Moaddel, 
Mohsen Milani, Ali Banuazizi, Eric Hooglund, and many others. 
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to religious culture, or as I will call it the religious imaginary, as a constitutive force 
in the revolution. 

Here, I shall briefly review some of the academic writings on the Islamic 
Revolution before concentrating in more detail on the works of Ervand Abrahamian 
and Michael Fischer, which I consider as credible representatives of class and cultural 
analysis respectively. I should make it clear though that by focusing on these two 
writers, I am not about to deny the substantial values of other writings, many of which 
I shall use myself to further my own arguments. However, I believe that a detailed 
analysis of the work of these two authors would be sufficient as a point of departure 
for offering my own account of the Islamic Revolution and its aftermath. 

In her article "Can Revolutions Be Predicted: Can their Causes be 
understood?" Nikki Keddie has criticised the so-called Iran experts for their failure to 
predict the Iranian Revolution, proposing that there were "critical" historical incidents 
along with important structural factors, which could have been used by the analysts to 
predict the Iranian Revolution.' To support her argument, she refers, for example, to 
the American backed coup d'etat of 1953, which restored the Shah to power by 
overthrowing the national government of Muhammad Mossadeq. She also mentions 
the structural incompatibility of the autocratic style of the Pahlavi regime with rapid 
modernisation. Such events and structural factors, of course, are not unique to Iran. 
Keddie therefore introduces along these two factors, the uniquely Iranian factor, 
namely the "network" of the Shi 'i clerics (ulama) with its potential to seize political 
power.2 

Viewing the Islamic Revolution as a phase in Iranian modernisation. Mangol 
Bayat has referred to Shi 'i revolutionary ideology and the theory of velayat-e faqih 
(the government of jurist) as attempts to secure legitimacy for the Islamic Revolution 
and the Islamic government.3 Marvin Zonis has also noted the role of the Shi'i 
political ideology in providing legitimacy to clerical rule in Iran. He has rightly 
pointed to the attempt of the ruling jurists to establish the divinity of their rule by 
capitalising on "a monopolisation of the interpretation of the sacred law."4 Although 
Zonis is right about the dominance of absolutist theocratic tendencies in the Islamic 
post-revolutionary polity, he neglects the alternative forces and voices of dissent 
within the Islamic polity and society, which have grown to challenge theocratic 
tendencies. 

In an earlier article, Zonis had advocated a "psychoanalytic interpretation" of 
the Islamic Revolution in order to offer "a general theory of revolution".5 But his 
psychoanalytic approach was focused on the "personal history" and "character 
structure" of the Shah as the leader of an existing political order, and Ayatollah 

1 Keddie, N.R. "Can Revolution Be Predicted: Can Their Causes Be Understood?" Sociological Abstracts, 
Debates in Society, Culture, and Science, 1992, 1, 2, winter, 159-182 
2 Roy Mottahedeh, has tried to dispel Western monolithic views of the contemporary Islamic movements by 
exposing the divergences of political cultures within the Islamic governments due to the influences of specific 
"cultural settings". In his article "The Islamic Movement: The Case for Democratic Inclusion", he criticises the 
Muslim intellectuals who fail to recognise "individual rights" as a component of "popular sovereignty" and social 
integration. See Mottahedeh, R. "The Islamic Movement: The Case for Democratic Inclusion", Sociological 
Abstracts, Debates in Society, Culture, and Science, 1995, 4, 3, spring, 107-127. 
3 Bayat. M. "The Iranian Revolution of 1978-1979: Fundamentalist or Modern", Historical Abstracts, Middle East 
Journal Journal, 1983, 37(1): 30-42 
4 Zonis, M. "The Rule of the Clerics in the Islamic Republic of Iran", Historical Abstracts, Annals of the 
American Academy of Political and Social Sciences, 1985 (428): 85-100 
5 Zonis, M. "Iran: A Theory of Revolution from Accounts of the Revolution", Historical Abstracts, World 
Politics. 1983, 35(4): 586-606 
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Khomeini as the leader of the revolution. His attempt although illuminating in many 
aspects, neglected to pay serious attention to the autonomous role of the cultural 
imaginäries of Iranians as a community. 

Said Amir Arjomand has tried to explain the Islamic Revolution from a "post-
Weberian" perspective by using an interpretative method. In his books The Shadow of 
God and the Hidden Imam (1984) and The Turban for the Crown (1988), he explored 
the role of the Shi'i establishment since the Safavid period (1500s) on political 
developments in Iran. He thus appropriately connected social change in Iran with the 
novel interpretations of the Shi'i culture by Muslim ideologues and the role of 
traditional middle class or the bazaar. 

From a sociological perspective, Arjomand has also tried to factor in the 
impact of modernity on social and political developments in Iran. In an article 
published in 1985, he examined the weaknesses of the modern State with respect to 
the religious establishment as the main source of the strength of the revolutionary 
movement.1 However, he was too quick to attribute fascistic characteristics to the 
Iranian Revolution. Although he has acknowledged the significance of Muslim 
ideologues in dealing with problems of a modern nation-State in competition with 
secular political ideologies, he has by and large been pessimistic about the prospects 
of religious reformation and democracy in Iran. 

In a more recent article, Arjomand has reiterated the idea that the Islamic 
Revolution and the Islamic government of Iran are moving toward "the legal 
framework of a modern nation-State".2 He has thus interpreted the Islamic Revolution 
as a political revolution, which began with the politicisation of religion by Ayatollah 
Khomeini and has advanced toward "the transformation of Shi 'i Sacred Law from 
jurists' law into the law of the State."3 Referring to the political developments of 
1988-1989 as a "constitutional crisis", he has suggested that the clerical rulers 
attempted to overcome this crisis through a "legal revolution". Accordingly, this 
"legal revolution" consisted of two elements: "the radical depreciation of the 
traditional Shi 'i institution of marja 'iyyat-e taqlid (paramount religious authority of 
the source of imitation)", and the "increasing centralisation of authority in the post-
revolutionary State."4 However, in line with his pessimistic view of the future political 
developments in Iran, Arjomand predicted that the constitutional reforms of 1989 
would lead to an increase in the State autocracy. He thus underestimated the political 
potency of the serious disputes that have arisen since the demise of Ayatollah 
Khomeini over the interpretation of religious laws and the constitutional reforms, and 
have actually weakened autocratic tendencies.5 

1 Arjomand, S.A. "The Causes and Significance of the Iranian Revolution", State, Culture and Society, 1985, 1, 3, 
spring, 41-66 
2 Arjomand, S. A. "Shi'ite Jurisprudence and Constitution-Making in the Islamic Republic of Iran", Sociological 
Abstracts, American Sociological Association, 1990 
3 Ibid 
4 Ibid 
5 Another author, Mohsen Milani, has also referred to the constitutional reforms of 1989 in which the political and 
religious powers of the valayat-e faqih were differentiated. (See Milani, M. "The Transformation of the Velayat-e 
Faqih Institution: From Khomeini to Khamene'i", Historical Abstracts, Muslim World, 1992, 82(3-4): 175-190.) 
In "The Shi'i Clergy of Iran and the Conception of an Islamic State", Eric Hooglund and William Royce predicted 
that the concept of political rule of the Shi'i jurists "will not be firmly established within Shi'ism unless the 
Khomeini regime is able to establish institutions able to survive Khomeini's death." (See Hooglund, E. Royce. W. 
"The Shi'i Clergy of Iran and the Conception of an Islamic State", Sociological Abstracts, State, Culture and 
Society, 1985, 1, 3, spring, 102-117.) Sami Zubaida has correctly noted that Khomeini's theory of Islamic 
government, or velayat-e faqih, although based on traditional Shi'i doctrines, has produced modern ideological 

52 



The notion of meaning has rarely been adopted in the explanation of the 
Islamic Revolution. Gene Burns, for example, has emphasised the role of various 
"meanings" that emerged from the "ideological unity" of the people during the 
revolutionary process in Iran. Criticising the reductionist views of ideology, Burns has 
argued that the meaningful ideological unity of the revolutionary actors against the old 
regime, although it was "ambiguous" and contained multiple meanings, was crucial to 
the victory of the revolution.1 Mansoor Moaddel has also offered a new analysis of 
ideology with regard to its role in ideological movements, such as "Islamic 
modernism", "liberal nationalism" and "fundamentalism".2 According to this analysis, 
the process of "ideological production" should be traced in the debates and disputes 
between competing ideologies in the context of socio-political and socio-economic 
developments.3 

Focusing on the "factionalism" and power struggle in the post-Khomeini Iran, 
Ali Banuazizi has stressed that this factionalism is an inevitable consequence of the 
contradictions between the requirements of a modern State and the persistence of 
absolutist theocratic tendencies.4 Banuazizi is rare among the secular analysts of the 
Iranian Revolution, in expressing optimism about democratic change in Iran. For him, 

interpretations of original Shi'i doctrines, which are conducive to modern notions of "nation" and "nation-State". 
(See Zubaida, S. "The Ideological Conditions for Khomeini's Doctrine of Government", Sociological Abstracts, 
Economy and Society, 1982, 11, 2, May, 138-172.) Some analysts have added the "world-system" as a structural 
factor to other factors, such as religion, State, class structure and political processes in order to give a more 
comprehensive picture of the Islamic Revolution. Shahin Gerami, for example, has viewed the Islamic Revolution 
as a strategy against dependence of Iran on the "world-system". He has noted Iran's transformation into a 
peripheral State of the capitalist world-economy, which resulted in uneven economic development and emergence 
of revolutionary resistance. (See Gerami, S. "Religious Fundamentalism as a Response to Foreign Dependency: 
The Case of the Iranian Revolution", Conference: American Sociological Association, 1988.) Valentina M. 
Moghadam, while emphasising on the combination of modern and traditional tendencies in the Iranian Revolution, 
has noted the question of "reintegration of Iran into the world system" as a source of post-revolution power 
struggle. (See Moghadam, V. M. "Islamic Movements in the Middle East: Causes, Consequences, and Antinomies 
of Islamic Populism in Iran", Conference: International Sociological Association, 1990.) Pointing to the influence 
of the Shi'i political doctrine on the revolutionary behaviour of Iranians in 1979 in the context of bureaucratisation 
of the State and modern class stratification in Iran, Shahrough Akhavi has emphasised the exclusion of the Shi 'i 
clergy from the polity as an important contributing factor to the revolution. (See Akhavi, S. "The Ideology and 
Praxis of Shi 'ism in the Iranian Revolution", Comparative Studies in Society and History, 1983, 25, 2 April, 195-
221.) Jill D. Swenson has also paid attention to the role of the cultural symbolism in the success of the Islamic 
Revolution. (See Swenson, J. D. Martyrdom: "Mytho-cathexis and the Mobilisation of the Masses in the Iranian 
Revolution", American Psychological Association, Ethos, 1985, Sum Vol. 13 (2), 121-149.) Ali Mirsepassi-
Ashtiani has acknowledged that the rise of the clergy to power was a result of the success of Shi'ism to offer a 
viable alternative to secular politics. (See Mirsepassi-Ashtiani, "The crisis of Secular Politics and the Rise of 
Political Islam in Iran", Social Text, 1994, 38, spring, 51-84.) 

1 Burns, G. "Ideology, Culture, and Ambiguity: The Revolutionary Process in Iran", Theory and Society, 1996, 
25, 3, June, 349-388 
2 Moaddel, M. Determinants of Ideological Production: Islamic Modernism, Liberal Nationalism, and 
Fundamentalism in the Contemporary Middle East", Conference: American Sociological Association, 1994 
3 Brigid Starkey and Farideh Farhi have also emphasised cultural and ideological dimensions of the Iranian 
Revolution as key elements that cannot be reduced to economic and political factors. Starkey has warned against 
disciplinary understanding of the revolution in strictly Marxian, Weberian or Durkheimian terms. And Farhi has 
emphasised the role of ideology as an explanatory factor, along with socio-economic and socio-political factors, in 
explaining the success of the Islamic Revolution. (See Starkey, B. A. "Islam, Culture and Revolution: The Case of 
Iran". Journal of Developing Societies (Netherlands), 1990, 6(1): 87-97; and Farhi, F. "Ideology and Revolution 
in Iran", Journal of Developing Societies (Netherlands), 1990, 6(10: 98-112.) 
4 Banuazizi, A. "Iran's Revolutionary Impasse: Political Factionalism and Societal Resistance", Middle East 
Report, 1994, 24, 6(191), Nov-Dec, 2-8 
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the growing popular and intellectual resistance against the oppressive tendencies in 
the Islamic State could provide democratic possibilities.1 

A good example of writing in the tradition of cultural analysis is the work of 
Michael Fischer, particularly developed in From Religious Dispute to Revolution and 
Debating Muslims. Fischer's work represents a type of cultural analysis of the 
revolution that I find closest to my own. Fischer has paid serious attention to the role 
of the sacred texts, rituals, symbolism and doctrines of the Shi 'i faith in inspiring the 
revolution and legitimising an Islamic State. But he has paid little attention to the 
imaginative appropriation of these symbolic structures to create novel discourses of 
resistance against the new modes of domination during and after the revolution. 

I shall argue that there was no intrinsic propensity as such in the symbolic 
structures to inspire a revolution. Rather, it was the imaginative projection of such 
symbolism into the future by means of its creative adaptation to the present, which 
made revolution meaningful, desirable and urgent. In this sense, it will not be the deep 
understanding of scriptural texts and rituals that is important in shaping the future 
socio-political developments in Iran. Rather, it is important to deeply understand how 
new interpretations of the texts of tradition can offer new possibilities of being in the 
world by freeing these texts from the outmoded interpretations of the past, and by 
turning them into the vital ingredients of the future. It is in this context that modern 
interpretations of the texts of tradition offer imaginative variations that motivate 
political and social action in the context of modernity. Among those using the class 
perspective 

Ervand Abrahamian's work is significant. Following the pioneer work of the 
likes of Christopher Hill, E. G. Thompson, George Rude and Eric Hobsbawm on 
revolutions, it strives to break away from reductionist models of class analysis so 
prevalent in the analysis of Iranian modern history. Hence, I have chosen his analysis 
of the revolution, developed in his books Khomeinism and Radical Islam as a credible 
example of a rather sophisticated class analysis worthy of detailed review. 
Acknowledging the informative and profound contribution of Abrahamian to 
understanding the Iranian Revolution, I shall critically discuss his work to highlight 
his neglect of the constitutive role of the imaginary in precipitating the revolution, 
which is consistent with his intellectual background. 

Abrahamian has heavily emphasised the relevance of class interests as a 
socially motivating force in inspiring the Iranian Revolution. I shall argue that class 
interests played only a partial role in inspiring the collective (revolutionary) action. I 
suggest that class interests were significant not in their motivating role, but in their 
analytical function in illuminating the structural elements of the revolution, which 
were discernible only retrospectively. In the remaining sections of this chapter, I shall 
discuss the works of Fischer and Abrahamian. 

1 Another author, Bernard Hourcade, has pointed to the possibility of religious reformation and secularisation of 
politics in Iran. Emphasising the political ambitions of the younger generation of Muslim intellectuals as the main 
driving force of the Islamic Revolution, he has suggested that the political rise of the young "Islamic cadres" with 
respect to the traditional theologians could lead to Islamic reformation and "secularisation." (See Hourcade, B. 
"Religion, Demography, and the Third World: Islam and the Ambition of Young Iranians", Social Compass, 
1989, 36, 4, December, 469-480.) 
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From Religious Dispute to Revolution 

In his book Iran: From Religious Dispute to Revolution, which was written 
shortly after the victory of the Islamic Revolution, Michael Fischer attempted to 
examine the role of religion in contemporary cultural and political transformation of 
the Iranian society with the Islamic Revolution as his point of departure. Much of 
what Fischer raised in that work is still valid and warrants renewed attention. His was 
an effort in creating a mode of thinking in the Western analyses of the Iranian 
Revolution, which would strive to form a deeper understanding of the role of religion 
in the Iranian politics. Of particular importance are the questions that Fischer raised 
regarding the scriptural, scholastic, philosophical and literary influences of the Shi 'i 
religious heritage in shaping the consciousness and hence the political culture of 
Iranians. His work was also important in raising interesting questions about the 
possibility of a critical but creative dialogue between the Islamic and Western 
cultures. It is therefore important to highlight his still valid arguments as against the 
assumptions that are no longer relevant. 

Fischer rightly connected the understanding of modern cultural and political 
changes in Iran with the developments in the Western modernity. In his view, the 
changes in Iran should be seen in terms of "the challenge of science and technology to 
religious fundamentalism" and "the changes in social consciousness encouraged by modern 
education and a more modern class structure or division of interest groups."1 In explaining 
why such changes did not follow the model of European and American history, 
Fischer referred to the suppression of the Constitutional Revolution of the early 
twentieth century (1905-1911) and the return of autocracy as a political factor; and to 
the underdevelopment of industry as an economic factor. He considered the 
Constitutional Revolution as a bourgeois revolution that, if successful, could have 
instituted democracy in Iran and paved the path to a full-blown industrial 
development. He thus attributed the 1979 Revolution to the legacy of the aborted 
attempts at a bourgeois revolution and the preponderance of the tradition of political 
usage of religious rhetoric after the constitutional movement. 

It may be argued that religious language had more than a mere rhetorical value 
for the revolutionary actors in Iran. In both the Constitutional and Islamic 
Revolutions, the religious understanding of politics played a constitutive role, and was 
not just a disguise for or a surface expression of a bourgeois revolution. It was this 
constitutive character of religious language that determined the course as well as the 
fate of these two revolutions. I will argue that this was also the case in the oil 
nationalisation movement of the early 1950's.2 

Fischer is aware of the sophisticated role of language, particularly the 
language of modern Western philosophy, and the multiple levels of meaning in the 
rhetoric of Christian doctrines. He even attributes some of the same sophistication to 
the Islamic discourse used for teaching in the madrasas of Iran. But he asserts that the 
"tragedy" of Muslim leaders is that they are not able to defend their heritage by the 
use of "tools of linguistic analysis." Nevertheless, he acknowledges that the 
aggressiveness of the religious language in Iran was due to the fact that the religious 

1 Fischer, M. Iran: From Religious Dispute to Revolution, Harvard University Press, USA, 1980, p. vii 
2 See Chapters 5 & 6 for more detail. 
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leaders "feel themselves engaged in a life-and-death defence of the coherence, 
rationality, and integrity of a culture under siege".1 

Fischer rightly suggests that the main factor in the Iranian political 
development in the Pahlavi era (1925-1978) was the rise in the social scene of a 
literate young population, which, despite its modern education, retained "a profound 
respect for Islamic morals and tradition."2 This generation with its enthusiasm for both 
its religious culture and modern technology is thus considered as the main force of the 
Iranian Revolution of 1979. He is also right in his recognition that the popular 
religious culture and not the scholastic religion of the Shi 'i ulama was the most crucial 
factor in the development of religious revolutionary politics in Iran. 

The Constitutive Role of Language 

Fischer's reference to culture, following a historical-linguistic model, 
acknowledges the role of language and culture as the objectification of "socially 
constituted inter-subjective worlds".3 Taking his argument one step further, one may 
suggest that language and culture provide the symbols and narratives, which contain 
the collective imaginärïes and subjective experiences that, although they may not 
have been objectively validated, constitute ideologies and Utopias that inspire and 
formulate participation in social action. 

Language may thus be understood as constituting the pattern of 
communication of the agreed-on meanings of publicly available symbols and 
narratives, which at any given time form what a group or society consciously 
understands as its culture. However, different groups and societies may agree on 
different meanings, which they may read in similar symbols and narratives. This 
conflict cannot be attributed simply to an instrumental use of language for 
understanding one's culture. It is also connected to the symbolic use of the language, 
which requires interpretation. It is the conflict of these interpretations that may result, 
either in the acceptance of plural understandings, which would coexist with each 
other, or alternatively in the rejection of the other, which would lead to violent 
clashes. 

In this sense, culture and language find a fundamental autonomy in originating 
collective action, which renders them as objective forces, rather than subjective by
products of socio-economic factors. The socio-economic factors themselves are felt 
not only in terms of the social divide between the rich and the poor, but also in terms 
of the cultural divide that is created by cultural repression and political hegemony. 
The legitimation of this repression and hegemony is the proper function of ideology. 
In a given society (as well as between societies), the social, political and cultural 
divides create a gap that needs to be bridged. When the language of ideology becomes 
distorting and thus dysfunctional, violence and transgression become the modes of 
bridging this gap. But alternatively, when ideological discourse functions properly, it 
will become possible to bridge the social, political and cultural divide through 
understanding and legitimation, which is achieved through the creation of meaning. 

As Anthony Cohen has suggested, symbolic structures in themselves, like 
language, do not determine the meanings that form a particular culture; but they 

1 Fischer, M. 1980. p. 3 
2 Ibid, p. viii 
3 Ibid, p. 4 
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enable the people to produce meanings.1 In this, Cohen follows Geertz, who, in his 
Interpretation of Cultures, has metaphorically compared human culture to "webs of 
significance", spun by people themselves. Geertz asserted that the knowledge of 
culture is not possible through a scientific search for laws, but through an 
interpretative search for meaning. In the same vein, one may argue that collective 
significations, such as a shared language, or any other cultural symbolic structure, 
contain multiple layers of meaning, which may lay dormant with no apparent 
significance until they become meaningful in an active sense through the act of 
interpretation. 

Interpretations, therefore, activate meanings through which collective 
interaction becomes possible at the social, political and cultural levels. In this sense, 
interpretations make interaction at these various levels a contingent phenomenon, 
which is essentially a transaction of particular forms of meaning in such a way as to 
allow the symbolic structures to retain their collective forms without the constraints of 
only one meaning.2 Inter-subjectivity is thus achieved, not simply through sharing a 
common meaning, but through exchanging different forms of meaning, derived from 
shared memories and traditions via communication, cultural exchange and 
interpretation. Therefore, the rise of disagreements in this process of exchange of 
various meanings is only natural and may not by itself lead to violence. One may even 
claim that the acceptance of such disagreements has played a significant role within 
and between primitive communities as well as between the modern nation-States in 
maintenance of peace and prevention of war. 

Collective Imagination: A Source of Meaning 

In proposing symbolic structures and common sense as the two most important 
elements of culture, Fischer comes closest to the notion of collective imaginary as a 
derivative of sacred texts, narratives, fictions, poetics and rituals. One may suggest 
that by understanding culture in terms of imaginative and creative interpretations of 
traditions, as proposed by Gadamer and Ricoeur, one may include symbolic structures 
and narratives under one conceptual framework, namely collective imagination. 

Collective imagination is thus understood as a repository of collective 
memories of mythical and historical figures and events represented by symbols and 
narratives; figures and events, which are interpreted in the present time in terms that 
are more relevant to building the future than memorising or authenticating the past. In 
this sense, the process of reaching cultural understanding need not be focused on the 
accuracy of the past events, texts and traditions. Rather, it should be based on the 
ingenuous ways that the present generation selects and interprets portions of the past 
memories in order to motivate and validate a specific collective action, which would 
shape the future. 

Naturally, these interpretations result in multiple layers of meaning, which are 
publicly available through symbolic structures, with various groups agreeing on 
varied and at times common layers of meanings. This capacity of man to produce 
shared meanings, as Robert Bocock has suggested, lies in his need to make his life 
dramatic, and to see himself as part of a larger story or drama.3 This need for creating 

1 Cohen, A. P. The Symbolic Construction of Community, Tavistock and Ellis Horwood, NY, 1985, p. 16 
2 Ibid. p. 17-18 
3 Bocock, R. Ritual in Industrial Society, George Allen & Unwin Ltd, London, 1974, p. 22 
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a universal drama may be also seen as the imaginary invention of collective mental or 
psychic categories that make history possible in the form of narrative. 

As Cornelius Castoriadis has put it: "History is impossible and inconceivable 
outside of the productive or creative imagination... It is impossible to understand what 
human history has been or what it is now outside of the category of the imaginary... A 
meaning appears here from the very start, one that is not a meaning of the real, one that is 
neither strictly rational nor positively irrational, neither true nor false, and yet (one) that does 
belong to the order of signification, and that is the imaginary creation proper to history, that 
in and through which history constitutes itself to begin with."l 

Castotiadis' notion of the possibility of history through imagination is 
basically a psychoanalytical understanding of human experience. But so far as the 
imaginary carries a shared meaning, it can only be reached through linguistic 
significations, which in the case of history, just as the fiction, is irredeemably 
connected to cultural narratives. Hence the essential link between the theory of 
psychoanalysis and the theory of text.2 

The fundamental quest of every culture to validate itself against other cultures 
through connection with its specific and yet collective narratives is well recognised. 
One may add that this process at a very basic level reflects the connection between the 
human psychic need for shared meanings and the use of particular linguistic 
significations in creating specific and yet collective historical, fictional and religious 
narratives. The creation of historical action at present, therefore, often takes place 
through the interpretation of particular traditions, or in other words through varied 
understandings of collective historical experience in an attempt to fulfil an 
imaginative variation of the past as a model for the future. The political significance 
of this process is evident in incessant desire and aspiration of cultural collectivities to 
create new forms of political community on the basis of new interpretations of the 
past. This inevitable engagement in various interpretations of shared and yet particular 
historical experiences could be manifested in the quest of specific communities for 
achieving understanding via communicative action, or if that fails, in the attempt to 
achieve harmony through coercive hegemony over others. As such, the degree of 
conscious awareness of this complex process could play a fundamental part in the 
collective choice for understanding or hegemony in a given political conflict. In other 
words, it determines whether a political dispute is settled through peaceful means or 
through the use of violence to overcome the other. 

Shi 'ism and its various forms of cultural expression (preachments, passion 
plays, and the curricula debates of the madrasa) could thus be seen as a symbolic 
cultural structure in which a religious experience became a compelling form of 
collective historical experience. This historical experience inevitably entailed 
collective aspirations for creation of an alternative political community, and involved 
making choices for understanding or hegemony in settling political conflicts. In this 
sense, Shi 'i religious experience for Iranians, just as any other historical religious 
experience, should not be viewed as "a set of doctrines that can be simply catalogued." It 
is rather "a language, used in different ways by different actors in order to persuade their 
fellows, to manipulate situations, and to achieve mastery, control, or political position."3. 

1 Castoriadis, C. The Imaginary Institution of Society, Polity Press, UK. 1987, p. 146-160 
2 See Chapter 2 for more discussion on the connection of psychoanalytic and textual theories. 

3 Fischer, M. From Religious Dispute to Revolution, 1980, pp. 4-5 
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Thus, as Fischer has suggested, one may consider the popular versions of the 
Shi'i religion practised in the Iranian village life, the scholastic religion of the 
madrasas (the traditional centres of religious sciences) and the mystical religion of the 
Sufis as creative domains of symbolic structures. These domains at the deep level 
shape the forms of common sense, which tend to create understanding around certain 
levels of meaning. But, one should be careful to recognise that such common 
understandings also have an inherent tendency to constrain creative attempts to 
produce new meanings. 

The Religious Modernist Movement 

In his cultural analysis of the précipitants of the Islamic Revolution, Fischer, in 
agreement with Shahrough Akhavi, stresses the role of religious modernist movement 
of the 1960's and 1970's. This movement was initiated by lay religious thinkers such 
as Jalal Ale-Ahmad, Ali Shari'ati and Mehdi Bazargan and the clerical figures such as 
Ruhollah Khomeini, Mahmud Taleqani, Muhammad-Hussein Tabataba'i and Morteza 
Motahhari. Fischer sees, for example, in Ali Shari'ati "the hero of Iran's youth in the 
1970s" and "one of the patron saints" of the Revolution of 1979, who "attempted to 
bridge the gap between traditional Shi 'ism and contemporary sociology."1 However, 
Fischer is at a loss to explain why a modernist figure of the 1960s and 1970s like 
Shari'ati, and indeed all other figures mentioned above, had to be less secular than the 
"the culturally analogous figures" of the 1930s and 1940s such as Ahmad Kasravi. His 
answer ultimately tends to give weight to the lenient policies of the Pahlavi regime 
toward religious revivalism. He rightly argues that the suppression of secular political 
discourse "forced politics into religious idiom."2 

This argument, however, should not cause us to neglect that the suppressive 
measures of the Pahlavi regime against politically motivated religion were as harsh if 
not harsher than its measures against secular activists. The anti-religious campaign of 
Reza Shah, the first Pahlavi, and the open persecution of religious activists since the 
1950s by Muhammad Reza Shah, the second Pahlavi, are well documented. The anti-
religious policies of the Pahlavis leave little room for explicit and implicit claims that 
they somehow left the development of politics unconstrained in the religious domain, 
while brutally suppressing the secular, and particularly leftists, political organisations. 

Rather than giving the credit for the political success of the religious forces to 
the Pahlavi regime, one may argue that the political wisdom of the religious activists 
in selecting appropriate forms of struggle (i.e. a predominantly cultural struggle) was 
responsible for their success. This political wisdom could be appreciated more 
emphatically against the irrelevant and unwise forms of struggle of the secular forces, 
such as resort to the guerrilla warfare. The religious forces, particularly since the 
1960s, launched a modest but sustained, consistent and focused struggle for reviving 
religion in political terms. By contrast, the secular forces, particularly since the 
nationalist movement of the 1950s, were either in disarray and virtual inactivity (the 
National Front and the Tudeh Party), or engaged in irrelevant, inefficient and self-
destructing forms of struggle, such as guerrilla warfare (The People's Fadai'iyan). 

Moreover, it was not only the radical secular political organisations that were 
subject to open suppression. Radical religious organisations such as Mojahedin-e 

1 Ibid, p. 5 
2 Ibid, pp. 5-6 
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Khlaq (People's Holy Warriors), which were also engaged in guerrilla war against the 
regime, were brutally dealt with all the same. One may even argue that the demise of 
secularist movements (including the liberal and socialist movements) since the 
Constitutional Revolution, was due mainly to the lack of coherence and focus in their 
struggles, and their unrealistic vision of Iran's political future. 

In this light, the suppressive policies of the Pahlavi regime, which went for all 
political activities secular or otherwise, may be seen no more than a secondary factor. 
A careful reading of the political views of liberal figures such as Malkam Khan and 
Taqi-zadeh of the early twentieth century, and of such radical reformers as Kasravi of 
the 1930s and 1940s, reveals that, despite their high ideals and aspirations, they had 
an immature, simplistic and incoherent understanding of international and domestic 
politics. As such, notwithstanding the valuable contributions of these intellectuals to 
modernisation of thought in Iran, their political contributions could be considered as 
insignificant. This was also the case for the socialist activists such as Heidar 
Amughlu, a leading figure of the Communist Party of Iran in the early twentieth 
century. The same could also be said about the leaders of the ethnic secessionist 
movements of the Azaris and Kurds in the 1930s and 1940s, such as Pishevari and 
Khiabani.' 

Fischer's analysis of religious culture is much richer than modern historians of 
Iran, and particularly the Orientalists. Such authors as Ann Lambton, as Fischer 
himself suggests, have concentrated on piecing together historical fragments extracted 
from written texts, and have ignored the nuances, which shape "the rich web of lived-
in experience." By contrast, Fischer's attention is to the emotional and motivational 
values that "symbolic structures", such as the "Karbala paradigm", have held for the 
people. His aspiration in his own words is to develop "more than a wish for ever more 
rich detail", or in Geertz term, a "thick description" of Iranian religious culture. To 
understand a cultural form, he writes, "requires an appreciation of its internal 
symbolic structure, its historical boundaries, and its lines of cleavage or change."2 In 
this sense, he sets out to understand how the "Karbala paradigm" as a symbolic 
structure is variously interpreted to become both a means for "mental agility" in the 
popular culture, and an "sterile" scholastic concept for the traditional politically 
conservative theologians. 

Fischer differentiates in the political movement under the Shah three broad 
ideological orientations based on a simplified class analysis: that of the secularised 
middle and upper classes; that of the rural and urban workers and that of the 
traditional urban middle class including the "merchants, landowners and the ulama."3 

It is immediately questionable to include the landowners under the traditional urban 
middle class. Fischer is in fact offering this class stratification to avoid reliance on the 
widespread notion of "traditional versus modernity dichotomy"; but he does not make 
any substantial use of this class analysis in his following arguments. His strength, 
however, is his attention to religious settings in rural and urban areas. 

These religious settings included "the mosque with its daily routine of prayer; 
the rawda with its homiletic entertainment; the majlis madhhabi, or weekly gatherings 
for religious discussion, recitation, or pietistic exercises; and the annual passion 

1 I shall have more to say about the modernist social movements in Chapters 5 and 6. 

2 Ibid, p. 8 
3 Ibid, p. 136 
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plays." Also included were "special pilgrimages, the celebrations on Omar's death, 
mourning on the death of the various Imams and celebration of their births." To this 
may be added "the zurkhana, or traditional gymnasium, ...where the virtues of 
Islamic chivalry are acted out; and the sufra (ritual feasts) attended primarily by 
women for vows, cures, sociability, and homiletics." As yet other examples of these 
religious settings Fischer also names "the tombs and stopping places of saints 
(imamzada, qadamgah), and the sacred trees and wells ...for vows and cures; the 
khaneqah or Sufi conventicles; the bazaar with its language of Islamic morality...; the 
Thursday afternoon ziyarat (visits, pilgrimages) to the graveyards to reaffirm ancestral 
ties and duties... ; and of course, the gatherings for weddings and deaths."1 

The Resurgence of Sufism 

One of Fischer's important contributions to the literature on the Iranian 
Revolution is his attention to the resurgence of modern forms of mysticism. His focus 
is on Sufism as a significant mystical discourse, which was prevalent among the upper 
class and the middle-class modernised Muslims during the Pahlavi period. It should 
be noted that although Sufism made an inroad during the Pahlavi period among the 
Western educated members of the upper class, who were faithful to their religious 
tradition, it had remained strong as a form of popular religion among the lower 
classes. Fischer's attention to Sufism is, however, focused mainly on Sufism of the 
upper and upper middle classes. The inroad of this elitist Sufism was mainly among 
the professionals, bureaucrats and technocrats and other members of upper middle 
class, who had modern education and yet had strong religious feelings. In this elitist 
view, the official clergy were ignorant and backward, incapable of adapting Islam to 
the modern world, and rigidly attached to a literal understanding of religion. For the 
upper class and Western-educated Iranians, the appeal of Sufism was due to its links 
with more sophisticated aspects of religion, which would bring it in contact with 
metaphysics, philosophy, psychology, and aesthetics.2 

One important example of Western-educated intellectuals, who has made a 
significant contribution to the enrichment of Sufism as a modern philosophical 
discourse, is Seyyed Hussein Nasr. His major works present a view of Sufism that is 
reserved for "the intellectual elite of the traditional classes."3 By writing many of his 
works in English, Nasr has also sought to make Islam relevant to the modern world by 
stressing the validity of its "esoteric psychology, philosophy, and eschatology" in the 
context of the modern global culture. He has thus attempted to make Islam appealing 
not only to the young Muslims with modern education, but also to the non-Muslims, 
by posing it not as burdened with the Western conceptualisations and ideologies, such 
as rationalism, socialism, liberalism, etc. but as an alternative to these concepts and 
ideologies.4 

The strength of Nasr's effort in posing Sufism as the intellectual core of Islam 
lies primarily in his vast knowledge of the Islamic tradition of mysticism, speculative 
philosophy and cosmology. His strength also derives from his ability to address 
himself to Islamic thought and sciences in a non-sectarian mode free from parochial 

1 Ibid, pp. 136-137 
2 Ibid, p. 140 
3 Ibid. p. 142 
4 Ibid. p. 143 
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Shi'i-Sunni rivalry. His works therefore view Islam in a fashion that provides an 
alternative to the scholastic theology, which is dominated by Islamic jurisprudence, 
and hence by the differences between Shi 'i and Sunni schools of law. In this he is, in 
fact, responding to the attacks of the traditional jurists (foqaha) against Sufism, which 
began in the seventeenth century by Mulla Muhammad Baqir Majlisi in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and have continued until the present time. 

Nasr's task in defending Sufism against the attacks of the official clergy is a 
difficult one due to its incompatibility with the scholastic jurisprudence. Even the 
theologians such as Ayatollah Khomeini and Allama Tabataba'i, who had expressed 
interest in mysticism and speculative philosophy, were despised by the more 
traditional ulama, who saw fiqh as the main source of religious knowledge. Nasr tries 
to defend Sufism against what is taught in madrasas by referring to it as one of 
"intellectual (aqli) sciences" as against jurisprudence, kalam, and hadith, which are 
considered as "transmitted (naqli) sciences".1 

Nasr's challenge is not only to defend the intellectual integrity of Sufism 
against the scholasticism of the Shi 'i ulama; he is also concerned with presenting 
Islamic mystical philosophy as a mode of knowledge epistemologically distinct from 
the Western rationalist mode of knowledge. In this sense, he basically advocates, as 
Fischer has noted, a return to a new form of metaphysics. His critique of the 
rationalism of Renaissance and the nominalist trends in the Western philosophy is in 
many ways similar both to the romantic and postmodernist critiques of the humanist 
philosophy of the Enlightenment. Nasr criticises Western rationalism for its role in the 
poverty of "man's mental universe" and its "reduction of man to purely human, cut off 
from transcendental elements".2 

In competition with the Western rationalist thought, Nasr, following the great 
Islamic mystics of the past, advocates a contemplative knowledge derived from 
Islamic cosmology, which defines the whole universe as an "icon of contemplation". 
This contemplative knowledge is accessible neither through scientific certainty, nor 
through philosophical relativism. The objects of this knowledge are neither facts nor 
illusions. This contemplative knowledge is basically symbolic and is accessible 
through ta 'vil (interpretation) of the symbols; symbols that serve as "a bridge between 
the phenomenal and noumenal worlds." However, symbols, in the sense that they are 
used by Nasr, are not artefacts of human language, but mystical characteristics of "the 
World Soul", which hold the key to Nature's divine mysteries. These mysteries may 
thus be revealed not by gaining knowledge of the facts of nature, but by becoming 
aware of one's own spiritual nature. According to him: "a symbol is not based on man-
made conventions. It is an aspect of the ontological reality of things, and is as such 
independent of man's perception."3 It is by way of Sufi esoteric knowledge, gained via 
passage through various states of spiritual development, that one finds the ontological 
meanings of the symbolic structure of the universe. Nasr has also emphasised that in 
the Islamic tradition contemplation and action are "complementary" rather than 
"antithetical".4 

1 Ibid, p. 144 
2 Nasr, S.H. Science and Civilisation in Islam, 1968, p.244 
3 Ibid, p. 247 
4 Nasr, S. H. "The Complementarity of the Active and Contemplative Lives in Islam", Main Currents, 30, 64-68 
N-D73 
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Finally, for Nasr, mystical-spiritual development is an individual venture 
concerned with the purification of the individual soul rather than society. In his "Self-
awareness and Ultimate Selfhood", Nasr argued that man's inner being or "ultimate 
selfhood" could be reached only through individual spiritual discipline, which could 
in turn create a more profound relationship between the self and the external world.1 

This kind of Sufism stood in contrast with mysticism as understood by the scholastic 
ulama, which was primarily concerned with the purification of the society. As Fischer 
has noted: "the religion of the ulama, beyond the rules of ritual, is essentially a moral and 
social ethic...concerned with community rather than the individual."^ This statement 
should be qualified, however, by adding that the Sufis and the ulama are concerned 
with both individual and social purification. The difference as understood from the 
mystical and scholastic texts may seem to be a variation of the degree of emphasis on 
one or the other aspect of human existence. However, in closer reading of these texts 
and the way they are interpreted in the present, one may find a radical difference in 
social and political philosophies of these two types of understanding religion. 

The Sufis, following the tradition of irfan (mysticism), emphasise the 
transcendence of the individual soul beyond the letter of religious law in order to 
achieve the salvation of the community. Beyond the Shari 'at (Islamic Law), They 
refer to the Tariqat (Path) and Haqiqat (Truth/God) in order to map the path through 
which individuals, each in their private spheres, find the same ultimate truth or God 
by achieving mastery over their inner selves, and by transcending the constraints of 
social and legal regulations. In doing so, they, consciously or unconsciously, dismiss 
any legislative or executive authority for religious leaders in regulating and governing 
society in order to secure its collective salvation. This type of understanding is 
reflected in various traditions that are constantly invoked by the Sufis, such as the 
tradition of Mansur Hallajj. In the imagination of modern Iranian mystics, the figure 
of Hallajj is memorised as the epitome of this individual transcendence and merging 
with Truth/God. Hallajj is remembered as the one, who publicly proclaimed "an-al-
haq" (I am the Truth/God), and was hanged for this blasphemy at the behest of the 
scholastic ulama. 

The Sufis and many theologians, who hold mysticism in high regard, 
remember Hallajj as a true believer. Whereas, the theologians, who see the 
implementation of the Shari 'at as the only means to social and hence individual 
salvation, see the tradition of Hallajj as an ecstatic and irrational form of religious 
contemplation. They claim that such traditions would not allow for a disciplinary 
learning of religious knowledge, and thus would open the way for heretical views. 
However, it should be noted that Sufism as a practice at the popular level has, over the 
centuries, lost much of its emphasis on the free and undisciplined individual 
transcendence beyond the constraint of institutional and hierarchical impositions. The 
relationship between morid and morad (disciple and guru) has degenerated in many 
Sufi orders into one of blind and absolute obedience of the follower to the paramount 
leader (Qotb), and strict disciplines and sectarian beliefs that differentiate one order 
from the other. 

However, at an ideal level, Sufism, by addressing the problem of social 
morality to the individual professes a political philosophy that advocates a negative 
view of politics. Politics, as they argue, is an enterprise, which creates attachment to 

1 Nasr, S. H. "Self-awareness and Ultimate Selfhood", Religious Studies, 13, 319-325, S 77 
2 Fischer, M. From Religious Dispute to Revolution, 1980, p. 147 
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power and wealth, and hence is strewn with conspiracy and deception. For the Sufis, it 
is therefore better to leave the politics to the politicians. Although there have been 
historical precedents of Sufi aspiration and even ascendance to political power, such as 
the medieval movement of the Sarbedaran and the millenarian movement of the 
Safavids in the sixteenth century, these precedents have not formed a solid basis for a 
change in the basically apolitical attitude of Sufism. On the contrary, such examples as 
the formation of the Safavid Empire - with all its corruption and cruelty - have been 
frequently used by the Sufis to confirm the dangers of turning to direct political 
participation on the part of the religious leaders. In contrast to the Sufi apolitical 
attitude, the Shi'i ulama, since the disappearance of the twelfth Imam, Mahdi, have 
incessantly reflected on the Utopia of the Government of God or a true Islamic 
Government, which must be established on earth in the future. 

The Persistence of Teleological understandings of Revolution 

Most of the existing cultural and class analyses of the Islamic Revolution are 
still under the influence of a teleological understanding of revolution. Crane Brinton's 
general stages of revolution, which outlined in his Anatomy of the Revolution, still 
tempt to expect a predictable course for revolutions. The teleological paradigms of 
Iranian leftist intellectuals and activists present striking similarities with Brinton's 
model. Some liberal intellectuals still expect that the Iranian Revolution would take 
the course of a bourgeois revolution, or at least lead to a liberal political structure, 
with the downturn in religious zeal. Fischer has acknowledged that it was "still 
premature to characterise in a Weberian fashion how the revolution might function to 
create a stronger State with greater mass mobilisation, participation, or loyalty.'" 

The teleological reading of the doctrine of Occultation (disappearance of the 
twelfth Imam) by such scholars as Lambton and Montgomery Watt, for example, have 
led some to the conclusion that Shi'ism like Sufism is basically an apolitical school. 
Contrary to these assumptions, however, the concept of entezar (waiting) for the re-
emergence of the Mahdi had always meant the ultimate preservation of the Shi 'i claim 
to political power. Even the age-old apparently apolitical practice of the conservative 
Shi 'i ulama prior to Khomeini had not weakened this deep political sentiment. This 
was in fact the main reason for the warm collective reception for the concept of open 
politicisation of Shi 'ism, put forward by the late Ayatollah Khomeini during the 
1970s, and the popular support that it received during and after the Islamic 
Revolution. The overwhelming acceptance by the public of the Islamicisation of such 
clearly political phenomenon as revolution, where other forms of political ideologies 
were readily available, testifies to the deep-rooted place of a positive understanding of 
politics in the Shi 'i religious culture. 

Throughout the centuries, and this is patently clear at least since the Safavid 
period, the ulama have been concerned with the implementation of morality and 
justice at the social level via a religiously legitimised government. As Fischer has 
suggested: "the concern of the ulama with justice and social morality, with rationality and 
community, is only natural given their training in the law and its principles, with philosophy 
of the soul given a second billing."2 He has offered a brief discussion about the shaping 
of Shi 'i political theory as a result of two distinct period: the period of Ali's caliphate, 

1 Ibid, p. 239 
2 Ibid, pp. 147-148 
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in which the Shi'is had political power, and the period after Ali's demise, where the 
Shi 'is were deprived of political power.1 

Yet the successful politicisation of Shi 'ism in Modern Iran should not create 
deterministic predictions about the future course of the Iranian Revolution. Certainly 
the predictions of Iranian secular nationalists and monarchists about the absolute 
stagnation of politics under a religious revolution have been questioned by new 
movements of resistance against absolutist theocracy. Fischer's assertion that "the 
revolutionary youth of Iran are introducing a new populist religious idiom", which 
although religious is cynical about the clerical establishment, may still prove right.2 

Yet the volatility of the situation makes the course of political developments a lot 
dependent on the choices that revolutionary actors, Iranian intellectuals and the 
Western powers would make in the future. 

The Significance of the Islamic Ideologues 

In Debating Muslims, which was published almost ten years after From 
Religious Dispute to Revolution, Michael Fischer, along with his co-author Mehdi 
Abedi, continues his study of Iranian/Islamic political culture. Here, Fischer and 
Abedi provide a study of Shari'ati and Motahhari as two rival interpreters of religious 
myths and rituals in order to identify two various versions of Islamic revolutionary 
ideology. Shari'ati is correctly claimed to have borne one version of the Islamic 
ideology, advocating a kind of Protestant reformation, which would empower modern 
Shi 'ism by identifying it with the true and original purity of Alavid Shi 'ism (Shi 'ism 
under Ali).3 

Shari'ati's version of Islamic ideology would thence aspire to rid Shi 'ism from 
the corrupt and superstitious state that the official clergy had brought upon it since the 
Safavid period. To identify Ayatollah Motahhari, and along with him Ayatollah 
Khomeini, as the bearers of the second version of political ideology of Shi'ism, is also 
a valid argument. But, to go further and identify the living tradition of Islamic 
ideology entirely with Muhammad Baqir Majlisi, the notoriously literal theologian of 
the Safavid period, may only serve as a simplification of history for analytic 
purposes.4 

Majlisi in the eighteenth century under the weak Safavid king, Shah Sultan 
Hussein, used his religious and political influence to establish ßqh (jurisprudence), 
and collection and authentication of the hadith (oral traditions) as the highest 
officially recognised religious endeavours in the field of knowledge. In the social and 
literary arenas, he helped establish a bold face of public piety. The regulation of the 
religiously ordained codes of conduct of society by the State was even tougher under 
Majlisi than the time of the medieval poet Kadje Shams-ad-Din Hafiz, who had so 
succinctly criticised in his mystical poetry the push for imposition of a pious face on 
the society by the State and religious authorities. Majlisi also helped suppress, as 
Arjomand has noted, the traditions of mysticism and speculative philosophy, which 
had reached new heights by his contemporaries, Mulla Sadra and Mir-e Damad. He 
achieved this mainly through the promotion of apolitical literature, passion plays, and 

' I have offer a detailed explanation of the development of the Shi 'i political philosophy in Chapter 5. 
2 Fischer, M. 1980, p. 240 
3 See Chapter 7 for a more detailed analysis of Shari'ati and Motahhari. 
4 Fischer, M. & Abedi. M Debating Muslims, The University of Wisconsin Press, Wisconsin, 1993. p. xxviii 
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ceremonies of lamentation for the martyrs of Karbala, whose public influence has 
continued to this day. 

It is true that Khomeini and Motahhari promoted religious rituals, such as 
weeping in mourning for Hussein and the worship of the holy shrines due to their 
genuine religious convictions and scholastic upbringing. It is also true that they have 
frequently referred to Majlisi as an example of public piety. However, these truths 
should not imply that they strictly followed the scholasticism of Majlisi in their social 
and political convictions. Rather, due to their belonging to the modern world, they had 
had acquired a deep appreciation of the social and psychological potentials of 
religious rituals in enhancing Ski 'ism to the level of a political ideology, particularly 
during the revolution and the war with Iraq. This kind of appreciation was naturally 
missing in the likes of Majlisi. It is in this sense that the modern Shi'i theologians, 
such as Khomeini and Motahhari, have also expressed views that are also similar to 
modernist religious intellectuals like Shari'ati, in that they emphasised the use of 
religious symbolism of Ashura and Karbala for political agitation rather than merely 
sentimental lamentation. As such, while they appeared to be faithful to their scholastic 
traditions, they were also clearly critical of the superstitious notions of these 
traditions, such as the ecstatic use of religious impulses by both the Sufi dervishes and 
some public preachers. In fact, they despised the apolitical mourning ceremonies of 
weeping for superficial expression of personal piety, conducted by the local Mullas, 
akhunds or rowza-khans for pay, and attempted to indulge themselves in philosophy 
and mysticism as an intellectual pursuit of excellence. 

The contributions of Ayatollah Motahhari to Islamic philosophy and 
mysticism under the guidance of Allama Tabataba'i, and reflected in his extensive 
notes on Tabataba'i's treatise Usul-e Falsafeh va Ravesh-e Re 'alism (the Principles of 
Philosophy and the Method of Realism) and in his book on Hafiz, have been 
outstanding. Ayatollah Khomeini was Motahhari's teacher. He too, contrary to the 
likes of Majlisi, had a deep interest in mystical poetry and philosophy. His own 
mystical poetry, which was published posthumously, although could not be 
considered as an original contribution to mystical literature, nonetheless reflected his 
sincere interest in alternative interpretations of religion, which consciously or 
unconsciously, questions his scholastic convictions. 

A Class Analysis of the Iranian Revolution 

As I have noted earlier, a distinct genre of writings on the Iranian Revolution 
of 1979 and its political outcomes is that which tries to provide an understanding of 
recent political development in Iran in terms of class analysis. The work of Ervand 
Abrahamiam is a significant example of this genre of writing. His three important 
texts are Iran between Two Revolutions, Radical Islam: the Iranian Mojahedin and 
Khomeinism: Essays on the Islamic Republic. 

The first book is focused on the class analysis of the political movements in 
Iran in the twentieth century. It pays special attention to social, ideological and 
organisational transformations of secular and particularly leftist political forces of this 
period. The significant original contribution of this study is the light it sheds on the 
history of the communist movement and particularly, the Tudeh party of Iran. 

The second book is focused on the radical Islamic movement, shaped during 
the Pahlavi period, and particularly the history of the Organisation of Mojahedin-e 
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Khalq. Abrahamian has chosen to study this primarily guerrilla organisation because 
he sees it as "the first Iranian organisation to develop systematically a modern 
revolutionary interpretation of Islam." He is also concerned with the Mojahedin 
because he believes that this organisation, both through its armed struggle against the 
Pahlavi regime in the 1970s, and through its participation in the revolutionary events 
in the period 1978-1979, has secured an identity of its own.' This identity, according 
to Abrahamian, is distinct from both the conservative ulama, and the so-called 
"populist" clergy. 

Abrahamian refers to the Mojahedin as "a major political force", committed to 
a revolutionary version of Islam, while he uncharitably dismisses the Islamic 
revolutionary movement led by the radical clerics, such as Ayatollah Khomeini, as a 
populist and semi-fascist version of Islam. He compares the ideas of the Mojahedin to 
those of "Catholic liberation theology" despite major doctrinal differences between 
them; and that of Ayatollah Khomeini's "populist" movement to semi- fascist 
movements of South America, such as that of Peronists, again despite vast differences 
between them. 

For Abrahamian, as long as there is a certain socio-economic, in this case 
"petty bourgeois", commonality between two political movements, they can be 
categorised and labelled accordingly. Such huge differences as between culture, 
religion and symbolic structures of Iran and for example Argentina are brushed aside 
by socio-economic similarities. Ironically, the course of events has shown the rise of 
fascistic tendencies to be more prevalent within the Mojahedin organisation in Iraq 
under protection of Saddam Hussein, rather than in the post-Khomeini era in the 
context of religious disputation and expression of demands for political reform in Iran. 

Abrahamian has put three main questions to answer in The Radical Islam. 
"What were the social background of the Organisation's founders?" What were the 
main features of their ideology?" (And), "why did the Mojahedin succeed in attracting 
a mass following but failed in gaining political power?"2 He has done a brilliant job in 
identifying the backgrounds of the founders of the movement, just as he had done in 
Iran between Two Revolutions about the Tudeh Party and Fada 'iyan Khlaq. But with 
regard to the complicated questions about the ideology of the Mojahedin and the 
reasons for its failure to gain political power, his answers are open to dispute. 

Abrahamian has allocated a whole chapter to Shari'ati in order to locate and 
analyse the ideological origins of the Mojahedin. He highlights the influences of 
Shari'ati on the Mojahedin; but he provides very little by why of the differences 
between the political ideology of the Mojahedin and that of Shari'ati. Throughout the 
book, Abrahamian provides a view of the Mojahedin, which, despite mild criticisms, 
portrays them as inherently more revolutionary, in the sense of being more 
progressive, than the "populist" movement he calls "Khomeinism". He thus attributes 
the failure of the Mojahedin to sustain their political popularity mainly to the wrongs 
that others have done to them. In answering his proposed questions then Abrahamian 
engages in a historical analysis of modern Iranian politics, an analysis that reflects a 
fine example of class analysis. Due to the relevance of this analysis to my discussion, 
I shall review it in some detail. 

1 Abrahamian, E. Radical Islam: the Iranian Mojahedin, I.B. Tauris, London, 1989, p. 1 
2 Ibid P. 3 
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The State, the Intelligentsia and the Faith 

Abrahamian has approached his posed questions via an analysis of the roles of 
State, intelligentsia and religion with respect to modernity. In his analysis of the role 
of the Pahlavi State, he has focused his arguments on the structural weaknesses of the 
Pahlavi regime. He has discussed these weaknesses in terms both of its 
disengagement from the class structure of the Iranian society, and its socio-economic 
problems, which in his view, were the main causes of the revolution. 

In his discussion on the structural weaknesses of the Pahlavi regime, 
Abrahamian does not pay much serious attention to the loss of legitimacy or 
credibility as factors that bring down governments. He does not attribute any 
centrality to the fact that the Pahlavi regime failed to sell its image of Iran to the 
Iranian people. This criticism, of course, does not by any means dismiss the 
importance of socio-economic factors and class stratification, but only questions the 
universality of their importance. 

In discussing the role of the intelligentsia, Abrahamian has concentrated on the 
modern-educated, salaried intellectuals of middle class background, which he 
acknowledges, were alienated from the masses. He thus draws a line of division 
between what he calls "traditional" and "modern" middle classes, and as a result, he 
understands the Mojahedin as an intersection of these two middle classes. 

Abrahamian sees Islam as a part of Iranian popular culture. However, in Islam 
as a culture, he does not see any independent or autonomous political force. He 
portrays the Shi'i religious culture as a neutral context within which various 
ideologies operate with both, order-transforming and order-maintaining potentials. 
But, he does not clarify what there is, if anything, to religion and culture with respect 
to ideology.' He believes that political or social action ha*, to do less with religion 
and culture, and more with "economic, social and political environment." Thus, he 
does not recognise that economic, social and political structures find their meanings 
within the context of the nuances and biases of the cultural symbolic and linguistic 
structures, which are manifested in the form of mythical, religious, ideological and 
Utopian beliefs. 

Abrahamian's view of culture and ideology shares in some measure with 
sociological views of Habermas and Eisenstadt, and not much with philosophical 
views of Gadamer and Ricoeur. On the question of religion, he tries to free himself 
from reductionist Marxist views by avoiding the usual practice of dismissing religion 
as a merely super-structural entity. He also distances himself from the Durkheimian 
tradition, which he criticises for its "structural functionalism", and its attempt to 
elevate religion to the level of "the essential cement that holds together the whole 
edifice of the society." Rather, he expresses willingness to follow Marxist 
philosophers such as Antonio Gramsci and Marxist historians, such as E. P. 
Thompson, Eric Hobsbawm, George Rude and Christopher Hill. These Marxist 
writers have acknowledged that religion is "an important part of popular 
consciousness that helps determine how people react to economic crises, social 
strains, political upheavals and historical transformation."2 

However, Abrahamian does not apply the non-conventional views of these 
writers to his argument to make it clear how the religious collective consciousness of 

1 See Chapters 2 & 4 for more discussion on the relationship of ideology, religion and culture. 
2 Abrahamian, E. 1989, pp. 3-4 
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Iranians shaped their understanding of their social, political and economic 
environment. To be sure, he acknowledges that the collective consciousness provided 
the people with a "sense of right and wrong, justice and injustice, legitimacy and 
illegitimacy", which put them on the course of historical action. But, he does not 
make it clear: how then would it be possible to relegate this consciousness to a 
secondary position that plays virtually no significant part in his discussion of the 
Iranian revolution? 

In his discussion of theories of State, Abrahamian criticises modernisation 
theorists, such as Apter, Binder and Huntington for the persistence in their views of 
Hegelian etatism, which understood the State as an "impartial regulator" standing 
above the society performing the function of legitimising the political authority.1 He 
also criticises modernisation theorists particularly for their insistence on the virtues of 
autonomous modernising States in traditional societies in instigating economic 
development, building modern institutions, and fighting the essentially backward 
traditional forces. 

Among the Marxists, Abrahamian has identified two trends, emanating from 
differences of emphasis in Marx's own arguments on the role of State in the society. 
Originally, Marx described the State as a mere instrument of the ruling class. On other 
occasions, however - particularly in explaining the case of the Bonapartian State in 
France in the nineteenth century - Marx proposed that it was possible for some States 
to gain a limited degree of autonomy from the main social classes. He referred 
specifically to the Bonapartian State as one that with demagogic populism rose to 
power on the back of the middle classes and peasants, and thus was able for some time 
to sustain its power by playing a balancing act between the main social classes, i.e. 
proletariat and bourgeoisie. 

In contemporary Marxism, these varying positions of Marx have been taken up 
by the likes of Miliband and Poulantzas in order to offer new interpretations, which 
differ in the degree of their emphasis on the "relative autonomy of the State" in 
"regulating class conflict". Abrahamian criticises scholars such as Theda Skocpol for 
exceeding the limits of the State autonomy, prescribed by Marx; and points to her 
tendency to confer a sort of absolute autonomy particularly upon the Third World 
States, a tendency similar to that of modernisation theorists. According to 
Abrahamian, the case of Iran has proved Skocpol wrong in claiming that 
independence of the State from social classes makes it stronger in terms of its ability 
to embark on bold socio-economic changes. Rather, he rightly emphasises: "The 
Pahlavi State was weak precisely because it was autonomous of society... (And) the Islamic 
Republic ... has been strong and durable because it has been closely allied to certain social 
classes and thus enjoys a social base."2 

In Abrahamian's tour of the Pahlavi period (1925-1979), what is conspicuous 
in his review of this period is his astonishment at the unreasonableness of the sudden 
fall of the regime at the hand of the ulama. His astonishment is particularly due to the 
perception that the ulama were a group least expected by the intellectuals - who had 
nostalgically glorified revolution for decades with no avail - to lead a successful 
revolution against the monarchy. After all, the Pahlavi kings created, for the first time, 
a centralised and bureaucratic modern State in Iran, with all the nominally required 
institutions. They created new military and bureaucratic institutions, new institutions 

1 Ibid, p. 10 
2 Ibid, p. 11 
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of law and order and modern educational institutions (secular education at school and 
university levels). They also preserved the existing political institutions, such the 
Majlis (Parliament of the Constitutional Revolution), and created new political parties 
(Iran-e Novin, Mardom and Rastakhiz). Moreover, under the Pahlavi Kings, 
especially under Muhammad Reza Shah, an unprecedented economic growth, 
remarkable by any standards, swept the country, which not only increased the 
economic output quantitatively, but also transformed the economy qualitatively from 
a rural into an industrial formation.' 

The State was the main, and in many areas of economy perhaps the only, 
mover of this massive and ambitious socio-economic development. The theoretical 
justification of this grandiose plan of development came from the Western, and 
particularly American, advisors of the Shah, who in turn relied on the American 
modernisation theorists; and the funding of it from the growing oil revenues. 

Beside the military and the bureaucracy, as Abrahamian has noted, the court 
establishment was the third pillar of the Pahlavi State, which by 1979 had grown to 
colossal proportions. It spent over 50 per cent of the government budget on salaries 
paid to as many as 1,600,000 employees of State-owned and State-subsidised 
companies, which comprised almost a third of all adult males working in the cities.2 

The Shah was thus to change the face of Iran by building infrastructures 
(roads, railways, electricity, telegraph and telephone networks, etc.), and by changing 
the way social life appeared (by bringing the ordinary Iranian folk into contact with 
Western cultural fads via American and European films, magazines, consumer goods, 
etc.). But, he was not to change the soul of Iran; a failure, that would come back to 
haunt him. 

To be sure, class analysis may be fruitfully used to demonstrate how the 
policies of the Pahlavi regime eroded the power base of the traditional Iranian 
aristocracy by shifting State power from the parliament, dominated by the landed 
aristocracy, to the royal court. As Abrahamian has noted, the regime did this firstly by 
extending the central government to provincial and rural areas, thus reducing the 
influence of local notables; by suppressing the powerful tribal leaders, Khans; and 
secondly by recruiting army officers from outside the ranks of the aristocratic elite. 

The Shah's land reform was particularly designed to shift the relations of 
economic production from one based on sharecropping to one of wage labour. One 
may even claim, as Abrahamian does, that it was in this process of building a modern 
bureaucratic State that the Shah alienated "the politically articulate forces: the old landed 
elite, the modern intelligentsia and, most important of all, the traditional bazaari middle 
class".3 It, however, remains problematic to attribute so much importance to the 
traditional middle class, and at the same time claim that it played no substantial 
economic and political role in the Iranian society under the Shah. 

One of the major weaknesses of the Pahlavi regime, frequently cited by the 
analysts of the revolution following Brinton's model of revolution, was the alienation 
of the modern intelligentsia from this regime. The process of this alienation was 
problematic from the point of view of the class analysis basically due to the 
assumption that the support of people for a polity is determined by the representation 
of the interests of the classes in government policies. Going by this standard, it was 

1 I have offered a detailed analysis of the Pahlavi period in Chapter 6. 
2 Abrahamian, E. p. 14 
3 Ibid, p. 15 
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surprising that the modern intellectuals, who clearly benefited from Shah's policies to 
create a centralised State, should turn against the author of these policies. Policies 
such as disarming the tribal warlords, destroying the economic and political power of 
the feudal lords, introducing modern industrial development, expanding modern 
education and enhancing the position of women, were clearly in the interest of the 
intelligentsia. 

Abrahamian has explained this alienation in terms of intellectuals' disdain for 
the accumulation of wealth by the Pahlavi monarchs. Other reasons have also been 
voiced, such as the disregard of the regime for the 1905 Constitution, its suppression 
of the national movement of Mossadeq in 1953, its affinity with the Americans and 
the British, its brutality against the leftist political organisations, and its failure to 
bring prosperity to the poor.' 

Abrahamian portrays the dissent movement of the religious intellectuals in the 
1960s sometimes as a continuation of the resentment of the secular intelligentsia 
toward the policies of the Pahlavi State and sometimes as traditionalist movement of 
the ulama and the merchants. In this light the Islamic ideology, which took shape as 
result of the religious intellectual movement, led by the likes of Al-e Ahmad, 
Shari'ati, Khomeini, Motahhari, Taleqani and Bazargan under the core concepts of 
alienation, Westoxication, return to self and the necessity of religious reformation, is 
not seen not as a novel intellectual movement within the religious establishment, but 
virtually as an outgrowth sometimes of the modern secular intellectual movement, and 
sometimes of the traditional middle-class movement. 

To be sure, the religious-modernist intellectual movement of the 1960s and 
1970s endeavoured to appropriate the language of modernity in voicing the socio
economic grievances and misgivings about the loss of national identity in religious 
language. But, this movement was not a mere emulator of the secular intellectuals, nor 
did it use modern thought in a purely demagogic attempt to increase its popularity. 
Neither was it completely a part of the movement of the "traditional middle class", 
despite the clear affinity between the religious origins of these two movements. This 
religious reform-movement was in fact an independent movement that found its own 
voice gradually in the space of interaction between religious and secular discourses in 
modern Iranian history. Rather than simple back and forth moves between "tacit 
alliance" and "open hostility" based on the Pahlavi policies with respect to traditional 
interests, the sophisticated political interactions of the religious intellectuals of clerical 
and non-clerical background with the Pahlavi State, were based on deep doctrinal, 
institutional, ideological and cultural conflicts. The atrocities of the Pahlavi regime 
against the religious movement were clear indications that the regime had some 
awareness of these conflicts. 

Thus, Abrahamian's emphasis that the Pahlavi regime took a cautious 
approach to Shi'ism and attempted to please religious leaders by suppressing the 
atheists of the left can not be sustained either logically or empirically.2 Rather, the 
regime was tough on radical tendencies both in religious and secular ranks. It was 
prepared to please the traditionalist ulama by espousing religious rituals and practices 
only so far as the radical ulama did not impregnate these practices and rituals with 
political interpretations of religion. Just as it tolerated secularism as long as it could 

1 Ibid, p. 17 
2 Ibid, pp. 18-19 
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provide for the legitimacy of the regime and not espouse radical political or social 
demands.' 

Even within the Marxist tradition, writers like Andre Gorz, Alain Touraine, 
Alvin Gouldner and Jürgen Habermas, have reconsidered and revised "the Marxist 
problematic of working class revolution", suggesting that "movements whose 
relationship to class was ambiguous or non-existent, have entered history without the 
old parties and their constituents."2 D. A. Foss and R. Larkin, in their Beyond 
Revolution, have also shown that there is no merit to narrow understandings that 
depict social movements as invariably determined by social classes in their classical 
Marxian sense. No doubt, the underlying structural importance of class forces must be 
acknowledged; but the new movements such as those shaped around such concepts as 
race, women and youth rights, and particularly religious movements of the 1960s and 
1970s, are not to be understood merely in terms of class struggle. Rather, they "should 
be engaged in their own terms as valid responses to historical conjunctures, including 
economic forces, that produced them."3 

Of course, it is wrong to consider the global social and political movements 
since the 1960s as purely cultural movements in the sense of culture as a collection of 
beliefs, norms and attitudes. They are cultural in that they are predicated on shared 
symbolism, language, tradition and memories contained in institutions, and enacted 
via imaginary creations such as ideologies and Utopias, which motivate and animate 
ordinary people politically, and transform them into revolutionary actors. Social, 
political and economic relations and institutions are located in parallel with religious, 
philosophical, legal and literary institutions within the framework of the web-like 
structure of culture. 

These relations and institutions are, in fact, various forms of symbolic 
structures, which are manifest in the life-world at various layers of meaning of which 
the society is only partially conscious. These layers of meaning are largely hidden and 
need to be recovered and sometimes invented via the interpretation of written and oral 
texts, the archives of documents and figures, and the archives of the collective 
memories of the members of a community.4 

The in-depth understanding of the real effect of the religious imaginary on the 
minds of the Shi 'i ulama over centuries would clarify that Shi 'i political ideology was 
not merely a means by which to address socio-economic problems, which had affected 
the traditional middle class. A political view of religion was in fact part and parcel of 
the faith from the beginning. Not only did it define Shi'ism, since the ouster of the 
infallible Imams from power, as a quest to return political authority to its rightful 
owners; but also it provided a political and social Utopia around which the believers 
could be mobilised in order to build that Utopia. 

Thus, Shi 'ism as an ideological interpretation has always carried the seeds of 
revolution; but not a bourgeois, nor a socialist revolution; rather an Islamic revolution 
whose task it was perceived to be to return the faith, which had been derailed by the 
Umayyads, to its "true path". This "true path", however, does not belong to the past, 

1 I shall discuss modern intellectual developments in Iran in more detail in Chapters 6 & 7. 
2 Aronowitz, S, "Introduction", in Foss, D.A. & Larkin, R. Beyond Revolution, Bergin & Garvey Publishers, 
Massachusetts, 1986, p. xi 
3 Ibid, p. xii 
4 Even economic facts and figures are part of this symbolic structure. Beyond the level of sheer survival, the 
economic facts and figures find social force only when they are made sensible to people by economic and 
financial analysts. See Chapters 2 & 3 for a more detailed theoretical discussion on these issues. 
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although it is not totally detached from it either. It is rather oriented toward the future 
in the figure of the Mahdi and the Utopian government of justice that is to be built 
under him. Both quietist and activist positions of Shi'ism should, therefore, be 
understood as deeply political in its Islamic sense, not as now apolitical now political 
merely in the sense of representing a social class. 

Abrahamian is right in pinpointing the "White Revolution" and the death of 
Ayatollah Borujerdi in the 1960s as two important events that marked the beginning 
of the political expression of the protest of the ulama against the regime.1 But, he may 
not be accurate in seeing Ayatollah Borujerdi as a figure solely responsible for 
maintaining the tradition of political quietism, and the subsequent rise of Ayatollah 
Khomeini as the inception of political activism of Shi 'ism. Moreover, the political 
expression of the ulama cannot be limited to the threat of land reform to the properties 
of religious foundations, or the extension of the right of vote to women. 

The history of political claims of Shi 'ism goes back long before the so-called 
"White Revolution". And there is reason to believe that the objections to the land 
reform and right of vote for women were largely tactical political moves considered 
necessary to keep the regime at bay. The ulama, once in power, actually encouraged 
women's political participation. Even the quietist position of Ayatollah Borujerdi may 
be considered as a tactical move considered fit for the time that the Pahlavi regime 
enjoyed high popularity, and there was no chance of putting up any serious political 
challenge to it.2 

The Modernity of the Islamic Movement 

Movements such as the Islamic Revolution of Iran should be included among 
the movements of the "post-modern condition" of the Third World type. They involve 
new forms of political intervention in cultural forms. These movements, as Foss and 
Larkin have suggested: "entail, for their adherents, a reinterpretation of social reality, and 
they almost always propose a transformation of social relations and of human nature."3 

Moreover, these movements, despite the assertion of Foss and Larkin to the contrary, 
do not necessarily have to be short-lived and end in decline after institutionalisation. 
Such assertions would mean that, for instance, the trade unionist, feminist and gay 
movements have stopped to produce new forms of reality, or have declined as a result 
of having been enshrined in the laws and social institutions of the Western 
democracies. Such a claim is evidently flawed given the vital functions of these 
movements in the Western democracies today. It makes more sense to see these 
movements as being in constant regeneration, which is responsible for the salvage of 
society from total stagnation and degeneration. 

Political Philosophers such as Jean-Paul Sartre and Henri Lefebvre, and 
anthropologists such as Van Gennep and Victor Turner, have been right to consider 
that reproduction of social, political, ideological and economic relations and 
institutions has meant constant disruption of the prevailing order by forces of "anti-
society" or "anti-structure". But it is not only the anti-order capacity, which 
characterises the forces that result successfully in the reproduction of social relations. 
The success of these forces comes when, in denying the existing order, they establish 

1 Abrahamian, E. 1989, p. 20 
2 For more detail see Chapters 5 & 6. 
3 Foss, D, A. & Larkin, R. 1986, p. xiii 
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themselves as alternative orders or as competing forms of political community vis-à-
vis the existing order. And, this is when we can speak of revolution in the proper 
sense of the term. 

Becoming part of the new order does not necessarily mean - as is often the 
case with "single-issue pressure groups" - that proper social movements degenerate 
totally to become the "legitimating baggage" of the new bureaucracy. They will 
continue to resist against total instrumentalisation, and in ever new forms will 
continue to "revolutionise the human condition". As Aronowitz has suggested these 
movements are "simultaneously Utopian and practical".1 Extending this argument, one 
may add that the existence of Utopia and pragmatism side by side in these movements 
is the key to the reproduction of society in new forms. 

The development of religion and politics in Iran since the 1960s is but a 
testimony to this claim. In the case of the Islamic Revolution, one may argue that 
within the current Islamic movement in Iran this process of creation of new 
experiments with social reality in political terms has not yet been settled and should 
not be written off. The most that can be said at this stage is that the forces of change 
have become new sources of political power and resistance to power since the 
institutionalisation of the revolution. 

In this light it would be simplistic to assume that the decisive take-over of the 
secular opposition by 1963 politico-religious uprising, which was totally under the 
ulama leadership, was only a result of accidental events2. The success of this uprising, 
despite its apparent defeat at the time, was that it was seen as a dress rehearsal of the 
Islamic Revolution of 1979. This uprising had an immediate effect; it demonstrated to 
the people how effectively and wholeheartedly they could fight for what they wanted 
in the context of religious symbolism. It was not only an instrumental use of religious 
language with which this uprising overshadowed the secular nationalist and leftist 
opposition to the Shah. Rather, in this uprising, the religious language could provide 
the people with a collective consciousness, which was motivating and mobilising, and 
could facilitate the organisation of the movement. Within the motivational domain of 
this collective consciousness, making sacrifice became easy and thus enhanced the 
moral force of the movement. 

And it was within the context of this religious understanding that in the period 
1978-79, people conducted mass demonstration of huge proportions, organised large-
scale strikes, and at the same time sustained social order and prevented looting and 
destruction nation-wide virtually without a State apparatus. No political party could 
claim responsibility for such an orderly, decisive, organised and sustained 
mobilisation (not even the ulama network). The real driving force behind the mass 
movement was the collective conscience, which was created out of the religious 
imaginary by the intervention of the modernist ulama and other reform-minded 
religious intellectuals and activists. This intervention was mainly in the form of 
offering new interpretations of religious symbolism, language and culture. 

The Islamic Revolution: A Populist Movement 

Abrahamian has asserted that the Islamic movement, which accepted 
Ayatollah Khomeini as its leader, was actually developed on the basis of Khomeini's 

' Ibid, xiv 
2 Abrahamian, E. The Radical Islam, 1989, p. 21 
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populist version of the Shi 'i Islam. This argument is, at least party, based on the 
assumption that the popular support for Khomeini was deceptively won by his 
populist rhetoric, which he then gradually changed to meet the interests of his class 
interests. Against this, one may argue that Khomeini played a significant part as leader 
because he was able to offer a revolutionary ideology and a theory of State acceptable 
to the people via creative interpretation of religious texts, symbols and narratives. In 
order to explain the appeal of religious medium to the people, leftist analysts prefer to 
see the effectiveness of the symbolism of Ashura, Karbala and Muharram during 1978 
revolutionary events, in their facilitatory role, and in the superstitious and rumour
mongering habits of Iranians.' 

The Shah demonstrated a stronger sense of the ideological power of the 
religious movement when he established the Rastakhiz (Resurgence) Party in the mid-
1970s to create a new ideological base for the legitimacy of the monarchy. He had 
realised that the old form of legitimation - offered by a combination of the support of 
the traditionalist Shi 'i clerics and stress on the divine origins of monarchy in Persian 
mythology - was no longer an option. Therefore, he wanted to create an alternative 
symbolic system on the basis of new interpretations of 2500 year-old pre-Islamic 
political and religious institutions. He also held a Utopian view for the Iranian nation: 
the Utopia of Tamaddon-e Bozorg (the Great Civilisation) in which Iranians would 
live in absolute affluence, and in which the chauvinism of the superior Aryan race, 
which he claimed for Iranians, would run supreme. 

However, the regime failed in selling this imaginary to the population, and the 
Resurgence Party was unable to bridge the huge gap that had been created between the 
State and the society. It was, in fact, a political gamble for all or nothing. And for the 
Shah, the outcome turned out to be nothing - no power, no credibility, and eventually 
no existence. It is true that once the ideology of the revolution assumed victory over 
the ideology of the State, there was no respite for the Shah to remain in power. But, it 
may not true that the structural weakness, social isolation and political alienation were 
so endemic in the Pahlavi regime to make it, as Abrahamian suggests, "perpetually 
unstable and susceptible to revolution".2 

On the contrary, regimes in far worse structural weakness and social isolation 
than the Pahlavi's have either faced no revolution, or have weathered revolutionary 
movements. Therefore, one could claim that at least until the late 1960s, there was 
still a small chance that the regime could forgo a revolutionary threat to its entire 
existence with making certain reforms to address the political and cultural alienation 
of Iranians. Instead, it relied solely on economic fortunes offered by shaky and 
untenable surges in oil price, and on the coercive means such as the army and the 
secret police. 

The relatively easy fall of the regime to the mainly non-military action of the 
Islamic movement was followed by the failure of all other political movements to put 
up a serious challenge to the clerical leadership of the revolution. This situation 
indicated very early on that the revolution was not to be complying with the designs 
of the leftist professional revolutionaries and the Islamic guerrillas. Yet, these latter 
forces persisted in their hopes, based on their ideological anticipations, that eventually 
the revolution would come back to sense and offer them the leadership. The Islamic 
Republic, as the political product of the Islamic Revolution, despite the expectations 

1 Ibid, pp. 23-24 
2 Ibid, p. 27 
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of secular forces, was not a religious government only in form, simply representing 
the traditional middle class. It was a government religious in content as well, which 
was to create a new concept of State, new ideological discourses and new institutions. 

Abrahamian refers to the Islamic Republic as the government of clerical 
populists, who had the goal of creating a theocratic State, based on Khomeini's theory 
of velayat-e faqih} He also distinguishes other categorises of contending political 
forces from the clerical populists. His list includes clerical liberals under Ayatollah 
Shriatmadari and his Muslim People's Party (Hezb-e Khalq-e Musalman), lay 
religious liberals including Bazrgan and his Liberation Movement, lay religious 
radicals including the Mojahedin, secular liberal organisations including the National 
Front, and secular radicals comprising of the Tudeh Party, Fada 'iyan, and smaller 
leftist groups. 

Abrahamian stresses on the move of clerical populists in strengthening their 
positions and the rising of the Mojahedin against this move as the important features 
of the post-revolution period.2 He rightly attributes the success of the clerics to three 
factors: the institutionalisation of clerical revolutionary organisations, the systematic 
take-over of State institutions, and the preservation of links with the traditional middle 
class, bazaar.3 He acknowledges that the Islamic Republic is more viable than the 
Pahlavi regime, but attributes this mainly to its traditional links with the bazaar. This, 
he insists, has made up for the social conservatism of the Islamic Republic after 
securing power, as against its earlier populist rhetoric. He thus put forward tentative 
claims that the Iranian Revolution has arrived at its Thermidor. 

However, Abrahamian does not pay much attention to the alternative ways of 
thinking and organising, which have taken shape within and without the inner circle of 
the Islamic Republic after the revolution. He refers selectively to the conservative 
social policies of the government. He also refers to nuances and differences of stress 
in Khomeini's later speeches as compared to his earlier speeches to conclude that 
Khomeini had moved from radical populist positions to conservative pragmatic 
positions. 

Finally, Abrahamian stresses the popular dismay with the "watering down of 
the populist ideology", the eight-year war with Iraq and the steady increase in "public 
apathy", and predicts that this situation will be the feature of the Islamic regime in the 
future. He thus anticipates that in the future the regime will be "vulnerable to a military 
coup d'etat, either from the conventional army or from the ever-growing pasdar 
(revolutionary guards) army."4 Already Abrahamian's prediction about the continuation 
of public apathy and decline in the rate of participation in elections have come against 
empirical difficulty with the huge turn-out and strong popular interest in the 1997 
presidential election and the increasing popular demands for political and social 
reform ever since. 

1 Ibid, pp. 43-44 
2 Ibid, p. 51 
3 Ibid, pp. 69-70 
4 Ibid, p. 77 
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Religious Ideology: More than a Superstructure 

As I hinted before, Iranian class analysts often ignore the unconventional 
interpretations of class analysis even among the Marxists themselves. Abrahamian is 
exceptional among the class analysts in taking interest such alternative interpretations. 
For example, he has noted the studies of the English Revolution by Christopher Hill. 
In fact, Christopher Hill, Perez Zagorin and Lawrence Stone have argued in separate 
works that this revolution should be explained in terms of the ideological struggle that 
aimed at reinterpreting the social reality of England of the seventeenth century.1 

These analysts agree that the ideological struggle, launched by the gentry against the 
English royalty's attempt to turn English monarchy into absolutist monarchy of the 
continental type, was presented in the language of "religious sectarianism", and the 
language of "constitutional legal theory".2 

Hill particularly has connected his class analysis of the English Revolution to 
the study of the differences in the political philosophies, which were shaped around 
the struggle of gentry against the monarchy over the differences in religious faith. 
This ideological struggle was in large part focused on attacking the legitimacy of the 
regime, which was trying to turn the religious establishment into an instrument of 
despotism. The success of the gentry was thus, at least in part, due to the consent of 
the public to the new interpretations they offered of the same religious texts as their 
opponents used. It was out of this religious struggle that new political philosophies 
developed, political philosophies, which made a fundamental contribution to the 
formation of the English legal and political institutions of the later centuries. 

By the same token, the Islamic Revolution must be seen in its post-modern 
context. As such, it inevitably presents similarities with the post-modern socio
political movements of the West in terms of their capacity to produce a counter
culture. The dissident student and women's movements, as well as the race and gay 
movements in the West since the 1960s, and the more modern forms of dissent 
expressed in anti-abortion and pro-euthanasia movements, or the religious extremist 
movements, have all found coherence around one or another form of "sub-culture". So 
did the nascent Islamic movement in Iran of the 1960s and 1970s. Just as these 
Western movements, the Islamic counter-culture began its ideological struggle against 
the existing social and political order from informal and simple associations and 
networks rather than formal and hierarchic organisations and parties. 

This similarity is also evident in that these movements have in various degrees 
constructed ideologies, which have found expression in subjective, mental and 
cultural terms. Obviously there have also been huge differences between the Western 
movements and the Islamic movement of Iran in terms of the variation of emphasis on 
political, social and religious expressions. The Western movements have more often 
been expressive in fighting over single social issues, but have had undeniable political 
or religious tendencies as well. The Islamic movement, by contrast, has addressed 
multiple issues. Nonetheless, it has been explicitly political and religious, and has so 
far been successful in converging fragmented social forces under the common 
umbrella of Islam. This situation, however, may not last for too long. Nonetheless, it 
is obvious that categorisation of these movements as strictly populist is premature. 

' See Hill's Puritanism and Revolution, 1958, Zarogin's The Court and the Country, 1970, and Stone's The 
Causes of the English Revolutin, 1972 
2 Foss & Larkin, Beyond Revolution, 1986, p. 4 
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Although the Islamic Revolution and the Islamic Republic have presented 
populist tendencies, the nature of these phenomena may not be discerned only in 
terms of populism. The reproduction of social reality in Iran, as every where else, has 
been a function of various variables. These variables operate in parallel rather than 
along each other in the order of base and superstructure. These variables operate at 
four levels that, as Foss and Larkin have noted, are in "partial combination and partial 
contradiction" with each other, thus rendering the reproduction of society problematic. 

These levels are: 1) the level of biological reproduction including the 
behaviour necessary for physical survival; 2) the level of material reproduction 
including collective action to sustain one or another pattern of economic production or 
consumption; 3) the level of cultural reproduction including the reproduction of social 
norms and relations, techniques and relations of production, and language and other 
symbolic structures: beliefs, worldviews, ideologies and in short "shared conceptual 
categories that define meaning"; and 4) the level of political reproduction including "the 
reproduction of patterns of domination and authority relations", which is closely connected 
with the third level.' It is mainly at cultural and political levels that the symbolic 
structures and narratives concerning the origins and destiny of a community are 
invoked to construct various forms of ideologies and Utopias: conceptual categories, 
which give rise to a meaningful life and make shared meanings possible. These 
meanings, however, may or may not be apparent, and very often they are "implicit 
within the thought forms that a collectivity imposes upon itself."2 

Whether false or true consciousness, it is this vague consciousness or sub
conscious drives and motivations, built around the available interpretations of 
symbolic structures, that makes the continuation of a specific form of society and 
polity possible. And there is no denial that so far all these forms of polity and society 
have included relations of power and domination under the guise of ideologies and 
Utopias. Foss and Larkin speak of ideologies as facilitators of "class's own parasitism 
by inverting it into a resolve to defend civilisation, .. .or some other mystique."3 

I prefer to follow Ricoeur in searching for the characteristics that make 
ideologies so universally used by the collectivities to define and identify themselves.4 

At any rate, one has to agree with Gramsci, that "hegemonic ideologies" reflect the 
interpretations that justify dominance of exploiting classes over the polity by way of 
manipulation of religious establishment and other ideological means available to 
them. Yet, these ideologies constitute the shared imaginaries, which make the conduct 
of social and political life meaningful. 

These ideological structures are not only available to the ruling classes; 
revolutionary actors also use these structures in order to intensify social and political 
conflicts in their own favour. Revolutionary movements as such create a collective 
experience, which transcends and undermines the hegemonic ideologies of the ruling 
classes. They are comparable to the so-called "peak experiences", which facilitate the 
formation of "communitas", a state of union and solidarity that is far stronger than the 
solidarity of the troops available to the ruling regime.5 

1 Ibid, p. 28 
2 Ibid, p. 38 
3 Ibid, p. 40 
4 See particularly Chapters 2 for a discussion of Ricoeur's theory of ideology. 
5 Foss & Larkin , 1986, pp. 142-143 
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The Islamic movement, therefore, may be included among the movements of 
the post-industrial or post-modern global experience, which begin with constructing 
anti-structure sub-cultures or counter-cultures and offer new "subjective-experiential 
interpretations of reality."1 It is on this ground that I set out to analyse Abrahamian's 
text Khomeinism: Esays on the Islamic Republic. 

Khomeinism 

In his more recent book, Khomeinism: Essays on Islamic Republic, 
Abrahamian sets out to cast away the spell of fundamentalism that has haunted the 
Western discourse on the Islamic Revolutionary movement in Iran. He deservedly 
tries to break the stereotypical understanding of the Islamic Revolution in terms of a 
religious fundamentalist movement, which portrays it as xenophobic, militant, 
extremist, fanatic and obscurantist. But, he replaces the myth of fundamentalism with 
the myth of "populism". 

Abrahamian rightly criticises Western analysts who consider the Khomeinist 
Islamic movement synonymous with "religious atavism", and who search for similar 
movements in "such far-afield places as Israel, Nigeria, and Indonesia". But, he 
himself searches for populist parallels to Khomeinism in even farther-afield places 
such as Latin America. For him, Khomeinism does not fit the label of 
fundamentalism, which "implies the rejection of the modern world". Therefore, he 
labels it as "populist", which means: "attempts by nation-States to enter the (modern) 
world."2 But this definition of populism renders the title problematic and in a sense 
irrelevant. He insists that "populism" is the character of the Iranian Islamic movement 
because it corroborates with the "intellectual flexibility" and "ideological 
adaptability" of this movement, rather than religious purity and adherence to scriptural 
texts, which are the characteristics of "true fundamentalism". He thus explains 
Khomeinism as a political protest movement against the status quo, driven by socio
economic concerns. 

However, such an understanding of populism would be politically innocuous if 
it were not loaded with another understanding of the term, namely the understanding 
that equates populism with demagogic use of a popularly appealing rhetoric for 
political gain. It is in this latter understanding of populism that Abrahamian reiterates 
his position in Radical Islam, namely that Ayatollah Khomeini and his group of 
clerics "transformed Shi'ism from a conservative quietist faith into a militant political 
ideology" only to return it to a new political and social conservatism after they seized 
power.3 Thus, there is no problem with Abrahamian's characterisation of the Islamic 
movement under Khomeini's leadership in terms of "intellectual flexibility" and 
"ideological adaptability", which was able to transform Shi'ism from an apparently 
non-political religion to a political one. The problem is that by using the label of 
populism in his arguments, he implies that the religious rhetoric of the revolution was 
deceptively used in order simply to turn an essentially apolitical religion into an 
instrument for political hegemony of the traditional and conservative middle class. He 
thus discounts the political tradition of the Shi 'i faith, which was responsible for the 
popular receptivity for politicisation of the apparently apolitical living Shi'i practice. 

1 Ibid, p. 158 
2 Abrahamian, E. Khomeinism, Essays on the Islamic Repubic, University of California Press, USA, 1993, p. 2 
3 Ibid, p. 3 
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Among the variety of religious and secular political positions, which were 
freely propagated during this period, people chose to follow the position of the 
Khomeini group not only because of the populist nature of Khomeinism; but also 
because it was successful to win the contest for political power. In this sense, the 
contest for the leadership of the revolution involved a competition for power by 
revolutionary means, which gave rise to a measure of political pluralism. This 
political pluralism during the revolutionary period became possible because in the 
period 1978-79, there was no coercive means to prevent political agitation of various 
persuasions. For a period, the State had virtually vanished; and, as I hinted before, the 
society ran itself freely, autonomously and, strangely enough, extremely orderly.1 

In the context of modern Iranian politics, there was no strictly non-political 
understanding of religion. What is known as political quietism of the traditionalist 
ulama must not be taken to mean no political involvement. Even the apparently 
apolitical tendencies carried strong political overtones. For example, in 1962-63 
protest against the Shah's so called White Revolution, clerics - some of whom are 
labelled as traditionalist - were involved in expressing political opinions distinct from 
Ayatollah Khomeini's. Highly learned clerics, in fact, such as the grand Ayatollahs 
Shariatmadari, Mar'ashi, Golpayegani, Khonsari, and Qomi differed in their opinion 
from Ayatollah Khomeini, a fact that Abrahaminan himself acknowledges elsewhere.2 

This difference of opinion should be interpreted, not in terms of quietist versus 
political, but in terms of two competing views as to how religion should deal with 
politics. Thus, there is a degree of simplification in denying the political influence of 
the so-called quietist ulama. 

None of the grand ayatollahs, who were regarded by their followers as mar ja 'e 
taqlid (source of emulation) in their own right, could be included in Ayatollah 
Khomeini's group of clerics. The latter group consisted of predominantly younger, 
more politically radical clerics, who were less learned in fiqh and other religious 
sciences. These clerics (Motahhari, Behashti, Montazeri, Khamene'i, Rafsanjani, 
Nateq Nuri, etc.) were mostly referred to as Hojjat-al-Eslam (Evidence of Islam) and 
not Ayatollah (Sign of God), due to their juniority in the ranks with regard to their 
religious knowledge. 

It is true that the political protest of the so-called quietist ulama was less 
poignant in terms of its articulation, and demanded not revolution but only certain 
political reforms; but it was political nonetheless. The success of Khomeini's 
movement naturally meant that his clerical followers, became the political cadres of 
the Islamic Republic, and the former group, who opposed Khomeini's unofficial 
party, did not. 

The failure of the Mojahedin, just as other forces, such as the Liberation 
Movement, the National Front, the Democratic National Front, the Muslim People's 
Party, the Tudeh Party, and the Fada'iyan guerrillas, which attracted some public 
following but gained no political power, should also be understood in this perspective. 
Even figures such as Bazargan and Bani-Sadr, who gained a measure of political 
power by winning the offices of Prime Minister and President respectively, could not 
stay in power for long because they fell out with Khomeini's imaginary of the Islamic 
government. This can also explain why there was wide reception and rapid acceptance 

In the period of revolution, crimes of various sorts, as well as violent expressions of social and psychological 
problems had become none-existent, or more accurately unnecessary. 
2 Abrahanian E. 1993, p. 10 
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among the "traditional masses" of the use of religious concepts and symbols in 
political struggle. 

The fact that people in their millions, and so rapidly, welcomed the revolution, 
questions the claims that the quietist tradition had become an inherent feature of 
Shi 'ism over many centuries. If political quietism were ingrained in the popular mind, 
then how could one explain the spontaneity and scope of people's reception for the 
politicisation of religion, and the popular aptness and skill used to produce religious 
rhetoric for political expression? During the revolutionary events, people, literally on 
a daily basis, produced new forms of an unending stream of melodic slogans, 
combining religious rhetoric with political purposes. They also incessantly improvised 
new tactics for confronting the troops, which under martial law had orders to shoot the 
protesters. 

The fact was that the activist tradition of Shi 'ism had never been replaced by a 
quietist tradition, and the quietist interpretations of Shi'ism had to have either 
temporary religious justification, such as taqiyya (dissimulation), or tactical political 
justification in order to be accepted. Otherwise, figures such as Khomeini or Taleqani 
would not rise so rapidly in popularity at the cost of the decline in the popularity of 
more politically conservative clerics. The secret of this popularity was in the ingenuity 
of these religious leaders to tap into politically relevant and publicly validated 
traditions by way of novel and acceptable interpretations of those traditions. This of 
course should by no means imply that other forces that contested political power were 
doomed from the beginning in the face of the inherent advantages of Khomeini and 
his followers; but that in the absence of more attractive alternatives, Khomeinists used 
their advantages effectively to win power. 

Contrary to the claims that Ayatollah Khomeini was catapulted to power due 
to screening of his image by the world media from France, such media coverage was 
only relevant to the extent that it would be in a genuinely democratic condition. 
Therefore, such claims as "without Khomeinism there would have been no revolution 
- at least, not the Islamic Revolution", can hardly be validated.' If one means by such 
claims that there would be no revolution in the exact form that it happened, it would 
be saying something obvious. And if by it one means that there could be a revolution 
of the sort to fit the mythical moulds of modern revolutions (bourgeois or socialist 
revolution), it would probably be saying something impossible. 

Referring to the recognition of the Umayyad and Abbasid caliphates in the 
Middle Ages by the Sunni ulama, Abrahamian claims that the Shi 'i ulama, "failed to 
develop a coherent theory of State", because they were ambivalent toward the idea of 
accepting the reigning rulers as legitimate.2 It is difficult to substantiate this claim 
because the Shi 'i ulama, even as early as the lifetime of the sixth Imam, Jafar al-
Sadeq, had formed a rather coherent political theory. Some Western scholars, such as 
Montgomery-Watt and Lambton, have referred to this political theory as "quietist" 
and "apolitical". And, in the light of the current ulama interpretations of the hadith, 
this political theory may be understood as an alternative political theory to that of their 
Sunni counterpart. 

The rejection of the Umayyad and Abbasid caliphates as usurpers of the 
rightful political authority of the Imams, thus, was not political ambivalence, but the 
core-concept of a theory of State that would keep the belief and hope in an alternative 

1 Ibid, p. 12 
2 Ibid, pp. 17-18 
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political order alive. It would also justify the rule of the ulama as the forerunner of the 
government of the Mahdi. 

Abrahamian refers to a decree of Imam Ali's in Nahj-ul-Balaqa, in which he 
had warned the people against dangers of social disorder, as evidence for non-political 
attitude of Shi 'ism.1 However, such an interpretation is very far-fetched considering 
numerous substantiated interpretations by the politically active ulama of Nahj-ul-
Balaqa arguing that Ali's philosophy of religion was in fact extremely political. 
Apolitical interpretations of Ali's decrees and sermons, would be readily dismissed by 
the radical ulama on the ground that Ali's warning against endangering social order 
was a political decree to maintain a legitimate order. This would be contrasted with 
the call, for example, of Imam Hussein for insurrection against the existing order, 
which was considered to be a call against an illegitimate order. 

Even the move under the Safavid dynasty by the Shi'i jurists to theorise 
political collaboration of the ulama with the State may be considered as a clear 
political development. One may even argue that the move by the clerics such as 
Majlisi to legitimise Safavid monarchy in exchange for the State's upholding of the 
principles of faith followed the model of political alliance of the Sunni ulama with the 
Ottoman sultans. References of the Shi 'i ulama to the king as the zellollah (shadow of 
God) was thus in analogy with the references of the Sunni ulama to the caliphs and 
sultans as the amir-al-mo 'menin (the leader of the believers) and the ul-al-amr (the 
holder of authority). 

Nor was the theory of velayat-e faqih an invention of Ayatollah Khomeini. 
Rather, it was long known to the ulama in the sense of social and legal guidance of the 
believers as mar ja 'e taqlid, and in terms of the legal guardianship of minors, widows 
and those, who were incapable of looking after their own interests, such as the insane. 
However, this concept too had been re-interpreted at least as early as the eighteenth 
century by the clerics such as Mulla Ahmad Naraqi to imply that the ulama had a right 
to political authority. Political authority of the ulama had also been expressed 
implicitly in the 1890s during the Tobacco Movement by Mirza-ye Shirazi, and 
during the Constitutional Revolution by constitutionalist clerics.2 

The existing class analyses of the Iranian Revolution interpret Ayatollah 
Khomeini's political career as one of conservative-turned-radical-turned-conservative-
again. They see in the changes in Khomeini's political positions, expressed in Kashf-
ul-Asrar and Hokumat-e Eslami, the moves of an opportunist politician. For them, 
Ayatollah Khomeini was a politician who was totally conservative in the beginning, 
lagging behind secular and Islamic intellectuals in political radicalness; and then 
turned radical at the moment of political victory, borrowing intellectuals' radical 
rhetoric to claim political power. He is alleged to have then turned conservative again 
following his accession to power in order to defend the class interests of the 
traditional merchants of the bazaar. 

The emphasis of such views is on Ayatollah Khomeini's stance in Kashf-ul-
Asrar, published under powerful Reza Shah, where he had refused to call for the 
overthrow of monarchy. And there is also reference to his radical position during the 
1970s against the monarchy, when the leftist secular and Islamic forces had already 
prepared the condition to call for the overthrow of the monarchy. This view thus 
implies that Ayatollah Khomeini hijacked the political leadership of the revolution 

1 Ibid, p. 19 
2 See Chapter 5 for more details. 
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from its rightful owners by using opportunistic tricks.1 Such analyses appear to be 
questioning the genuineness of Khomeini's radicalism and revolutionism on the 
ground that he gradually moved from a cautious political protest against the monarchy 
to a radical opposition to this regime. 

However, it is not difficult to understand the political manoeuvring of 
Khomeini in terms of the moves of an opposition political figure. According to this 
interpretation, Ayatollah Khomeini's political moves may be seen in a different light. 
As such, in the 1940s, he demanded representation for his constituency: Islam, by 
admonishing the government to respect the faith, let more clerics to enter parliament, 
and seek advice from the ulama to ensure the conformity of the government 
legislation to the Shari'at. But after about three decades of silent observation, 
followed by open political protest against the religious, cultural, social, political and 
economic developments that were occurring under the Pahlavi regime, he became 
disappointed with any possibility of democratic means of political representation. 
Having grown into a sophisticated religious leader, and a moral, social, and political 
thinker and activist, he thus demanded the whole power by challenging the ideological 
structure of the legitimacy of the monarchy. In his quest, he also put forward a 
program of political sovereignty for an Islamic Republic under the guardianship of the 
faqih. 

However, the natural right of religion - as a faith, as a culture, as an institution, 
and as an interest group - to political representation was not recognised by the Shah. It 
is arguable that if the Shah had recognised this right and had provided institutional 
means for this representation of religion, the course of Iran's development, both 
culturally and socio-economically, could have been different. No doubt, there would 
still be an increase in political activism among the ulama. But, the occurrence of 
violent mass movement might well have been averted. 

In fact as many observers would admit, the idea of revolution and republic did 
not initially exist among the ulama; rather, it was raised in time as their hopes for 
political participation were dashed. Khomeini's appeal to the government in the 1940s 
to give a chance to the ulama to participate in addressing social problems, as social 
reformers and moral philosophers, went unheeded by the regime. Even as late as the 
1960s, as Abrahamian acknowledges, Ayatollah Khomeini asked the Shah to stop 
mistreating the ulama, who were the "true guardians of Islam", and to reform the 
government so that "he would not go the same way as his father did, namely into 
exile."2 These were clear enough political expressions. If they were heeded at the time 
by the regime, there was still a chance, from the late 1960s onwards, to see the 
development of a form of political pluralism in Iran in which religious forces could 
participate as serious political parties and organisations.3 

The Shortcomings of Class Analysis of the Islamic Revolution 

In criticising the class analysis of the Iranian Revolution, I do not claim that 
this type of analysis has no relevance; rather, my claim is that such analysis cannot 
explain many important aspects of this revolution. Class analysis can certainly explain 

1 Abrahamian, E. 1993, pp. 20-21 
2 Ibid, p. 21 
3 In Pakistan and Turkey, the tolerance of Islamic political parties has arguably reduced the chance of political 
revolutions around Islamic ideologies. 
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the socio-economic conditions of Iran, the stratification of the society, and certain 
aspects of the events, movements and political alliances involved in the revolution and 
its aftermath. But, it cannot explain the understandings, motivations, passions, 
feelings and determinations that linked the latent background conditions to collective 
action. 

For example, in explaining the process of the Iranian Revolution, as well as 
the important post-revolution events, class analysis answers as many questions as it 
leaves unanswered. Events, such as the hostage crisis, the war with Iraq, the fall of the 
provisional government of Mehdi Bazargan, the election of Abol-Hassan Bani-Sadr to 
presidency, the cultural revolution (enghelab-e farhangi), the uprising of the 
Mojahedin and the fall of Bani-Sadr, cannot be explained fully by class analysis. 

The causes of the revolution may be attributed to the social and economic 
crisis of Iran. This crisis could in turn be explained away by the rise and fall in oil 
prices, the rise of the capitalist mode of economy and the new developments in social 
stratification, the growth of industrial wage-labour, the repression of national 
bourgeoisie, and the political agitation of the new middle class. But, these attributions 
do not explain the rise to power of clerics and the traditional middle class, which were 
of least economic importance in the modern socio-economic developments in Iran. 

Similarly, the hostage crisis, the fall of the provisional government of 
Bazargan, the cultural revolution, the deposing of Bani-Sadr and the suppression of 
the Mojahedin may be attributed to the push of petty-bourgeois populist clerics to 
consolidate, their grip on power. But, such an analysis does not deal with important 
cultural, religious and political issues involved in the confrontation of Ayatollah 
Khomeini and his followers with their domestic and foreign opponents. 

In the case of confrontation with the United States, for instance, it is vitally 
important to understand the depth of the imagery of the revolution as a just cause of 
the oppressed {mostaz'afin), and the need to confront a powerful and unjust enemy, 
the Great Satan. This need was expressed in the take-over of the American Embassy 
in Tehran, and the ensuing hostage drama and propaganda war over the American 
espionage nest (laneye jassusi)1. Also in the confrontation with the domestic forces, 
which were perceived to be the enemies of the Islamic Revolution, Khomeini and his 
followers moved to curb what was already identified as corrupt influence of the 
Western culture in Iran (gharbzadegi) by a generation of Iranian religious modernists. 

The fear of the return of American influence pushed the revolutionary 
enthusiasts to overthrow Bazargan and Bani-Sadr, who were concerned with Iran's 
economic and political isolation from the world, but were perceived to be leaning 
toward the West. The cultural revolution against the universities, and particularly the 
division between the maktabi (devout) and motekhasses (expert) intellectuals, should 
be understood in light of the perceived fear of the religious intellectuals of an atheist, 
Western and, at any rate, anti-Islamic source of cultural and political propaganda and 
agitation. 

Nietzsche had already alluded to the fear of enemies, which had dominated 
Europe in the late nineteenth century under the rubric of "armed peace", and was to 
become the state of affairs between all nations thereafter. He wrote: "The so-called 
armed peace, as it now exists in all countries, is the absence of peace of mind. One trusts 
neither oneself nor one's neighbour and, half from hatred, half from fear, does not lay down 

This term was attributed to the American embassy in Tehran. 
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arms."1 Robert Rieber and Robert Kelly have discussed the psychological processes 
that give rise to the collective need to create "a shared image of enemy", as part of 
"the logic of group action and mass mobilisation".2 

Whether in Adler's "fictions", Jung's "persona", or Freud's "Oedipus 
complex", the process of enmification must be understood as part of a process of 
"self-inflation", which makes it necessary for the individuals as well as groups to see 
the Self as all "virtues" and the Other as all "vices".3 From a psychological standpoint, 
Reiber and Kelly have emphasised on the "intervention of a symbolic layer in the 
regulation of human conflict," which is responsible for the "prejudice" that underlies 
"the rational man of compromise and conciliation".4 In this vein, they exemplify 
among other cases, the revolutionary language of Ayatollah Khomeini whereby the 
West and particularly the United States are portrayed as enemies of Islam in terms of 
"infidel" ikafiir). The global expansion of the American power since the World War II 
on the back of the images of enemy as fascist, anti-democratic, communist, fanatic, 
terrorist and fundamentalist is another example of the same phenomenon. 

This process of enemy making, which is one of the prerequisites of any 
attempt at mobilising a collectivity against domestic and foreign enemies, is in various 
degrees relevant to all belligerent groups during wars and revolutions. It is, in 
psychological terms, the same phenomenon as we have previously discussed in 
political terms under the rubric of ideology, whose function it is "to organise the 
common perception around certain images in the pursuit of a policy for collective 
action."5 

Psychoanalytically speaking, the human mind creates images, which become 
the basis for paradigms and models of understanding and action. The collective 
imaginaries of a society, constructed by the family, the school, the media and the 
State via language use, are guiding agents, which make it possible for collectivities 
"to locate, perceive, identify, and label" the infinite number of relations, techniques 
and events that occur within and beyond their control. These imaginaries in fact 
provide for "the background stocks of knowledge and the cognitive maps", which are 
responsible for the coherence of every form of community.6 

Of course, one must distinguish between "rational recognition of an important 
adversary" and "an irrational distortion of policy brought about through 
enmification.'"1 But, as far as experience is any guide, apart from rare instances of 
recognition of others as different, the belligerent approach of the stronger powers 
toward the weaker powers of different persuasions have been based on distortive 
enmification. Examples of such enmification are evident in the confrontation of the 
United States with Islamic Iran, the encounter of the Pahlavi regime with the Islamic 
Revolution and the approach of the Islamic Republic as a new power to its perceived 
others. 

One main problem with the class analysis of the Iranian Revolution and the 
Islamic Republic has been the insistence of the analysts on denying any validity to the 

' Nietzsche, F. Human all too Human, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1986, p. 204 
2 Rieber. R.W. ed. The Psychology of War and Peace: The Images of the Enemy, Plenum Press, New York, 1991, 
pp. 5-7 
3 Ibid, p. 11 
4 Ibid, p. 14 
5 Ibid, p. 22 
" See Chapters 2 & 3 for an in-depth discussion of the theory of imaginary. 
7 Rieber, R. W. ed. 1991, p. 28 
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professed intentions of the Islamic revolutionary actors. For example, the popular 
intention to save and protect Islam as a religion and as a culture has never been 
considered as a serious factor by the "objective" analysts of the Iranian Revolution. 
As if self-awareness and consciousness of these actors played no role in the actions 
they were taking. 

Despite much emphasis by the Marxists on the role of class consciousness in 
revolutionary action, the Marxist analyses of the Islamic Revolution have often 
assumed that the revolutionary actors in Iran were driven by superior powers of class 
interest, relations of production, and historical materialism. It is true that not all 
actions, collective or individual, are driven by conscious intentions; and that non-
conscious and unconscious forces of history, economy, culture, psyche, memory and 
imagination play an important part in inspiring and motivating collective action. But, 
it is also true that such forces must not be elevated to a metaphysical level in the 
analysis of collective action. 

Unfortunately though, attempts by some Marxist analysts and professional 
revolutionaries to make out of such forces as history and economy the only concrete 
and precise agents of change can be considered nothing short of elevating this forces 
to a metaphysical level. In fact, these attempts are as metaphysical as, if not more 
metaphysical than, the attempt of the religious leaders of the Islamic Revolution to 
assign the victory of the revolution solely to the power of Allah and other supernatural 
forces. Even Marx, when read non-ideologically, would reject such extremism. As 
Fischer has indicated, even class analysis and class-consciousness could not exclude 
Islam as a vital socio-political force in Iran. 

Conclusion 

Based on the foregoing arguments, and if we have to somehow categorise the 
Khomeinist movement under a familiar title for political qualification, we may call 
this movement a religious modernist movement, rather than a fundamentalist, or a 
populist one. Many sources could be named among the religious modernists as points 
of reference for Ayatollah Khomeini in developing his revolutionary ideas, sources 
like Arab religious modernists, such as Seyyed-e Qotb and Muhammad Abduh. Other 
sources may also be named, like the Iraqi Shi 'i ulama in Najaf (Ayatollah Sadr and 
Ayatollah Hakim), who, as Abrahamian has noted, "were forging new concepts" to 
combat the Communist Party of Iraq. Lay religious modernists, such as Ale- Ahmad 
and Shari'ati could also be named in this regard. These new influences are suspected 
to have begun during Ayatollah Khomeini's 15-year exile in Najaf, Iraq. Ayatollah 
Khomeini himself has not acknowledged any of these sources in his writings. 

Challenging the legitimacy of the monarchy was in fact a much easier 
doctrinal position for Ayatollah Khomeini to sustain in the political atmosphere of the 
1970s than not being openly political. This was so because of the lively existence of 
already popular traditions of Karbala and Ashura, and the symbols of sacrifice and 
martyrdom of Imam Hussein, and the wide receptivity of the people to the 
politicisation of religion. In being politically explicit, Khomeini, as a religious leader, 
could be forthright about the age-old Shi 'i belief that all monarchies were inherently 
corrupt, and that it was a sacred duty to fight against the monarchy in Iran. He could 
also claim, as he did, that it was the divinely ordained right of the Shi 'i Imams to 
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wield political authority, and that it was the duty of the Shi 'i ulama to accept the 
burden of political rule in the period of the absence of the twelfth Imam. 

There is no doubt that Ayatollah Khomeini challenged the existing 
interpretations of religious texts in order to innovate the Shi 'i political philosophy. 
But, it is hardly arguable that he did this due to pragmatic adaptation of religion to 
politics; rather, one may claim that Khomeini in fact did the reverse, in that he used a 
sense of pragmatism to adapt politics to religion. In his innovations in religious 
politics, he only revealed the age-old secret ambition of the Shi'i believers to build an 
Islamic State, an ambition, which was discussed privately by the ulama and their 
students, followers, and private audiences decades before the revolution. In fact, 
Ayatollah Khomeini recognised the right time for articulating these ambitions in a 
revolutionary and, at the same time, pragmatic program of collective action, which 
was radical and at the same time sensible. 

Ayatollah Khomeini's doctrinal reformulation was necessary in forming a 
religious politics. For example, on the issue of the religious law (Shari'at), he sensibly 
argued that the Shari 'at was formulated by God for the guidance of the Islamic ummat 
(community), and therefore, it was natural that it should be implemented. It was 
equally sensible that the implementation of the Shari 'at should be trusted in those 
who were most learned in the religious law. It was also sensible to say, as he did, that 
due to the spread of wrong interpretations of the Sacred Text by the enemies of Islam 
over the past centuries, true religion (as proposed by him) "might sound strange".1 It 
was in this context, therefore, that he declared that crucial concepts, such velayat-e 
faqih, distorted for a long time by the monarchic regime and its religious puppets, 
must be re-interpreted to reflect the responsibility of the ulama to participate in 
politics. 

Even in the arena of society, it was understandable for Khomeini to change his 
positions on socio-economic issues within more than three decades between the 1940s 
to the 1970s. This change naturally meant a shift from a position of hoping for social 
reforms to one frustrated with the increasing social divide between the rich and poor, 
and the ever-burgeoning corruption. Thus naturally, the moderate demands for 
reforms, which would have addressed economic problems of wealth and equity 
without threatening the social order, were transformed to demands for radical social 
and political change in order to benefit the poor and eradicate the corrupt capitalists. 

Khomeini's revision of the theory of velayat-e faqih during his lifetime was 
also natural, due to emerging doctrinal matters raised in the face of various social and 
political crises. Crises such as the war with Iraq, the confrontation with rebellion of 
the Mojahedin, the problems associated with economic embargo placed on Iran by the 
West since the victory of the revolution, and the problems associated with foreign 
policy in general, warranted these revisions. For example, he proclaimed in 1989, just 
before his death, that the jurists, "most knowledgeable about the contemporary 
world", had priority in assuming political posts over those, who had limited 
themselves to excellence in strictly "religious scholarship".2 As such, he already 
provided for the means of further arguments in support of some sort of secularisation 
of religious politics, which may or may not take a course like that of the West. 

His revision of velayat-e faqih has also been interpreted to justify the 
ascendance to power of younger clerics loyal to Ayatollah Khomeini, rather than those 

1 Ibid, p. 25 
2 Ibid, p. 35 
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opposed to him. Also the Constitution of the Islamic Republic has provided for many 
social reform programs in the benefit of the middle and lower classes. It has clauses, 
which prescribe "citizens pensions, social security, unemployment benefits, disability pay, 
medical services, and free secondary as well as primary education." 

From the foregoing arguments, it is difficult to conclude, as Abrahamian does, 
that "Khomeinism used organisations and plebiscitary politics to mobilise the masses, but at 
the same time it distrusted any form of political pluralism, liberalism, and grass-roots 
democracy."2 As I shall show in the following chapters, the Islamic imaginary 
proposed by Ayatollah Khomeini and other ideologues of the Islamic Revolution can 
prove to be the best chance Iranians have yet had for the construction of civil society, 
political pluralism and democracy. In this chapter, I could not cover all of the writings 
on the Islamic Revolution. However, I believe, the texts that I have covered contain 
the core concepts of the vast majority of the literature on the Islamic Revolution. 
Nonetheless, in the following chapters, I shall discuss some of the alternative 
interpretations of the Islamic Revolution and the Islamic Republic of the post-
Khomeini era. 

• Ibid, pp. 35-36 
2 Ibid. p. 38 
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C h a p t e r Two 

Text, Imagination and Hermeneutics of Action 

Introduction 
Being one and different is a main feature of the emerging forms of 

globalisation. In the economic, political and cultural modes of social existence, the 
trend of globalisation is toward affirming local identities while promoting a set of 
universal human interests. In the sphere of economy, local initiatives are increasingly 
directed at offering new interpretations of local traditions in order to make them 
receptive to the emerging patterns of global economy. In politics, new forms of 
nationalism are on the rise in the form of new connections with the past heroes, 
myths, religions, wars and revolutions; while still willing to belong to a global 
political hope for universal values of peace and non-violence, and respect for human 
dignity. Particular cultures are also being asserted in the form of specific identities 
that seek global recognition. It is being increasingly recognised that distinct collective 
identities must become a part of the global human experience. 

With such an understanding of globalisation, I shall use the space in this 
chapter to situate modern collective movements, like the Islamic Revolution of Iran, 
within the context of the modern global politics of recognition. In this sense, I 
consider the desire to win global recognition as the driving force of the Islamic 
Revolution. The quest for the fulfilment of the desire for recognition, which Hegel 
identified as a generic human need, was manifested in Iran in the form of the ideology 
of a religious revolution. ' The religious character of the Iranian Revolution may thus 
be understood in terms of the transcendental motivations that were created by the 
Islamic political discourse. These motivations generated a powerful political force that 
was able to mobilise the population to take action for fulfilling the desire for 
recognition. To say this is not to say that socio-economic and politico-economic 
problems did not concern the revolutionary actors in Iran; but that these problems 
themselves found political meaning in the context of the desires and motivations, 
which were created by new understandings of the Islamic political discourse. 

I have already made some references to the significance of collective 
memories and imaginations in motivating and actualising the Islamic Revolution of 
Iran. The present chapter lays out the theoretical backdrop of the connection of the 
hermeneutical interpretation of texts and the phenomenology of collective political 
action, which could be used in developing a new understanding of the Islamic 
Revolution. I shall discuss the connection between the hermeneutics of text, 
imagination and social action in the context of the rise of new ideologies in the global 
scale; ideologies that are offering new truth claims in order to create new variations of 
power.2 In particular, I shall use the dichotomy of distanciation - belonging in order to 
explain the tendency of the Islamic revolutionary movement in Iran to belong to both, 
a particular cultural tradition and a universal human culture. 

My understanding of the role of the hermeneutical interpretation of the texts of 
tradition (the historical, religious and fictional narratives) in motivating political 
action is based on the assumption that there is a link between the act of interpretation 

' See Hegel, The Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1977. 
2 My arguments here will closely follow Paul Ricoeur's theory of text and theory of imagination as 
developed in his essays collected under the title From Text to Action (1991). 
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and the psychic energies that bring collective action to existence. I argue that the act 
of interpretation is the means by which human collectivities discover in the texts of 
tradition meanings that make their existence as distinct collective identities 
comprehensible to themselves. I also argue that the texts of tradition, as the repository 
of human experience, connect particular human colletcivities to the general human 
struggle for recognition. This interconnection between the act of interpretation and 
such psychic energies as collective desire for recognition forms the condition for the 
possibility of social change by creating the motivations that make collective action 
meaningful for its participants. 

I view collective action as a movement emerging out of the tension between 
collective effort to grasp the meaning of the historical experience, and the attempt to 
use this knowledge to produce new variations of power. To put it crudely, human 
collectivities begin to act to change their lives by the will to knowledge of their 
historical experience. They try to gain this knowledge by distancing themselves from 
their own everyday experience, and by seeking the meaning of their present existence 
in their traditions. The interpretations of the text of traditions - the various historical, 
religious and fictional narratives, which are as rich and diverse as the various cultural 
forms of humanity - provide the means for this connection with the past. But human 
action does not reach its full potential unless there appears a form of belief, a psychic 
state of mind, which is normally formulated in the form of an ideological discourse. It 
is through this expression of desire in discourse that human beings return to self after 
the detour of the signs and symbols of humanity in order to participate in the 
particular historical experience to which they belongs. 

I shall try to use this understanding of human action in demonstrating the 
liberatory potentials of the Islamic Revolution of Iran without failing to criticise its 
repressive and violent tendencies. My critique of the violence of the Islamic 
Revolution will be directed at the dysfunction of the Islamic revolutionary discourse 
when turned into the discourse of legitimation of a new mode of domination. It is thus 
in the process of the institutionalisation of the Islamic revolutionary ideology that the 
violent tendencies of this ideology could be understood. The violence appeared as a 
means for repressing the further outpour of the desire for liberation. In the language of 
psychoanalysis, this kind of ideological dysfunction is understood as pathological. In 
this sense, collective Utopias, created in search of a meaningful existence in the world, 
become pathological when violence becomes a price to be paid for the gratification of 
certain collective desires and aspirations at the cost of others. The desire of the Iranian 
revolutionaries to form a collective identity on the basis of religious faith and national 
sovereignty became pathological when violence became an instrument for the 
institutionalisation of this desire. 

But violence should not deter us from seeing in the Islamic Revolution a 
powerful liberatory force. This force has appeared, at one and the same time, as an 
attempt to find practical answers to the problem of joining Iran, as a particular 
political community, to the global process of historical development, and as a forceful 
struggle to assert a distinct cultural identity. The Islamic revolutionary ideology 
should be seen primarily as the formulation of a Utopian dream of freedom and justice, 
which was a product of Iran's encounter with the global force of the Western 
modernity. Since the colonial period, the push for globalisation had taken concrete 
ideological formulations, with technical rationalisation and homogenisation of diverse 
economic and political cultures as its main guide. Under this ideology, the West had 
succeeded to create a global economy, which met the technical demands of 
"instrumental rationalism". This global ideology has been increasingly accepted as a 
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universal model for economic development. However, the project of globalisation has 
created strong tensions at both local and international levels by trying to extend the 
model of the universal rationalisation of economy to the sphere of politics. The reason 
for this situation is perhaps that politics belong by nature to the field of ethics of life, 
the field of regulations of emotions and passions that animate the properly human 
affairs. This is how Aristotle understood politics, and I think his understanding is still 
valid. And perhaps this is why political life still escapes the effort of modern 
instrumental rationalism to bring it under the control of its technical causality. 

The process of globalisation of politics has thus suffered serious setbacks. 
Instead of the universal polity that the protagonists of instrumental reason from 
Hobbes to Marx had tried to theorise, the real course of globalisation has involved a 
proliferation of particular national and religious identities in search of objectification 
of their communal aspirations. The quest for recognition, which has appeared in the 
form of new religious and secular ideologies, underlies the demands for alternative 
power relations at local and international levels. They mark the advent of modern 
social movements, revolutions, and demands for nationhood or statehood. 

Modern social movements in the advanced industrial societies, such as the 
movements on behalf of the women, ethnic and racial minorities, and homosexuals, 
although local, have created serious global reverberations. These movements are 
inherently connected with the historical repression of the desire of these social groups 
to assert themselves as distinct and dignified identities. In the dominated societies at 
the periphery of the global economic system, where new variations of power are often 
offered in violent outpour of religious or nationalist zeal, local political movements 
also demand global hearing. The Islamic Revolutionary discourse in Iran and 
elsewhere in the Muslim world, and the States that are called "rogue" or "renegade" 
belong to this latter type of the expression of desire. 

Hermeneutics, phenomenology and Critical Theory 

Paul Ricoeur has situated the imaginative interpretations of traditions at the 
heart of understanding human action. Present action is thus understood as a 
consequence of new understandings of the past, understandings that unfold in the 
process of the interpretation of the texts of tradition. In this sense, text proposes an 
imaginary world, which is claimed to offer as a better condition of existence. This 
imaginary is offered in the context of a narrative of tradition. Action unfolds as a 
claim to make the "proposed world" in the image of a desired interpretation of 
traditions, which despite its connection to the past is a novel proposition, seeking 
social, political and institutional change through the critique of tradition. 

Ricoeur's theory of imagination is an attempt to bring the traditions of 
hermeneutics, phenomenology and psychoanalysis together by bridging the gap 
between interpretation, understanding and critique. It could be situated at the 
crossroads of the traditions of Immaneul Kant, Friedrich Hegel, Friedrich 
Schleiermacher, Max Weber, Wilhelm Dilthy, Edmund Husserl, Sigmund Freud, 
Martin Heidergger, Hans-Georg Gadamer and Jürgen Habermas. Ricoeur's work may 
be described as an effort to continue and correct the traditions of phenomenology, 
hermeneutics and psychoanalysis.1 

In developing my own hermeneutical analysis of the Islamic Revolution of 
Iran, I will follow Ricoeur's theory of imagination and his hermeneutical critique of 
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ideology. The hermeneutical critique of ideology can be situated in between the 
traditions of hermeneutics, phenomenology and critical theory, where it tries to 
identify the historical and theoretical links between these otherwise quite distinct 
traditions. It thus traces the continuities between Husserl's phenomenology, 
Gadamer's hermeneutics and Habermas' critique of ideology, which may be 
considered as three of the main contemporary trends in political and moral 
philosophy. The Hermeneutical critique of ideology tries to explain and at the same 
time refine the discourses that take the relationship of tradition, ideology and authority 
as their referent. It seeks to fulfil a twofold task: to locate in the structure of 
phenomenology and hermeneutics the capacity to contribute to the development of a 
legitimate critique of ideology, and in the structure of critical philosophy the need of 
awareness of its own "hermeneutic presuppositions". Here, I shall first discuss the 
attempt to link hermeneutics and critical theory referring to Ricoeur's intervention in 
the debate between Gadamer and Habermas; and then I will develop my arguments on 
the continuity and disjunction between phenomenology and hermeneutics. 

Gadamer - standing at the crossroad of the works of Schleielmacher, Dilthy 
and Heidegger - has continued and refined the tradition of German Romanticism. He 
has developed, in his Truth and Method (1960) and other writings on philosophical 
hermeneutics, a theory of understanding that seeks to locate historical consciousness 
in the interpretation of the texts of tradition, which transmit historical experience. 
Gadamer's philosophy, according to Ricoeur: "turned hermeneutic philosophy toward the 
rehabilitation of prejudice and the defence of tradition and authority, placing this philosophy 
in a conflictual relation to any critique of ideology." But at the same time, Gadamer's 
hermeneutics has had a universal appeal that "surpasses" the narrowness of Romantic 
tradition in its connection with "the universal linguality" of the human condition, a 
universality that would make the struggle against the prejudices of particular cultures 
possible. The conflict between Romanticism and Enlightenment can thus be 
understood through the work of Gadamer in terms of the dialectical interplay between 
the nostalgia for cultural particularism, or "prejudice", and the critique of ideology in 
its articulation of prejudice. 

The whole structure of the binary opposition between the Enlightenment 
message of universal progress of mankind and the Romantic message of return to 
specific cultural traditions may thus be deconstructed in terms of this dialectical 
interplay between the universality of instrumental reason and the particularity of 
historical experience. On one side, there is the narrative of emancipation from the 
narrowness of cultural prejudice through a universal historical consciousness, which is 
manifested in the form of the modern State and modern revolutions. On the opposite 
side, there is the narrative of the return to authority through religious and mythical 
traditions by tapping into the emotional energies of the unconscious, which is 
manifested in the form of the literary imagination, religious resurgence, Utopian desire 
and cultural fantasy. 

As Ricoeur has suggested, one could find in Gadamer's work the possibility of 
transcending the opposition of Enlightenment and Romanticism by reconciling the 
concepts of freedom and authority. Authority therefore becomes meaningful only if it 
is consented to by free individuals who make free judgements. The acceptance of 
authority is thus a process of "doubt and critique".3 The authority of a tradition is 
recognised if that tradition is capable of securing the suitable condition for the 
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freedom of judgement and critique. Preservation of such a tradition may thus involve 
a movement of renewal or revolution that would discard the unjustified violence and 
repression ofthat tradition via critique. 

The critique of tradition therefore passes through a critique of cultural 
prejudice; a critique that is not out to destroy prejudice in its entirety, but to create a 
self-awareness that opens up cultural prejudice to views that are beyond its immediate 
horizon. Prejudice, as "the horizon of the present", must therefore be recognised only 
as a starting point for understanding the meaning of action in terms of a force that 
opens up the horizons of the future. But this primary function of prejudice reaches its 
full potential only if it can avoid falling back onto itself. It is in its opening up to "the 
other's point of view" that the self can confront with its immediate limitations and its 
prejudices. According to Ricoeur: "historical knowledge cannot free itself from the 
historical condition. It follows that the project of a science free from prejudice is impossible. 
History poses meaningful questions to the past, pursues meaningful research, and attains 
meaningful results only by beginning from a tradition that interpellates it.'J 

However, hermeneutical critique of ideology has to surpass the traditionalism 
of Gadamer's theory of text in order to make evident the liberatory potentials of the 
historical experience. Hence, the essential need for recourse to the traditions of critical 
theory and psychoanalysis in order to introduce the theory of imagination. Critical 
theory, which arose from the interaction of Marxist theory of history and Freudian 
psychoanalysis in the Frankfurt school, stands opposed to the views that advocate the 
restoration of the authority of tradition. The opposition of critical theory to 
hermeneutics may thus be understood as a continuation of the dialogue between 
tradition and its critique. This opposition may be established along four lines: 1) the 
opposition of the concept of "interest" to that of "prejudice"; 2) the opposition 
between "critical social sciences" to hermeneutical "reinterpretation of cultural 
traditions"; 3) the opposition of the concept of ideology as a "systematic distortion of 
communication" to the theory of understanding as a hermeneutical recovery of 
meaning in traditions; and 4) the opposition of the ideal of "unrestricted and 
unconstrained communication" to the ideal of ontological belonging of the being to 
the world of text.2 

The concept of interest, as developed by Habermas in Knowledge and Human 
Interests (1968), has its roots in the interpretations offered by Lukacs and the 
Frankfurt school of Marxism as against the concept of prejudice which Gadamer 
inherited from the Romantic tradition and from Heidegger. In Gadamer, the concept 
of prejudice underscores the prior belonging of all understanding to a pre-
understanding that precede it in the structure of traditions. In Habermas, the concept 
of interest points to the predication of all human action upon the force of desire. 
Habermas remains faithful to the tradition of critical reflection beginning with Kant 
and leading through Fichte and Hegel to Marx and Freud; but at the same time he tries 
to refine this tradition. In Marxism he sees a critical function that frees reflective 
philosophy from the dominance of the "Kantian subject", the "Fichtean ego" and the 
"Hegelian consciousness", and situates it in the domain of labour and production. The 
Marxian concept of "class interest" underlies the relations of production in which 
man, "the producer", is situated. Marx's concept of human labour revolutionised the 
theory of subject by bringing action to the forefront of the human critical activity. 
Man's labour was henceforth understood as a force that shaped the condition of any 
reflective activity. Marx's emphasis on the forces of production as the principal agent 

1 Ibid, p. 283 
2 Ibid, pp. 285-286 

93 



of change pointed to the function of class interest in historical development. In 
Marxism therefore there is potential for both revealing the structural priority of the 
relations of production over the Kantian subject and Hegelian spirit, and the critical 
function to unmask the fundamental grounding of all knowledge and power in class 
interests. But Marxism as an ideology has not been immune to pathological 
tendencies. 

Habermas advances a critique of Marxism, which targets its proclivity to 
abandon its reflective function in its consummation by positivism, objectivism and 
structuralism. This critique is a continuation of a tradition that questions the 
ideological function of Marxism as a specific form of ideological distortion, which 
seeks to present Marxism as "an allegedly disinterested knowledge"; a knowledge that 
would rationalise and legitimise "one category of action at the expense of all others." 
Beginning from the Marxian concept of interest, Habermas proceeds to a general 
category of human interests, which includes various forms of interest including but 
not limited to class interest. Class interests along with other technical or instrumental 
interests of humanity are considered as part of the human activity to gain mastery over 
the objective world in both its natural and social manifestations. This category of 
interests underlies the enterprise of "empirical-analytic science". Another category of 
interests is proposed under the rubric of "practical interests" that belong to the sphere 
of human inter-subjective activity and the search for meaning, and underlies the 
"historical-hermeneutic sciences". 

It is in recognising hermeneutic sciences and category of practical interests 
that Habermas comes closest to Gadamer. In connecting the understanding of human 
inter-subjective activity to the domain of communication, he accepts that this 
understanding can be achieved through the interpretation of texts as the domain of 
exchange of inter-subjective messages. Human inter-subjective activity therefore 
belongs to the sphere of "communicative action", which is of a different order than 
"instrumental action". Ricoeur has emphasised the affinity of Habermas with 
Gadamer in that both recognised "communicative action" as the domain of meaning 
in distinction from "instrumental action" as the domain of exploitation. 

Harbermas thus presents an internal critique of Marxism in the sense that he 
offers his critique not in rejection of Marxism, but by remaining in the Marxist 
tradition. His critique of Marxism therefore amounts to nothing short of a peculiar 
reinterpretation of Marxism by recourse to what was hidden in the Marxist original 
discourse. In fact, it is in the distinction between the forces and relations of production 
in the original Marxist discourse that Habermas develops his theory of communicative 
action. Accordingly, in the forces of production there is the generic proclivity of man 
to express in labour his desire to master the objective world. Psychoanalytically 
speaking, this generic character of human beings is related to the world of the 
unconscious, the locus of the repressed energies of life; and as such it underlies the 
universal will to autonomy. In the relations of production, on the other hand, lies the 
source of the particular forms of organisation of human labour, the institutional 
structures of the activity of production, the specific cultural, political and legal forms 
that govern the division of labour and class antagonism. 

It is in the field of relations of production that categories of subjectivity and 
consciousness appear in the form of a particular discourse of domination that seeks to 

1 Ibid, p. 287; Ricoeur's analysis of Habermas' concept of interest is largely based on references to his 
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impose a specific form upon these relations. The political concept of freedom arises in 
the context of this push of specific structures of knowledge and power to mould the 
discourse of power in one or another ideological form. Ideology therefore may be 
understood as a specific form of discourse that in its instrumental rationality seeks to 
control the free flow of human communication. Ideology, in this sense, is an 
instrumental action, which has the function of concealing, distorting and repressing 
the free and unrestricted communicative action by justifying violence and domination. 
The enterprise of freedom therefore finds its full potential in confronting this 
repressive and distorting function of ideology. In the context of the technical and 
systemic domination of humanity by the power of science and State, the generic 
human drive to autonomy appears in the form of various discourses of liberation, 
which express interest in restoring the meaning of action by resisting the ideological 
pressure of science and State on free communication. 

The interest of humanity in establishing a free flow of inter-subjective 
communication underlies Habermas' appeal to "critical social sciences" as an 
enterprise for the critique of the ideological functions of sciences and the State. This 
critique is inevitably implicated in the critique of traditions that support the 
ideological functions of the institutions of power and knowledge. According to 
Ricoeur, the tendency of Habermas to give the critique of tradition a value higher than 
the constitutive and integrative values of the authority of tradition distinguishes him 
most sharply from Gadamer. Habermas' critical social sciences are driven primarily 
by the human interest in liberation, and not by the interest in belonging to a cultural 
tradition. These sciences must then free themselves from ontological presupposition 
of the philosophy of being and take critical self-reflection as their point of departure. 

What Gadamer sees in traditions as their strength, Habermas see as their 
weakness. The capacity of traditions in constituting our subjectivity is then seen as 
institutional constraints on our consciousness. Liberation is therefore placed above 
understanding, and critique above hermeneutics. The premise of hermeneutics is that 
misunderstanding is the source of the concealment of meaning in the structure of the 
text. Accordingly, misunderstanding presupposes an understanding that should be 
recovered in the form of meaning through the act of interpretation. In the Habermas' 
critical theory, ideology plays a similar role to misunderstanding in hermeneutics.1 

But unlike hermeneutics, critical theory sees its task not in creating understanding 
through interpretation, but in the analysis and criticism of the pathological nature of 
ideology. Hence, the affinity of the critical theory with psychoanalysis. Unlike 
understanding that in the view of hermeneutics always precedes a misunderstanding, 
critique does not precede ideology, but comes after it. In the critical theory, ideology 
is seen as the discourse of justification of the repression, domination and violence of 
authority. In the language of psychoanalysis, the function of ideology is analogous to 
the function of repression and censorship, and the function of critique must be its 
cure. 

In short, the critical theory questions the Heideggerian idea of being-in-the-
world that is reformulated by Gadamer in terms of a prior understanding that is hidden 
in the texts of tradition and is to be recovered in the process of interpretation. It 
questions the claim that this understanding had existed as an ontological and 
constitutive "consensus" in the structure of language. It is suspicious of the 
hermeneutical claim that misunderstanding is the result of a secondary process 
involving a breakdown in the transmission of historical tradition to us; a breakdown 
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that must be overcome by the recovery of meaning and by the restoration of the 
authority of tradition. 

Suspicious of the claims of hermeneutics of tradition, the critical theory 
proposes that self-reflective critique "cannot be founded on a prior consensus, since 
what is prior is precisely a broken communication."1 For the critical theory, the task 
of critique is not to restore the authority of the tradition, but to unmask it as the locus 
of "false consciousness" and as the source of the pathological illusions of the subject. 
The critical social science of which Habermas speaks therefore has an anticipating 
rather than a recovering function. It should not therefore get entangled in an infinite 
process of recollecting and reinterpreting the past in order to develop a new 
understanding, because this function has an inherent tendency to recognise the 
authority of traditions and justify its violence. Rather, it must seek to establish an 
unprecedented form of communicative action that is unlimited and unconstrained. It 
must thus seek a fundamental break with violence of the past by changing the world in 
the anticipation of complete liberation and autonomy of the subject. 

In Ricoeur's words: "the gesture of hermeneutics is a humble one of acknowledging 
the historical conditions to which all human understanding is subsumed in the reign of 
finitude; that of the critique of ideology is a proud gesture of defiance directed against the 
distortions of human communication." Hermeneutical critique of ideology appeals to 
both of these gestures. It begins by acknowledging its fundamental belonging to past 
human experience; but at the same time, it seeks to confront the relations of 
domination that have incessantly violated and distorted human communication. It is 
thus in essence a political position advocating the enhancement of the present state of 
human communication by pointing both to its finitude and its need to free itself from 
the unreasonable and unjustified violence of this finitude. It does this by finding in 
hermeneutic philosophy the capacity to accommodate the demands of critical 
philosophy, and by pinpointing the fundamental limitations that a particular historical 
condition places upon critique. 

Hermeneutical critique of ideology therefore reflects the effort to signify the 
emancipatory potential of the dialectics of "distanciation and belonging", which 
brings this philosophical dichotomy to the level of a demand for political freedom. I 
shall use this method of hermeneutical critique to highlight the liberatory potentials of 
the interpretations of Islamic tradition in the case of the Islamic Revolution of Iran 
without neglecting their repressive potentials. These emancipatory potentials arise 
from the capacity of the texts of tradition to offer multiple meanings, which escape the 
effort of particular interpreters to impose limitations on this plurality. They challenge 
the efforts of ideologies to legitimise one or another mode of domination by fixating 
the text in one or another interpretation of traditions. The critical potential of 
hermeneutics lies in its power to offer the possibility of imagining new worlds and 
new belongings, a power that is only possible by the emancipation of the text from 
repression and violence that limit its capacity to open new horizons of reality. The 
mode of understanding the text should not therefore be limited to delineating the 
structure and style of the language of the text, although any such understanding must 
begin from a proper method for this delineation. The mode of understanding of the 
text is rather analogous to the mode of understanding action in the sense of 
deciphering action that is transmitted to us by the text. It is in this interpretative 
capacity of the text that new possibilities of being arise. 
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Here is where the theory of imagination offers itself as a new mode of 
understanding human action in the post-Heideggerian tradition. Heidegger had 
already introduced the notion of Dasein or "being-in-the-world" not only as a mode of 
being but also as a mode of becoming, a mode that opens up the horizon for "the 
projection of the ownmost possibilities" of the self.1 Gadamer introduced the texts of 
traditions as the domain of the emergence of new possibilities of being in the world, 
possibilities that we presume to be promising of a better future. But in the 
Heideggerian understanding of being, and in its further development by Gadamer, 
what was emphasised was the significance of the authority of traditions in 
determining the limitations of the new possibilities. By contrast, the Ricoeurian 
understanding of imagination stresses the role of "the subversive force of the 
imaginary" as the main driving force and the ultimate regulator of collective action to 
actualise new possibilities. 

The power of imagination is twofold. First is the productivity and creativity of 
the field of imagination, particularly with respect to language. Poetics is a form of 
language that makes possible the operation of imagination as "a critique of the real". 
In the work of fiction, the imaginary opens up the discourse to the possibility of other 
worlds. It is the capacity of imagination to make possible multiple interpretations of 
text, and hence multiple meanings, through "the imaginative variations of the ego". 
Second, imagination has the power to regulate the outpour of fantasies of other worlds 
in the language of an ideal Utopia, which is imagined as a concrete world, with its 
unique meaning; a world worth to be actualised in praxis. It therefore has the capacity 
to appear as a new mode of power, as the "power-to-be". The power of imagination 
thus partakes from both tradition and critique. In its confrontation with the texts, 
imagination appeals to traditions; and in its capacity to make alternative interpretation 
of the texts possible, it appeals to critique. The imaginary thus gains the force of a 
hermeneutical critique that seeks to unmask the ideological distortions and repressive 
violence of the traditions, and at the same time resist its own tendency to become 
ideological. 

In light of the theory of imagination, therefore a threefold interconnection 
becomes evident: the interconnection between human interest in liberation, the 
interest in survival and the interest in power and knowledge. The force of the 
imaginary to unveil the distorting and repressive potentials of traditions is gained 
from its capacity to project human beings as capable of emancipation through 
anticipation of an undistorted and unrepressed communication. But the structure of 
this anticipation of emancipation is rooted in traditions. This is so because man's only 
means to project his emancipation is by offering creative and novel interpretations of 
his cultural traditions. In Ricoeur's words: "he who is unable to reinterpret his past may 
also be incapable of projecting concretely his interest in emancipation.' 

Habermas, following Marcuse and Ellul, has already established that in the 
modern society the ideological legitimation of the State has not disappeared, but is 
being reproduced in a different form. Rather than using the enchantment of magic and 
religion, as Weber noted, the modern State uses the legitimating power of 
instrumental rationalism and secularism, which despite their religious origin have 
become inexorably linked with science and technology. Concealed beneath the 
gratifications offered by the modern society, lies the relations of domination that are 
legitimised by the scientific-technological ideology. However, whereas in the age of 
industrial capitalism of the nineteenth century the relations of domination were upheld 
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by appropriation of the surplus value of the industrial production by the capitalists, in 
the post-industrial society these relations are based on the productivity of "self-
regulating systems", such as the modern State. Instead of legitimising the maintenance 
and growth of the interests of the ruling class, ideology now serves the purpose of 
justification of the State and economy as technical sub-systems that make possible the 
operation of the social system as a whole. 

The methodology of instrumental rationality and the productivity of 
instrumental action, offered by science and technology, appear as the proper modes 
for maintaining the modern society as a system. It is here that the scientific-
technological ideology presents itself as a mode of domination, which tries to 
subsume the areas of life belonging to communicative action. Thus, "life-world" as 
the world of "agreed norms", "symbolic exchanges", "personality structures", and 
"rational decision-making procedures" comes under repression and threat of 
"colonisation" by the "system". The role of ideology in the post-industrial or post
modern world is therefore to justify the priority of the need for the maintenance of the 
State and economic systems over the desire for political autonomy of the "life-world" 
versus the State and economic systems. 

In agreement with Habermas, I acknowledge the critical role of 
communicative action in freeing the "life-world" from the repressive domination of 
instrumental action through "reawakening of political responsibility". But I side with 
Ricoeur in insisting that this reawakening is only possible in the domain of the text, 
which makes "the creative renewal of cultural heritage" possible through imaginative 
interpretations of traditions. I therefore call for the recognition of interdependence of 
the two distinct traditions of hermeneutical and critical philosophy in that they both 
promote the human interest in emancipation. As Ricoeur recalls, this interdependence 
is an ancient phenomenon, which is still relevant in terms of its liberating function for 
modern societies. After all, the liberating function of the memories of such 
foundational acts as the Exodus and the Resurrection are still instrumental in feeding 
new anticipations of freedom, which are based on new understandings of these 
traditions. Ricoeur is right in asserting that: "perhaps there would be no more interest in 
emancipation, no more anticipation of freedom, if the Exodus and the Resurrection were 
effaced from the memory of mankind."1 One can naturally extend the domain of the 
liberatory potentials of the Judaic and Christian traditions to the Islamic tradition due 
to their inherent interconnectedness. One can therefore fundamentally question the 
"deceptive antinomies that oppose the interest in the reinterpretation of cultural heritages 
received from the past and the interest in the futuristic projections of a liberated humanity." 

Distanciation and Belonging: A Hermeneutical Critique of 
Phenomenology 

In this section, I discuss the possibility of a hermeneutical critique of 
phenomenology, which would offer a methodology of hermeneutical understanding 
human action as against its empirical explanation. The modern concept of 
phenomenology began with Edmund Husserl. In his Logical Investigations and 
Cartesian Meditations, Husserl established that the foundation of phenomenology is 
of a different order than that of the empirical sciences. Accordingly, 
phenomenological foundation is of the order of "meaning", "intuition" and 
"intentionality" rather than "explanation", "deduction" or "construction". It is 

1 Ibid, p. 306 
2 Ibid, p. 307 

98 



concerned with the meaning and essence of experience rather than its empirical 
explanation. Thus, in Husserlian phenomenology, "transcendental subjectivity" takes 
the place of "empirical consciousness". The subject of "transcendental 
phenomenology" is the meaning of being, which precedes the consciousness of the 
self. 

Hermeneutical critique of Husserlian phenomenology must therefore take as 
its point of departure the concept of reduction whereby "transcendental subjectivity" 
becomes entangled in a radical abstraction, which gives this subjectivity a 
foundational character and thus, like empirical science, distorts the ontological unity 
of the subject and object. According to Ricoeur: "the problematic of objectivity 
presupposes a prior relation of inclusion that encompasses the allegedly autonomous subject 
and the allegedly adverse object."1 Thus, from a hermeneutical perspective, "the 
ontological condition of belonging" emphasises the belonging of the subject to the 
world that it sets out to constitute as an object of understanding. In this sense, 
belonging is understood as a "finitude", which limits the radical foundational claim of 
subjectivity, and at the same time creates the possibility of transition from 
"transcendental subjectivity" to "being-in-the-world". 

Heidegger's notion of Dasein, which he developed in Being and Time, 
expresses the belonging of the subject to the world as an ontological condition, which 
makes it possible for the subject to appear as capable of epistemological investigation. 
As has been noted, Gadamer followed the Hideggerian philosophy of being in his 
hermeneutical theory of text as developed in his Truth and Method and other works 
on philosophical hermeneutics. In light of the notion of belonging, Ricoeur, following 
Heidegger and Gadamer, proposes hermeneutics as the mode of inquiry into the 
meaning of being. However, in place of Husserlian "intuition" and Heideggerian "pre-
given being" as the source of understanding, he suggests that all understanding is 
"mediated by interpretation" of texts. The notion of meaning is therefore understood 
as a "fore-having", "fore-sight", and "fore-conception", which is to be recovered in 
the structure of an existing discourse, and not in a conscious "intentionality" or a "pre-
given being". Meaning emerges from a "structure of anticipation", which is already 
formed by the existing categories of "explication" that underlie every discourse. 
Meaning is recovered in terms of understanding of something as something else via 
the interpretation of texts. Hermeneutical interpretation in this sense becomes part of 
the lived experience rather than a mere methodology of exegesis and philology. 

The possibility of multiple meanings of words as a consequence of their 
"polysemie" potential is deeply connected with the understanding of the meaning of 
being as a consequence of the "polysemie" interpretation of texts. It is through the 
interpretation of texts that the "semantic potential" of words finds its ultimate value. 
The metaphoric capacity of words reaches its full potential in a given context, which 
provides the condition for the emergence of meaning; but this capacity is never 
exhausted by any given context. As Ricoeur has suggested: "interpretation is the process 
by which, in the interplay of question and answer, the interlocutors collectively determine the 
contextual values that structure their conversation.' 

As a field much broader than a face-to-face conversation, text offers a vast 
domain of inter-subjective connections, which is as rich and as diverse as the vast 
heritage of historical, religious and fictional narratives. The textual transmission of the 
historical tradition alone reflects the rich diversity of cultural forms, social relations 
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and political institutions that mark the vast domain of human inter-subjective 
connections. Interpretation of texts, therefore, entails a roundabout tour of the human 
relations, institutions and symbolic structures in search of the meaning of being in a 
particular situation. The meaning of the text thereby gets disconnected form its author, 
its original situation and its intended audience, and finds a new life in the context of 
the living collective discourse. It is through this autonomy of the meaning that the text 
opens up itself to multiple interpretations in connection with new situations and new 
audiences. 

A tension arises at the moment of interpretation between the competency of 
the reader in understanding and the potential meanings that is offered by the text. The 
competency of the reader is limited by his/her pre-understanding or what Heiddeger 
and Gadamer called "prejudice", which in turn tries to limit the potential of the text to 
offer multiple meanings. This is the situation, which Ricoeur calls "the hermeneutical 
circle", a situation where every new understanding is deeply connected to a pre-
understanding or prejudice. In every act of interpretation, the polysemie potential of 
the text and the structure of the pre-understanding of the interpreter create a situation 
in which the interpreter is always an intermediary and never a founding or concluding 
agent. In Ricoeur's words: "we suddenly arrive, as it were, in the middle of a conversation 
that has already begun and in which we try to orient ourselves in order to contribute to it." 

The text, in its capacity to transmit the historical tradition, creates the 
condition of a distancing, which is as necessary for the act of interpretation as is 
belonging to a historical tradition. It is this oscillation between "remoteness" and 
"proximity", "distanciation" and "belonging", that makes possible the interconnection 
of the temporal, geographical and cultural specificity, on the one hand, and the broad 
historical experience of humanity, on the other. And it is this interconnection which is 
the characteristic of every understanding and critique of tradition. But how are the 
understanding and critique of tradition possible? Here, hermeneutical interpretation 
offers the possibility of both understanding and critique of tradition through the 
understanding and critique of the ideological structure of traditions. And it is here that 
the full force of "hermeneutical phenomenology" becomes evident. Rather than being 
concerned with the subjectivity of the author or that of the interpreter of the text, 
hermeneutical phenomenology is concerned with the act of interpretation that 
transmits the message or as Ricoeur calls it "the matter" of the text, the action that is 
the text. 

Through interpretation, text as the means of transmission of an old action 
becomes part of discourse, which determines the current action, and which shapes the 
message that motivates new action and provides a model for its representation. It is 
"meaning" that ultimately motivates action by making it intelligible to self and others; 
but this meaning is not to be found in the subjectivity of the author and the original 
circumstances of the text alone, nor in one or another form of interpretation. Meaning 
is rather hidden in the text and is to be recovered as action through a multiplicity of 
interpretations. It is through these multiple interpretations and the ensuing actions that 
the author and the historical tradition, in which the author comes to his/her 
subjectivity, are brought to contact with us. 

True, as a version of the original action, which is never the original action 
itself, text may always be considered as a document severed form action. One may 
legitimately ask then: how is it possible to determine the authenticity of an action 
through the text? Here, as I mentioned earlier, hermeneutical phenomenology offers 

1 Ibid, p. 33 
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"meaning", which as the nexus between motivation and action, could authenticate 
action. To recover the meaning of the text is to connect with the past action in a way 
to create motivation for new action. The creation of meaningful motivations, which 
make action both desirable and imminent, may be the unique process of collective 
authentication of action. It is here that the hermeneutical interpretation intervenes not 
only as a method of exegesis and philology, but also as part of the human action for 
social and political change. Interpretation in this sense is part and parcel of the 
operation that begins with an attempt with understanding the historical tradition and 
ends up with the emergence of motivations, which inspire the quest for authenticity in 
new social and political action. 

The power of meaning in motivating and compelling action to change the 
world is in the last analysis in the perceived authenticity of its "truth claim". Beyond 
the author's psychology and the internal structure of the text, the interpreter must 
always search for the meaning of the text in its "claim to truth". According to 
Ricoeur: "hermeneutics can no longer be defined as an inquiry into the psychological 
intentions that are hidden beneath the text, but rather as the explication of the being-in-the-
world displayed by the text." In the quest for restoring meaning and authenticity to a 
text, the interpreter should discover in the historical, religious and fictional narrative 
their claims to truth, which connects these narratives to us as beings-in-the-world. 

The meaning that the interpreter discovers in the text is therefore an authentic 
meaning for us only to the extent that it can propose a world in which we belong and 
in which we can project ourselves. This world, which may be historical or fictional, is 
of a meaningful value only insofar as it can relate to the "imaginative variations" that 
we would like to make to the existing or real world. It is meaningful therefore insofar 
as it opens up new possibilities of authentic being; otherwise, it would lose its 
meaning for us due to the loss of its referent, which is its truth claim. The text would 
still make a literal sense due to its internal coherence and structure; but devoid of its 
referent, it would lose its motivational capacity, which connects it to living action that 
envelops our lives and our projects. 

It should be emphasised though that the hermeneutical critique of subjectivity, 
in the sense used here, is not intended to deny subjective responsibility altogether and 
end up as an another form of structuralism. It only strives to restore to subjectivity the 
modest role that it can play in search for understanding. Accordingly, this role is not 
of a foundational character, but comes as a contributor in the process. In Ricoeur's 
words: "subjectivity must be lost as radical origin if it is to be recovered in a more modest 
role."2 The role of subjectivity is therefore not in its claims to a psychological 
understanding of the self as the originator of action, but in its preparedness to silence 
the foundational claims of the self in order to let the message of the text be heard. 
This message or meaning of the text, while including the psychological intentions of 
the self, is not limited to them. It is fundamentally connected with impulses, drives 
and desires that often escape the consciousness of the subject, but that are to be 
recovered as new forms of consciousness through new interpretations of the text. It 
creates the condition for the "distanciation of self from itself' in order to make true 
self-understanding possible. It is only through this distancing that the condition for a 
radical critique of the self as the carrier of traditions comes into existence. 

In this manner, the core idea of phenomenology is saved through a shift from 
the field of intuitive consciousness to the field of hermeneutics of discourse. Instead 

1 Ibid, p. 36; Ricoeur here criticises the earlier traditions of hermeneutics in the work of Schleiermacher 
and Dilthy. 
2 Ibid, p. 37 
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of searching for the meaning of truth in "cognition" and "perception", one can seek 
the meaning of being in the "world of the text" by means of hermeneutical 
interpretation. In the tradition of post-Heideggerian hermeneutics, one can use the 
theme of "life-world" in the sense of "a world to which we belong", and from which 
we then distance ourselves in order to take an objective stand. The "distanciation" that 
makes scientific objectivity possible is therefore predicated upon our belonging to a 
world in which we constitute ourselves as subjects. The "finitude" of this belonging, 
however, renders the total transparency of the subject to itself impossible. The 
"distanciation" which enables us to set up the world as an object of inquiry for 
ourselves, and submit it to our judgement and mastery, is not based on our self-
conscious subjectivism, but on the ontological world of signs, symbols and texts that 
always precedes our epistemological understanding. As Ricoeur has suggested: "there 
is no self-understanding that is not mediated by signs, symbols and texts; in the last resort 
understanding coincides with the interpretation given to these mediating terms.' 

It is in this context that I draw on the tradition of psychoanalysis where 
language is considered as the primary media for the utterance of the human desire. 
Accordingly, due to the access of desire to language, the unconscious self is 
guaranteed expression in speech, however distorted this expression may be. But "the 
speech of the other" always precedes the speech of the self and forms its condition of 
existence. Collective symbolism thus becomes the carrier of the metaphoric 
characteristic of language, which is its capacity to have multiple meanings, and thus 
provides for the creation of particular and common cultures. 

From mediation by speech and symbolism there is a natural movement to 
mediation by texts, which offer the context for the emergence of multiple meanings 
out of metaphors and symbols. It is in the text that, as Ricoeur explains: "the same 
symbolism can give rise to competitive - even dramatically opposed - interpretations, 
depending on whether the interpretation aims at reducing the symbolism to its literal basis, to 
its unconscious sources or its social motivations, or at amplifying it in accordance with its 
highest power of multiple meaning." 

It is in the text that the power of hermeneutics in "demystifying a symbolism" 
comes into fruition through the "unmasking" of what lies behind and beneath the 
collective symbolic structures. But this unmasking does not reduce the tensions 
inherent in the mystifying capacity of the symbols. Rather, the hermeneutical attempt 
at discovering the meaning of the text guarantees the rise of the conflict of 
interpretations. The power of hermeneutics lies in dispelling the "illusion of an 
intuitive self-knowledge by forcing self-understanding to take the roundabout path of 
the whole treasury of symbols transmitted by the cultures within which we have 
come, at one and the same time, into both existence and speech." The task of 
hermeneutics is thus to restore to the text its capacity to produce a discourse, which 
"never exists for its own sake" and always takes the richness and diversity of the lived 
experience as its referent. 

As I mentioned earlier, the hermeneutical critique of Husserlian 
phenomenology preserves the phenomenological question of the meaning of being as 
the central problem in developing a theory of understanding. However, it questions 
the efficacy of transcendental phenomenology in discovering the meaning of being in 
itself via reduction and reflection alone. Accordingly, meaning is concealed not by its 
own structure but by the repression of alternative interpretations, which is exercised 

Ricoeur, P. "On Interpretation", in From Text to Action, 1991, p. 15 
2 Ibid, p. 16 
3 Ibid, p. 17 
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through a mode of domination. The task of hermeneutical critique of phenomenology 
is therefore to prepare the condition for the emergence of meaning by unmasking the 
relations of domination, relations that forbid the opening up of the text to new 
horizons of possibility. It is in this manner that hermeneutics of texts deals with 
language as the condition of experience. The search for the meaning of being in the 
language of the text is therefore the process of uncovering the motivations behind 
action, motivations that become action. 

The correlation of action and language is of utmost importance in 
understanding the meaning of action along the same line as understanding the 
meaning of the text. In discerning a text there is always an intentional movement 
toward understanding the meaning of the words - in all their semantic variety - in a 
context that seeks to exhaust this semantic potential. Husserlian phenomenology used 
the concept of intentionality to underlie the movement of human consciousness 
toward the meaning of being in its manifestation as a subject. The hermeneutical 
critique of phenomenology seeks to demonstrate the autonomy of meaning with 
respect to words and consciousness. Just as words do not have control over the 
meanings that arise from their location in the structure of the text and its 
interpretations, transcendental subjectivity is not in control of the meanings that arise 
from the structure of collective experiences of which it is a part. In order to preserve 
its objectivity, the hermeneutical access of consciousness to meaning must take the 
path of suspension of the subject's belonging to the lived experience it is trying to 
understand. Hermeneutical phenomenology should do this though without any 
pretensions to the total detachment of the subject from the object of understanding. 

The moment of hermeneutical "distanciation" provides the subject with the 
possibility to disconnect him/herself temporarily from a historical tradition to which 
he/she belongs in order to find access to its critical meaning. A metaphoric sign or a 
symbol stands to reveal the meaning of something as something apart from itself, but 
cannot be totally disconnected from that thing. Just the same, the interpreter stands to 
discover the meaning of a historical experience in the moment of suspension of 
his/her belonging to that experience without the illusion of being totally detached 
from it. Belonging to a historical tradition provides for the emotional affinity that 
moves the interpreter to discover the meaning of a given historical experience; the 
moment of distanciation makes it possible to signify experience in order to subject it 
to critique. 

In short, the polysemie character of the natural languages is the basis for 
understanding the diversity of the interpretations of historical tradition. Every natural 
language consists of polysemie words that, outside a given context, have multiple 
meanings. In this sense, the very act of contextualising a word is the inseparable part 
of putting meaning into action. Action unfolds as a collective experience with 
language in which human collectitives agree on certain meanings of the words by 
placing them in the context of their experience. As such, they try to produce "a 
relatively univocal discourse with polysemie words". Hermeneutical interpretation is 
therefore the very act of discovering and offering meanings that can be collectively 
agreed upon in the very process of contextualisation of action. 

The task of hermeneutics is thus to offer a theory of understanding human 
action based on multiple interpretations of the texts of tradition, which include the 
documents, monuments and institutions that form the condition of every collective 
existence. Written texts, symbolic structures and rituals of every community are 
handed down as the modes of fixation of the historical experience of that community. 
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It is this fixated experience that comes alive in new forms of action through the act of 
interpretation, and that makes new understanding of traditions possible. 

In his essay, "The Development of Hermeneutics", Wilhelm Dilthy, had 
already connected hermeneutics to the understanding of others through understanding 
of their experience, which is reflected in history, the great document of mankind. ' 
Following Dilthy, Rioceur states: "knowledge of others is possible because life produces 
forms, externalises itself in stable configurations; feelings, evaluations, and volitions tend to 
sediment themselves in a structured acquisition that is offered to others for deciphering. 
Since knowledge of others by direct means is impossible due to their temporal, spatial 
or mental separation from us, this knowledge is not to be grasped in the illusive 
reconstruction of the original condition of their actions. Rather, this knowledge is 
possible through the interpretation of the systems of signification, which have carried 
to us messages that define the condition of our own action. "Self-knowledge is already 
an interpretation ... since 1 understand myself by means of the signs that I give to my own life 
and that are returned to me via others. 

Life as a "creative dynamism" could be discerned only through signification, 
which is handed down to every reader who is potentially an interpreter. Human action 
and the evaluation of its effects on self and others are thus understood through the 
extériorisation of action in signs and the recovery of meaning in these signs via 
interpretation. The systems of signification, containing various social and cultural 
worlds, are therefore different forms of "sedimentation" of historical experience by 
means of which life is objectified for the purpose of understanding its meaning. "If 1 
can understand vanished worlds, it is because each society has created its own medium of 
understanding by creating the social and cultural worlds in which it understands itself.'4 And 
it is via the detour of this memory of the past rendered meaningful by the act of 
interpretation, that any understanding of the self could be developed. 

The hermeneutical critique should therefore surpass Dilthy's hermeneutics, 
which limits it in the sphere of epistemology. Ricoeur, following Heidegger and 
Gadamer, has offered hermeneutics not merely as a methodology of human sciences 
but as "an explication of the ontological ground upon which these sciences can be 
constructed."' Hermeneutical critique therefore is not merely an analysis of the text in 
order to grasp its structural sense; but it is an attempt to understand the new 
possibilities of being offered by the text. However, it should not be forgotten that this 
new understanding is never totally detached from the structural sense of the text, 
which is in fact its structure of "anticipation" or "pre-understanding", and always 
tends to limit the possibilities of being. It is in this manner that the dialogue of history 
that we observe from a distance becomes discernible to us in the context of our 
present situation as a guide for the future. It is the virtual autonomy of this dialogue 
from the original interlocutors that makes it available for our interpretation in order to 
open up the horizon of a new being. But we are never able to make a total break with 
the past in the sense of creating something totally new, which is completely 
disconnected from the past. If a collectivity is to survive as a collectivity it must 
reproduce itself in new forms; but it can never destroy its past entirely. 

Whereas the antinomy of distanciation and belonging, was the theme of 
Gadamer's Truth and Method, in Ricoeur this antinomy is virtually overcome. 

In Dilthy, W. Selected Writings, ed. & trans. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1976 
2 Ricoeur, P. "The Task of Hermeneutics", in From Text to Action, 1991, p. 60 
3 Ibid, p. 61 
4 Ibid, p. 62 
5 Ibid, p. 65 

104 



According to Gadamer, an observer objectifies the past by means of distanciation 
thereby making possible empirical knowledge; but at the same time the belonging of 
the observer to the historical experience he/she is trying to understand renders the 
complete objectivity of his knowledge problematic. Thus, "either we adopt the 
methodological attitude and lose the ontological destiny of the reality we study, or we adopt 
the attitude of truth and must then renounce the objectivity of the human sciences. Based 
on hermeneutical critique, we should not have to make a radical choice between these 
two attitudes. By considering text as discourse, we can find in text - beside its 
linguistic structure, which exist for itself and in this sense is "virtual" - the capacity to 
transmit a message that refers to a "meaning" that is real and is to be recovered in the 
process of an event. It is in this sense that Ricoeur has used the category of discourse 
as a dialectical interplay of "event" and "meaning". All discourse refers to an event 
that occurs in time, occupies a space, but is not discernible until it is understood as a 
meaningful message that says something about something in the world. It is in its 
relation to the dialogue that it establishes with us, that the discourse as a temporal 
mute experience finds its meaning for us. Discourse as such becomes available to us 
as a dialogue that we, as interlocutors engaged in an event, can continue or repress 
according to our competence in discerning the meaning ofthat event. 

Literary discourse is typical in its power to open up possibilities for the event 
of the text to become meaningful for us. It is in the context of fiction or poetry that, 
we relate to the storyteller, the characters and the event by losing ourselves in the 
"imaginative variations" that open up "new possibilities of being-in-the-world". The 
horizon for escape from every day reality for those who are not content with the 
existing reality begins in the break with reality, which occurs in the work of fiction or 
poetry. "Fiction and poetry intend being, not under the modality of being-given, but under 
the modality of the power-to-be.' Therefore, the world of the text attains its real force in 
its being imaginary, thereby suspending the real subject-object relations and opening 
up the subjectivity of the reader to new possibilities of being. 

Hermeneutical Interpretation of Texts 

Investigating the functions of narrative on the basis of a hermeneutical study 
of the text and its principle components, i.e. metaphor and symbolism, is fundamental 
to understanding text as action. The "narrative field" may be divided into two main 
categories: those that have a "truth claim" such as religion and history, and those that 
are "fictional" such as "epics, dramas, short stories and novels". But, the main area of 
concern here is not the division between these narratives but their interconnection or 
overlapping. Accordingly, the truth claims of history as a science and theology as a 
scholastic discipline are discernible only in the context of interpretation of the 
historical and religious narratives to which they belong. Narrative is the nexus 
between history and religion. History and fiction cannot break with the narrative 
because they ultimately cannot break with the stories of human action that animate 
traditions. This is evident in the focus of both history and religion on categories such 
as "agents, aims, circumstances, interactions and results both intended and 
unintended", which are the ingredients of human action.4 

Ricoeur, P. "The Hermeneutical Function of Distanciation", in From Text to Action, 1991, p. 75 
2 Ibid, p. 86 
' Ricoeur, P. "On Interpretation", in From Text to Action, 1991, p. 2 
4 Ibid, p. 5 
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The fundamental connection of history, religion and fiction with the narratives 
of the past puts them ineluctably in a dialectical interaction. Since historical and 
religious realities are always constructed on the basis of a recounting of the past, they 
always carry an element of fiction. Conversely, fiction, while recognising its own 
unreal nature, strives to present itself as a version of reality. The reference of 
historical knowledge and religious canon to the past is not completely empirical; and 
fiction is not pure fantasy. As symbolic systems, they all contribute to shaping "our 
confused, formless, and in the last resort mute temporal experience".1 Humanity's 
"mute temporal experience" finds expression in the language of narratives, which are 
to be found in the texts of tradition: historical, religious and fictional. These texts 
always propose a world, which imitates reality, but invariably they also reproduce 
reality by proposing an imaginary of a world to be. History as a science tries to render 
the past transparent by means of objectivity; fiction deliberately mystifies the past; 
and religion combines the effort of authenticating the original event with its 
imaginative power of mystification. 

Historical, religious and fictional texts share in their resistance to direct and 
positive verifiability. The world of history, the world of religion and the world of 
fiction can only be grasped indirectly through the capacity of "productive 
imagination" in offering multiple interpretations of the sings of humanity deposited in 
the historical, religious and fictional narratives. There are three distinct and at the 
same time interconnected interpretative operations in progress here. At one level, the 
Prophesy is handed down as an original message in the oral form to an immediate 
audience in the context of novel interpretations of the traditions that precede it. But 
the Prophesy undergoes a second level of interpretation before it is handed down to us 
via the texts of theologians. At the second level, History is shaped around the plot of 
the historical narrative by the historian's incessant recounting of the historical action 
through the interpretation of historical documents. And at the third level, the work of 
fiction is created as a plot of action on the basis of the author's interpretation of the 
"practical field" in a way to conform to the structure of narrative style. 

The narrative history pretends to have access to truth by trying to reconstruct 
the real event in its original form. As such, it seeks to deny its interpretative nature by 
claims to scientific objectivity. The narrative fiction acknowledges that it can only 
imitate human action, but tries to reproduce the meaningful structures of action in the 
form of new horizons of reality. The religious narratives are privileged to have 
recourse to both a methodology to authenticate the truth of the event, and an 
imaginative power to project a world inhabited by truth. Religious narrative as such 
has an inherent advantage over narrative history and narrative fiction. The religious 
narrative appropriates the "polysemie" function of poetic language to offer the 
possibility of alternative realities, and uses the methodology of exegesis to project one 
or another form of ideal reality. 

All the three forms of narrative have the capacity to create an imagination that 
demands to be articulated in action. But action is always mediated by a motivation 
that creates belief and certitude in the justifiability of the action. Although the 
narrative of belief is not constituted uniquely by the religious discourse, it reflects the 
main characteristics of this discourse. To be motivated to take action we need to 
adhere religiously to one or another interpretation of the text we encounter. Fiction 
has "the power to remake reality" only insofar as it can create a belief in acting to 
remake reality. And historical knowledge makes its own contribution to remaking 

1 Ibid, p. 6 
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reality only where it is already inhabited by a fictional imagination to make belief. 
Otherwise history and fiction remain mere mute inscriptions. The formulation of this 
motivating belief, which is achieved by the fixation of interpretation, may be 
conceived as the proper function of ideology. 

In its purposeful "transfiguration" of empirical reality, fiction, and particularly 
poetic fiction, give discourse the power to open the horizon of understanding human 
action not merely in terms of empirical explanation, but in terms of meaning. 
Language in its poetic power acquires the imaginative capacity to refer to truth 
beyond the "logical coherence" and "empirical verification" of a scientific 
explanation. But at the same time it creates the condition for the emergence of a 
different type of logical coherence by trying to close the possibility of infinite 
meanings. 

The capacity of the text in opening up new possibilities of being by offering 
the possibility of alternative meanings, and the subsequent act of closure of meaning 
by the interpreter, may be conceived as the proper condition for the emergence of 
action. The radical power of the poetics lies therefore not only in its Utopian capacity 
to open up new possibilities of being in the world, but also in its ideological capacity 
to justify one alternative as superior to other alternatives. It does this through the 
creation of a moral code that can be agreed upon through a system of belief, which 
may appear in religious, philosophical or aesthetic forms, and which seeks to 
legitimise an authority that would enact it. The polysemie capacity of the text makes 
interpretation the media of the emergence of multiple worlds; but ideology as 
discourse proposes one world, which becomes so attractive and desirables that is 
worth to be actualised. The attraction of the world that is proposed by the text 
ultimately determines the motivation that makes belief possible. The Utopian and 
ideological functions of language are discernible in various degrees of intensification 
in all categories of text, but these functions figure in their classical form particularly 
in the language of religion and philosophy. 

The quest of moral philosophy - in all its epistemological and ontological 
forms - to clarify the interconnection of the cultural, social and political 
configurations of human experience with an original Being has begun in the context 
of the interpretations of traditions. These interpretations have become possible by the 
poetic power of religious texts and the logic of historical narratives. The search of 
both the philosophy of religion and philosophy of history for this original force, and 
their effort to prescribe a new moral code has always faced the problem of providing a 
legitimate interpretation of traditions to which they belong. Both theist and atheist 
philosophies have been faced with this problem equally. 

Marxism, for example, began its work in the context of the traditions of Hegel 
and Feuerbach and their appeal to a new morality. In its critique of these traditions 
though, Marxism itself became a moral philosophy dealing with issues of God, spirit 
and religion and their relationship with the world, albeit in a critical manner. Marxism 
is a moral philosophy insofar as it seeks to tackle the same ontological problems, 
which had concerned the religious texts, namely to find a salvation for man. However, 
it has sought to do this through a critique of the distorting language of ideology, 
which through the creation of belief in an illusive salvation in another world conceals 
the path of true salvation in this world. 

In transfiguring the Hegelian spirit, Marx tried in The German Ideology to 
overcome German idealism by offering an epistemology of historical change. He did 
this by means of the uncovering of the secret of history. Marxism claims to set man 
free from his historical suffering that is a consequence of alienating relations of 
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production, and that perpetuates man's unhappiness. Accordingly, it is these relations 
of production that alienate man from his own meaningful action, i.e. his labour. 
Marxism thus appeals to the forces of life, that are hidden in man's labour, in order to 
unmask the ideological distortions that belie traditions in all their cultural, social and 
political manifestations. Poetics of labour has brought to the language of Marxism the 
capacity to refer to a classless world communism, which will restore to the living the 
whole value of their labour through the destruction of the class relations and the 
construction of a classless world. 

But Marxism remains unaware of its own connection to the discourse of 
tradition and hence its proclivity to become ideological. Marxism remains powerful as 
an external critique of ideology to the extent that it targets it as a distorting 
phenomenon, which seeks to legitimise relations of domination. But it offers little 
tendency to become an internal critique that can account for the integrative function of 
ideology as part and parcel of its distorting function. In its push to make a radical 
break with the traditions that precede it and legitimise the living reality of alienation, 
Marxism remains oblivious to the meaningful structures of discourse, which allow 
both the preservation of order and its destruction. It is in this oblivion that Marxism as 
a Utopian project for social change, itself has become a dysfunctional ideology, 
denying the emancipatory values of Utopia and seeking to limit the possibilities of 
multiple meaning. 

In the philosophical tradition of transcendental phenomenology, Husserl and 
following him Heidegger returned to Kant, Hegel and Nietzsche in search of the 
forces of life in a pre-given world and a pre-given being. The purely philosophical 
discourse of phenomenology and hermeneutics presented strong analogies to the 
language of poetic mysticism in its references to "life-world" and "Being". Poetics 
brought to the language of "transcendental phenomenology" the capacity to glimpse 
into the "Lebenswelt" (life-world). Husserl defined "life-world" as the world before it 
was divided into object and subject, a world that required, not an empirical, but a 
phenomenological understanding, an understanding based on "intentionality" and 
"intuition". 

But, as I discussed earlier, Husserlian phenomenology without the power of 
hermeneutics, becomes entangled in an "infinite movement of backward questioning" 
in the quest for an "immediateness that is forever out of reach". The pre-given truth 
thus remains permanently illusive in Husserlian phenomenology. This is so because 
phenomenology per se ignores the living power of the metaphor, which makes the 
ordinary language a "polysemie" potential, a potential that can be realised through 
hermeneutics. It is this polysemie capacity that permits multiple interpretations of the 
discourse, and thus offers an ontological possibility for imagining alternative ways of 
being in the world. 

From Philosophical to Religious Hermeneutics 

Previous arguments about hermeneutical philosophy may be applied to 
religious texts as a particular category of the texts of tradition. The whole discourse of 
monotheistic religions - including the biblical and Islamic discourses - is the typical 
example of texts that are constantly subject to interpretation in order to shape new 
legitimate forms of action. In their incessant interpretations, specific theological 
discourses have produced specific forms of culture marking the belonging of diverse 
collectivities to specific historical experiences; but they have also retained their claim 
to truth, a claim that addresses mankind in general. The tension between the 
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dialectical interplay between distanciation and belonging in theological discourse has 
created the ever-present tension between the universal claims of various religions and 
their belonging to specific cultural forms. This tension may even be considered as the 
condition for the emergence of the modern tension between the universal claims of 
modern philosophical and scientific discourses on the one hand, and their belonging to 
particular modalities, on the other. In this sense, the fundamental tension between 
Enlightenment and Romanticism is also a consequence of the general tension that is 
the characteristic of the religious discourse. 

As Ricoeur has suggested, the tension between the universal truth claim and 
the particular affiliations of the religious discourse is manifested in the form of "the 
opposition of the narrative and the Prophesy". The profession of a certain faith is 
always related to a particular interpretation of the legends that are gathered in the 
sacred texts; legends that in their meaningful sequence form the particular 
understanding of a community of its origin and purpose of existence. In their 
sequence, these legends create a single grand narrative, which tells the story of 
mankind in relation to a central event, an original will, the Will of the one God. But 
the Prophesy of a faith always escapes the dimensions of a particular interpretation, 
which tries to create a univocal narrative. Out of this opposition also arises the 
conflict between the subsequent interpretations of the original religious texts. 

It is in the dialectical interplay of these interpretations that the religious 
discourse has incorporated the logic of causality of events and the essence of being 
with the playful arrangement of sacred dramas and sagas that defy causality and 
forever elude an ultimate grasp of the essence of being. God is the source of a logical 
system of events, which in their meaningful sequence have made existence possible; 
but the relation of God with this system of events is forever out of the grasp of logical 
explanation. The events of the world can be understood in terms of the empirical 
study of the consequences of the human action; but the nature of the connection of the 
human action with the original Will that animated it is out of the scope of empirical 
understanding. 

According to Ricoeur: "the tension between narrative and Prophesy" in the 
literary context corresponds to the tension between "the chronicle and the oracle".1 

The "narrative structure" occupies a space and become consolidated in time; but the 
"theological significations" in their connection with the original orality of the Word of 
God are "dislocating", and in their search for "the meaning of the divine" tend to be 
timeless. Ultimately, God as the central figure of the religious discourse subordinates 
the narrative to His Will appearing both as the creator of man and as the deadly threat 
to him. His Will is the ultimate guarantor of the reward and punishment of man as the 
responsible agent of the world events. The Will of God intervenes in the world both as 
a power that can sustain the order of events, and as a deadly threat that can suddenly 
break the real sequence of history in a dramatic turn of events. As the power that 
underlies the historical progression from genesis to salvation, God intervenes at His 
Will in order to signify the fallibility and ultimate powerlessness of man. 

Hermeneutics of the religious texts in a theological sense encounters two main 
problems. First it is essential for the interpreter to form an understanding of the 
relation between the original Word of God as related by the Prophesy in oral form to 
which there is no direct access, and the written text, which is related via interpretation 
by witnesses, and must be authenticated. The work of exegesis offers the method to 
tackle this problem. In both Christianity and Islam, theological discourse, in its 
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various philosophical and mystical articulations, has developed and enhanced the 
position and methodology of exegesis. Scholastic theologians and the undisciplined 
mystics have both enriched the world of interpretations of the Revealed Word. The 
second problem is to understand the relation between the Prophesy and the tradition 
that pre-exists it, and which it interprets in its own right. For example, the Christian 
theology is based on the interpretation of the traditions received in the form of writing 
from the preceding Hebrew and Greek traditions. And the Islamic theology is 
predicated by these and other traditions that it receives via written texts. 

So the interpreter, severed from the oral Word, is ineluctably faced with two 
types of text. The texts that precede the oral Word and are interpreted by it; and the 
texts that follow the oral word and try to interpret it. The common thread of writing, 
which relates these two problems, may be the key to a better understanding of these 
problems. In both cases, it is writing that enable us to hear the message of the original 
speech in the form of an interpretation. And in both cases, writing denies us direct 
access to the original speaker and the initial situation of the speech. It is through this 
capacity of writing that the original speech gains the power to distance itself from a 
particular situation and a particular audience and relate to us as its universal audience. 
And it is also due to this capacity that we become entangled in the web of multiple 
interpretations, which we try to limit and particularise. Writing therefore fixates 
discourse and by so doing makes it available as an "archive of memory" ready to be 
recounted in the form of diverse interpretations. 

Hermeneutics of religious texts bears the task of placing the reader face to face 
with these problems, and thereby allow him/her to confront the text with the intention 
of discovering the core of both problems. It points to the universal message of the 
text, which is expressed in infinite forms of particularity. It underscores the fact that 
all texts propose a world, which they invite us to inhabit; a world that offers an 
alternative place for the new being that must be us. Thus, before any attempt at 
convincing, make-belief, or induction of feelings, it is necessary that hermeneutics 
allow the reader to come face to face with the new world that is proposed by the text 
in order to appropriate it as his/her own desired world. All beliefs and dispositions 
come after this initial free appropriation of the world of the text. Now, this world is 
not to be grasped through the intentions of the interpreter, who can at the most offer 
one possible interpretation; it can only be mediated by the work of interpretation 
itself, which transcends the intentions of the interpreter, and offers the possibility of 
further interpretations. 

The poetic nature of the original religious message defies the logic of the 
interpreter to limit its meaning. The alternative world that is proposed by the religious 
message and the new being that will inhabit this world seem, at one and the same 
time, to be too close and too far. Man in his aspiration to become this new being has 
to struggle within the structures of the ordinary experience in order to build through 
his action the world he desires to inhabit. The project of building a new world that is 
proposed by the sacred text gives man the power to make his belonging to the world 
of the real his point of departure for breaking from this world. God, as the ultimate 
referent of the sacred text, then appears to be beyond any need for recognition, belief 
or praise. He just offers the possibility of a new being and a new world; and it is man 
absorbed by the grandeur of this possibility that needs to understand, to believe and to 
praise God in order to complement his partial and confused effort to enter the new 
world. God thus appears as glimpses of light to mark an otherwise dark path, and 
vanishes as man sorts out his responsibilities in the maze of the ordinary experience. 
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Man's confused and partial efforts to become a new being are reflected in his 
confused and partial discourses that have been expressed in the form of conflictual 
interpretations of the historical experience. Religious discourses offered in narrative 
and didactic forms, along with various literary-artistic and scientific-philosophical 
forms, are all partial discourses that aspire to unity and completion in the figure of 
God; but in their belonging to a particular experience they ultimately remain 
incomplete and partial. According to Ricoeur: "the referent God is at once the co
ordinator of these discourses and the vanishing point, the index of incompletion, of 
these partial discourses."1 

The efficacy of hermeneutical understanding of the meaning of religious 
experience therefore lies in its power to recognise the meaningful partiality of all 
religious discourses and resist the attempts at "closure of discourse" and thereby 
closure of meaning. It is therefore the task of hermeneutics to create the condition for 
an internal critique of religious discourse through the critique of ideology and the 
illusions of impartiality and completion of the subject. This critique exposes both the 
irrational claim of ideology to complete legitimacy of one or another interpretation, 
which would close the horizons of new beings in the world, and the illusions of the 
subject to total mastery of the objective world. This critique opens up the capacity of 
productive imagination in producing new possibilities of being, as well as its capacity 
to become the vanishing point for the projection of a new reality. This critique is in 
fact a "de-construction of the illusions of the subject" about the foundational character 
of the will to choose. It does this by emphasising the ontological primacy of the field 
of imagination in which subject is offered with choices to begin with. It signifies the 
ontological priority of the freedom of choice over the will to make this or that choice. 

The Dialectic of Text and Action 

The dialectic of text and action is manifested in the complex relation between 
speaking and acting. This interplay of speech and action precludes the possibility of 
separation of these two phenomena. Speech, to begin with, is speaking of an action or 
experience that connects us to the immediate or distant past. Furthermore, any 
continuance of speech in the future has to be in terms of a project for new action. The 
interpretation of the historical tradition in the form of historiography, exegesis or 
drama becomes a meaningful interpretation only insofar as it can continue the original 
speech in the form of the written text, whose interpretation would become the source 
of action. Only then does interpretation produce feelings and emotions in us as its 
audience, feelings and emotions that enable us to become motivated, to intend 
something and to formulate reasons for actualising that intention. Using 
Wittgenstein's notion of "language games", Ricoeur suggests that to speak of events 
as caused by human action, "we enter a language game including notions like cause, law, 
fact, explanation, and so on."2 The task of hermeneutics is than to clarify the nature of 
the interconnection between language games and human action. 

This interconnection is not to be understood in causal terms, but in terms of 
motivations and intentions. In this sense, the relationship between "intention and 
action", or "motive and project" may be explained in terms of a "logical sequence" 
based on "reason" and not on "causality". It is through this logical sequence that every 
project can be identified with a schema for an action, and every action becomes 
intelligible by way of a motivation that precedes it. A distinction can be made 
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therefore between the structural causality of action and the meaning of action. The 
structural causality of action is internal to action, and is the object of investigation in 
empirical science, whereas meaning is external to the structure of human action and is 
understood via hermeneutical understanding, which must be the guide for 
investigating the motivations behind action. According to Ricoeur: "the human 
phenomenon would be situated in between, between causation that has to be explained and 
not understood and the motivation belonging to a purely rational understanding.' 

This argument may also clarify the interconnectedness of the world of reason 
and the world of desire by displaying the possibility of the expression of the 
irrationality of desire in the rationality of intelligible language. Motivation as the 
nexus between desire and language provides the condition for the articulation of 
desire in the form of reason. Through the intelligibility gained from the structure of 
language, motivation in its deep connection with desire becomes a reasonable 
statement that opens the horizon of meaningful action. In its access to the 
intelligibility of language, desire appears as motivation, which compels one to action 
via reasoning that justifies that action. Motivation thus does not concern itself with 
explanation of the causal structure of the action, but with the forces that make action 
possible by making it at the same time desirable and reasonable. 

The causal relation of motivation with the internal structure of action is in fact 
concealed from understanding and can only come out post facto in empirical 
explanation. In other words, the structure of action is unaware of the meaning that 
motivates action and can make little contribution by way of compelling and moving 
an agent to act. Nonetheless, it can be used to explain the location of an action in 
relation with a cause and an effect. On the other hand, motivation makes 
understandable and justifiable something that is to defy causality by presenting itself 
as a new being. In breaking the chain of causality through reason, which is the 
justification of action, motivation becomes a driving force of experience unaware of 
the internal mechanics of the lived experience. 

In a Heideggerian fashion, the human body may be considered as the 
appropriate locus for being that, in its compulsion to both desire and rationality, opens 
the way for the emergence of action capable of double meaning and hence double 
existence. It is in the context of the tension between desire and rationality that human 
action is emotional and functional, motivational and efficient. The position of the 
human body in nature is analogous with the situation of the human being in the world. 
The human body is, at one and the same time, an object among other objects in nature 
and a reflecting soul with a capacity for understanding, decision-making, reasoning 
and justifying. In Ricoeur's words: "Human being is as it is precisely because it belongs 
both to the domain of causation and to that of motivation.' 

Therefore, human action appears both as a function among other functions 
related to the systemic structure of nature, and as a force to change the world. It is the 
biology and psychology of the human body, which explains the function of the body 
as an agent of the equilibrium of the social system; and it is the interpretation of the 
human texts as discourse that makes the understanding of conscious human action 
possible. Biology, psychology and sociology as empirical sciences seek to explain the 
know-how of the function of the body, the psyche and the social system; hermeneutics 
of action tries to understand the meaning of the conscious act to change the society. In 
the first instance, we are dealing with the laws that regulate functions, in the second 
instance with the motivations that compel "intervention" in the world in the form of 
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action. Hermeneutics of action must seek to clarify the interconnection of methodical 
explanation of functions and the interpretative understanding of motivations. As 
Ricoeur has suggested: "this dialectical tie between explanation and understanding results 
in a very complex and paradoxical relation between the human sciences and the natural 
sciences." 

Historical experience has been deposited in the signs of humanity and 
transmitted to us via the texts of tradition. Human aspirations to inhabit a new ideal 
world are central to this collective experience of humanity. These aspirations are 
manifested, however, in the form of particular cultures, which always project new 
Utopias, new desirable worlds in which to inhabit. Hermeneutics of action must seek 
to unmask the operation of language in the form of ideology: its attempt at presenting 
particular desires as the universally legitimate projects of reason. In this sense, 
hermeneutics of action must take the task of offering a critique of action through the 
critique of ideology. 

Since regrets and unfulfilled expectations of the past are the stuff of historical 
experience, which are reflected in historical, religious and fictional narratives, the 
hermeneutics of action must make them the subject of its attention. Do not the defeats 
and unfulfilled desires of the past always underlie new desires and expectations that 
connect us to the future? The hermeneutics of action as critique of ideology must seek 
to clarify this connection in all its complexity, a complexity that is marked by binary 
oppositions, such as uncertainty and certitude, fear and audacity, anxiety and 
confidence, and despair and hope. It is out of this complex process of emotional 
tensions that one or another form of action emerges vis-à-vis the world; and it is this 
complexity that must be taken as a starting point for the critique of action. 

According to Ricoeur, the ideological function of discourse is best manifested 
in "the dialectic of freedom and institutions". "Practical reason" is the agent of 
preservation of this dialectic in discourse by offering a mode of critique of the real 
world, a critique that offer something more than a mere knowledge of this world. 
"This critical function is prompted by recognising the gap between the idea of a 
political constitution in which the individual would find satisfaction and empirical 
reality of the State."2 The constitution of State and other politico-social institutions, in 
this sense, stand in opposition to individual freedom. But this opposition, which may 
appear as a fundamental alienation, is in fact a result of the objectification of the 
individual desires in the form of collective inter-subjective relations. The alienation 
occurs in the distortion of the very process of objectification of subjective desires at 
the collective level. The State and its institutions signify this legitimate process of 
objectification, but the central role of language in this signification creates the 
condition for the distorting alienation via construction of ideologies. In this sense, 
ideologies present themselves as unique possibilities for interpretation of the texts of 
tradition. 

The task of "practical reason" is thus to offer a critique of ideology while 
acknowledging the legitimate and imperative function of the "symbolic mediations" 
as identity structures of human collectivities. The critique of ideology therefore must 
seek to clarify the ideological distortions that tend to repress the autonomy of the 
individual vis-à-vis the excessive demands of the symbolic mediations. "The critical 
function of practical reason is here to unmask the hidden mechanisms of distortion through 
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which the legitimate objectification of the communal bond becomes an intolerable 
alienation." 

Critique of Ideology 

From the foregoing arguments it should have become clear that the main 
problem of any critique of ideology is to determine whether or not it is possible for 
such a critique to move from a non-ideological position. Is it possible for the critique 
of ideology to claim the same ideological impartiality and logical integrity that is 
claimed by both modern science and the modern state? The answer to this question is 
a qualified no. If the critique of ideology is to render the claims of every discourse to 
total impartiality and objectivity untenable, it cannot offer itself as totally non-
ideological. Every discourse, whether one which is fed by the will to knowledge, or 
one which is driven by the will to power, is intricately tied to a pre-understanding or 
prejudice, which makes it incapable of existing independent of the ideological 
conditions of knowledge and power. As Ricoeur has suggested, the critique of 
ideology must assume the modest role of "an interpretation that knows itself to be 
historically situated."2 In this knowledge, it must first and foremost confirm and 
delineate its own belonging to the domain of the ideology it sets out to critique. It is 
only then that the critique of ideology can incorporate the "factor of distanciation" 
into its work of interpretation of the cultural tradition, and as such obtain a critical 
stance. 

The deep connection between the interpretation of the cultural tradition and 
the critique of ideology is rooted in the connection of the forms of discourse of every 
historical community with the types of action that are agreed by that community to be 
of foundational character. Ideologies therefore arise as compelling and integrative 
interpretations of the founding acts of a community. These acts live in the 
community's memories of the past, which are inherited by each community in specific 
forms of historical, religious and fictional narrative. Some are remote, such as the acts 
of creation in the mythical and religious narratives. Others belong to the near past, 
such as statehood, nationhood, and revolutionary transformations. 

Ideology appears as an attempt by the community to make sense of itself by 
creating an image or representation of itself through the formation of a univocal 
narrative that seeks to align all the partial narrative into one complete and all-
encompassing narrative. This grand interpretation of the discourse is at the heart of 
what we may call the constitution of a society. It constitutes a society in two 
fundamental movements: in terms of its own identity, and in terms of the identities of 
other societies. But these two movements are dialectically interrelated. In its 
separation from others, every society projects itself into the world of the other. It 
understands its own place in its relation to others, and in terms of its effort to project 
one universal world that must be made in its own image. 

Ricoeur recalls Jacques Ellul in pointing to the significance of the founding 
texts and events in constituting and reconstituting major historical communities of our 
time.3 For instance, the incessant interpretations of the English, American, and French 
Revolutions have resulted both in shaping particular institutional structures that 
belong to specific nation-states, and in projecting universal forms of political, legal 
and social institutions. The same argument could be applied to the role that the 
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interpretations of the memories of Russian, Chinese, Cuban and Iranian Revolutions 
have played in shaping the historical experiences of Russians, Chinese, Cubans and 
Iranians, and in projecting particular moral and institutional forms as universal models 
for humanity. It is in the capacity to gain domination through repression and violence 
that the initially specific cultural projects seek to project themselves as universal 
claims on behalf of humanity. And it is the capacity to justify this violence that 
determines the extent that one culture becomes victorious and another vanquished. 

Given that ideology is a function of interpretation of the discourse, it becomes 
evident that its critique should also develop in the domain of interpretation. Any 
critique of ideology therefore must start with the acknowledgement of its own 
belonging to a tradition that it seeks to both continue and bring into question. The 
fundamental belonging of the critique to the domain of ideology stems from the 
functional nature of ideology in constituting the condition in which the critique arises. 
In this sense, the critique cannot tackle the problematic of ideology by looking at it as 
a concept or theme to be analysed objectively. This is because, as Ricoeur suggests, 
"an ideology is something in which men live and think, rather than a conception that they 
pose." 

A major difficulty of any critique of ideology is that its object of critique does 
not always appear merely as a rigid claim for the perpetuation of an old and outmoded 
conviction, which can be placed easily at a distance for empirical criticism. Rather, it 
appears as an energy that creates new convictions, which are immediate and urgent, 
and in their immediateness and urgency implicate us in the social and political events 
as actors with belief. It is in this implication of the temporal self in the immediate past 
that the present appears as an opaque situation that can never be rendered totally 
transparent. Hence, the impotency of the empirical criticism to understand the nature 
of ideology in all its complexity. Empirical explanation is not equipped to account for 
the role of the ideological energy in giving social and political action its due meaning. 
It is not fit to tackle the real power of motivational sources of this energy, which 
belong to the domain of emotions, hopes, fears, intentions, anxieties, intuitions, 
fantasies and imagination. It is this motivational power that lies at the root of the 
social praxis. It appears as a form of reasoning that both compels action and justifies 
it. Any critique of ideology cannot but take stock of the power of ideology in tapping 
into the energies of life. 

The all-encompassing nature of ideology poses another major problem for its 
critique in that it poses itself in the form of a moral code that has the capacity to 
influence every area of human experience in profound ways. Both knowledge and 
power can become ideological via a process of idealisation that infuses thought and 
action with belief in an ideal image that is to be fulfilled. Religious belief is only one 
significant form of the outcome of this process of idealisation. Liberalism, socialism 
and scientism in all their pretence to be free from religious convictions are ultimately 
other forms of manifestation of ideological belief. What makes ideological 
convictions similar in all their theist and atheist manifestations is their inherent 
resistance to critique. In fact, the secret of the operative nature of ideology, which 
provides for the condition of social action, lies in this resistance. The tendency to 
idealisation of a project closes the ideological belief to critique; but at the same time it 
creates the convictions that absorb all the allegiance and commitment of the believers 
in implementing one big project. In all its rigidity and imperviousness to critique, the 
belief system is the source of the motivations that make social action possible. Hence, 
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the critique of ideology must be aware of this dialectical interplay of closure of 
meaning and opening up of action. 

Like the ideology it sets out to question, the critique of ideology must interpret 
a past action. But the mode of this interpretation can remain faithful to its critical 
function only if it can clarify not only the distorting potentials of ideology, which 
carry negative values, but also the integrating potentials of ideology, which have 
positive values; and in so doing, it must avoid becoming pretentiously anti-ideology. 
It is its distorting inclinations and not the ideology per se that should be opposed. The 
critique of ideology must therefore unmask the pathology of the ideological function 
of distortion, which is the basis for its legitimating role; and at the same time it must 
lay bear the ideological condition of all action. Action could thus be understood both 
in terms of the effort of an established authority in preserving the authority of the 
tradition that supports it, and as the effort to offer alternative interpretations of the 
tradition in order to question the authority and the relations of domination it has 
established. 

Like the ideological legitimacy it tries to question, the critique of ideology 
must possess a motivating character, which makes it legitimate. But unlike ideological 
legitimacy, the critique must be aware that its motivational force can be of value only 
insofar as it can question the ideological legitimacy. It must thus push the limits of 
the ideological legitimacy without denying ideology as an ontological condition that 
makes action possible. Hence, the connection of the critique of ideology with the 
critique of action and the critique of the self. It is nonsense for the critique to question 
ideology on the basis of its prejudice, orthodoxy and intolerance in general. Every 
society - even the most pluralist societies - carries a marginal population that is 
considered either intolerable or "unassimilable".1 Every society in different degrees 
marginalises the forces that are perceived to be threatening to the fundamental 
connection between the society and its founding event. A force that threatens the 
condition of existence of a community is naturally rejected, repressed or marginalised. 
All repressive forces justify their act of repression of marginal groups by appeal to a 
greater good of the community. 

The symbolic structures - particularly rituals - of every community, as Levi-
Strauss has shown, connect it to its image of the past. Ideology plays the part of 
formulating this connection in a way that creates a force that exercises real power. 
Max Weber has noted the sedimentation of this power in the authority of the modern 
state, which is achieved mainly through legitimacy and marginally through violence 
and repression. The critique of ideology therefore must address itself not to the 
general condition of repression and violence but to the claims that seek to justify 
violence and repression in specific conditions. 

The critique of ideology cannot question the validity of the general claims of 
cultural traditions to justify the acts, which would seem undesirable and reprehensible, 
as if it could observe them from the outside. This critique must move from the inside 
to illuminate the structure and the content of these justifications by signifying the 
limitations of the legitimacy of violence and repression in a particular situation. This 
signification will appear not as a completely new discourse, but as a development and 
refinement of the existing discourse. It will appear as a mode of enrichment of the 
previous interpretations of traditions, which reflect the various modes of the dialogue 
of humanity. It is only in the continuation of this dialogue that critique can become 
aware of its own critical nature. As a continuation of humanity's quest for enhancing 
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the condition of existence, critique of ideology will thus appear as a critical dialogue 
that opens up new possibilities of interpretations of tradition, and hence new 
possibilities of liberation. 

The critique of ideology therefore must incorporate both the awareness of its 
belonging to a tradition of interpretation in order to become intelligible to its intended 
audience, and the radical power of distanciation in order to be able to unmask the 
pathological illusions of this belonging. On the one hand, by incorporating the 
traditions of Hegel, Heidegger and Gadamer, the critique of ideology can develop its 
awareness of the belonging to a historical tradition. Hegel's spirit, Heidegger's being 
and Gadamer's text are all characterised by their belonging to the world that precedes 
them. The development of the theory of spirit to a theory of being and a theory of text 
has involved a refinement of the methods of interpretation of traditions. The theory of 
text gives the critique of ideology an advanced tool for understanding the real power 
of social motivations in collective actions that make up the historical experience. The 
world of the text when revealed through critical interpretation exposes the operation 
of the spirit of traditions and the being-in-the-world in human institutions in their 
various religious, legal and political forms. 

On the other hand, by continuing traditions of Marx, Nietzsche and Freud in 
psychoanalysis and critical theory, the critique of ideology can refine its own critical 
discourse in unmasking the pathological aspects of the ideological belonging. 
Ideology, as Marx had suggested, is based on illusions that offer only an erroneous 
image of reality in the sense that it will never allow access to the original reality. 
Incorporating Marxism as one mode of critical interpretation of traditions, therefore, 
the critique of ideology can refine this tradition and develop new traditions that at one 
and the same time continue and criticise Marxism. In the tradition of critical theory, 
for example, which is exemplified by the work of Marcuse and Habermas, Marxism 
can become a powerful tradition of critique of ideology in its function of presenting a 
distorted image of the past as the original event. But at the same time, this refinement 
of Marxism can offer the possibility of an internal critique of Marxism as an ideology 
with pathological potentials. 

In light of the hermeneutical critique of ideology, the Marxist critique of 
ideology meets its own limitation. Despite its pretence to break totally from the 
illusions of the past in the construction of a completely non-repressive society, 
Marxism itself appears as assuming the illusive function of rendering the past 
transparent. The function of the hemeneutical critique of ideology is therefore to 
reveal that Marxism like other ideologies tries to conceal the fact that the present is 
eternally severed from the original event, and that new action is only possible in the 
context of an imaginative interpretation of the original event. In continuing the 
tradition of hermeneutical interpretation and critical dialogue, it would then be 
possible to combine the vigour of Marxism in breaking from traditions at a radical 
critical moment with the power of meaning that come out of the interpretative 
understanding of traditions. A new mode of ideological critique can then be proposed; 
one that would enhance the liberatory potential of this critique. 

In short, the hermeneutical critique of ideology incorporates the 
phenomenology of understanding with the dynamic power of motivation. It combines 
the hermeneutical interpretations of texts with the emancipatory potentials of critique. 
It searches for the meaning of action in the meaning of text; but owing to the textual 
possibility of multiple meanings, it creates the condition of emergence of the critique 
of the present reality and the proposing of alternative realities. It thus creates the 
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condition of new action not through a mere explanation of the historical experience, 
but by exposing multiple possibilities for liberation that are offered by this experience. 

Ideology and Utopia 

A particular capacity of "cultural imagination" is its appearance in the system 
of social action in the complementary modality of ideology and Utopia. Taking Karl 
Mannheim's Ideology and Utopia (1929) as his point of departure, Ricoeur has looked 
at ideology and Utopia as "deviant attitudes toward social reality," which represent the 
various modes of human "non-congruence" with this reality. Accordingly, It is a 
capacity of cultural imagination to question social reality through a subversive 
function with the potential to be both "constructive and destructive". Ideology and 
Utopia may thus be seen in a polar relation whereby their positive sides, i.e. their 
integrative and constitutive sides, on the one hand, and their pathological sides, on the 
other, are in a complementary relationship. 

As for ideology, its pathological side is best understood through interpretation 
of original works of Marx like The German Ideology and The Manuscripts of 1844, 
where the Hegelian and Feuerbachian traditions are both continued and brought into 
question. As such the idea of history as a progression from a beginning to an end was 
preserved, but the centrepiece of idealist philosophy of history, the self-conscious 
man, is made problematic. Historical reality thereby could not be found in the 
consciousness of man but in the human activity of labour, which is felt as enslavement 
by forces beyond man's consciousness or control. It is in this context that the idealist 
tradition of the philosophy of consciousness is criticised as the tradition of false 
consciousness. 

In this perspective then ideology is understood as a mode of representation 
that offers an imaginary account of reality through ideas that make man oblivious to 
the fundamental limitations placed upon him by the real conditions of production. By 
the inducing man with a false consciousness, this imagination is to conceal the true 
reality, the material conditions of life, which are beyond the grasp of the individual 
consciousness and operate independent of the individual intentions. Ideology, in this 
sense, seeks to divert attentions from the real process of life, which belong to the 
sphere of production, by presenting religious, political, legal, moral and aesthetic 
superstructures as the fundaments of social praxis. 

Marx also takes the notion of "estrangement", which Feuerbach had used to 
present religion as the product of the processes whereby man's consciousness 
objectifies itself in an inverse image of himself, which would then find the existence 
of its own and the power to enslave man. But Marx uses this metaphor in explaining 
how labour, as part of man's life energies, become estranged from him in the act of 
production, which is the process of objectification of labour and its transformation 
into an alienating and enslaving power. 

Equipped with this theoretical assumption, Marx then understands ideology as 
a mode of legitimation of the relations of domination that seek to preserve the 
alienating and enslaving human condition by fragmentation of human activity of 
labour under a class-based division of labour. Marx then offers "dialectical" and 
"historical materialism" as a new mode of science that would use the "language of 
real life"; a language that makes an "undistorted mode of thought" possible; a 
language that would allow "the actual depiction and presentation of practical reality." 

Ricoeur, P. "Ideology and Utopia", in From Text to Action, 1991, pp. 308-309 
Ibid, p. 311 
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It is evident that here Marxism raises itself to the level of a science of politics, society 
and history that can avoid becoming ideological; a science that is capable to rise 
above ideologies to observe the world form a position of no attachment, a position of 
nowhere. 

The critique of Marxism can appeal to Max Weber in order to address the 
questions of domination and legitimacy as the principal elements of a political 
structure. Legitimacy is thereby defined as a form of collective consent of belief that 
accords a structure of power the authority to impose its will upon its dominion with 
impunity. This legitimacy is fundamental to all systems of authority and therefore 
makes it imperative for every authority to offer an ideological explanation, which 
would encourage and justify the belief in its legitimacy. The force of legitimacy is 
such that it gains for the State the privilege to exercise its monopoly on the use of 
means of physical coercion in the institutions of law and order. The operation of 
ideology is therefore primarily and mainly based on motivations that it raises in 
support of the belief in its legitimacy, and only marginally on its power of coercion. 

As Ricoeur has argued, the internal connection between motivation to believe 
in legitimacy of authority and the resultant relations of domination ensures that "no 
system of legitimacy is completely transparent." Thereby every system of authority 
demands a universal legitimacy that motivates people to believe in its legitimacy, but 
that always exceeds the ability of the society to supply, and hence its resort to 
distortion, dissimulation, repression and violence. To maintain such a function then, 
every ideology must 1) identify itself with the common interests of the people, 2) 
make its claim to legitimacy acceptable on the basis of logical justification rather than 
sheer coercion, and 3) present itself as a general principle agreed upon by all social 
classes.1 

Clifford Geertz has also noted the interconnection of the distorting and 
integrating functions of ideology by pointing to the mediating capacity of ideology. In 
his article "Ideology as a Cultural System", Geertz's had used Kenneth Burke's 
literary concept of "symbolic action" to offer a symbolic theory of ideology. 
Accordingly, human action can only be presented for understanding via symbolic 
mediation, which always needs to become intelligible via the interpretation of 
symbols. The meaning of ideology therefore is not be grasped only in its distorting 
influence, but in its function as an interpretation that offers a collectively acceptable 
understanding of the historical experience. In this sense, the "rhetoric of ideology" in 
the sphere of social action is analogous to the relation of metaphor with its referent in 
the context of literature. In all its features, ideology appears as a force that keeps 
together a form of social or political order; a force that prevents the disintegration of 
the order in the face of the forces that tend to explode it. To use the language of 
psychoanalysis, the function of ideology is thus both therapeutic and pathological. 

Utopia shares with ideology in the capacity to perform therapeutic and 
pathological functions. But Utopia stands in a polar relation with ideology. Its 
therapeutic function is most recognisable when the pathological tendencies of 
ideology is strongest. On the other hand, when ideology functions in its integrative 
mode, Utopia appears as a destructively subversive force. It is in this polar relation 
that ideology and Utopia complement each other. As opposed to the ideological 
function to preserve order, Utopia therefore manifests itself as a subversive force that 
seeks to shatter order. But in subverting the existing order, Utopia also proposes its 
own alternative order. As Ricoeur has put it: "the shadow of the forces capable of 

' Ibid, p. 316 
2 Ibid, p. 317 
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shattering a given order is already the shadow of an alternative order the could be opposed to 
the given order." 

The expression of Utopia as a shadow reflects the manifestation of the Utopian 
desire in the symbolic structure, particularly in language, in terms of the shadowy 
world of fantasy and fiction. In its inception, the concept of Utopia appeared in fact in 
Thomas More's fictional text, Utopia as referring to a place that is "nowhere". 
Whereas ideological discourse appears to be rational, practical and philosophical, the 
language of Utopia tends to be poetic, fictional and mystical. Utopia presents its 
proposed world only in imaginary sketches, and hence allows for the continued 
operation of the capacity of imagination in completing the picture. But, the closer 
Utopia gets to formulation of the final draft of its desired world, the more it gains the 
distorting and repressive characteristics of ideology. 

In its full imaginative potential, Utopia appears as a constitutive invention. 
According to Ricoeur: "the Utopian mode is to the existence of society what invention 
is to scientific knowledge."2 In its imaginative variation to social reality, Utopia offers 
an opportunity not only for a "radical rethinking" of social, political, economic and 
even religious institutions, but also for an alternative model which would offer a 
better life and better existence than there is. And it is in this escapist sense that it has a 
collective therapeutic capacity. In its reference to "nowhere" as its own location, 
Utopia opens up a radical possibility of challenging established ideologies from a 
stand that is imagined to be at a distance, outside all belongings. Herein may lie the 
power of fantasy as a critique of social reality, and as a possibility of alternative 
realities. 

The literary style of the language of Utopia does not detract from its subversive 
and integrative political force. Utopia in this sense operates both as mode of critique 
of ideology that seeks to unmask the flaws of the ideological legitimacy of the 
existing order, and as a mode of integration that forms a univocal, grand narrative 
with a grand ideal, which must be actualised here and now. Utopia is therefore 
inevitably a form of psychic desire for a "power-to-be" that offers a new mode of 
relations of power in place of the old. In all its manifestations, whether in the form of 
"micro-societies" or religious cults, new experiences in business and management, or 
the larger projects such as the "kibbutz" "commune" and the "kingdom of God", the 
Utopian impulse to establish new relations of power is evident. 

But the new modes of relations of power in the Utopian language appear too 
radical and fantastic to be actualised, hence the take over of Utopia by ideological 
distortions in any venture of actualising Utopias. In its quest to be a dream come true, 
which would herald the radical reversal of the course of human experience, the 
impulse to Utopia offers its imaginative "escapism", its challenge to exiting reality, its 
motivational force that compels action, and its model for an alternative reality. 
However, in its tendency to become too idealistic, perfectionist and escapist, it gains 
pathological characteristics, which Ricoeur has compared to symptoms of 
"schizophrenia". It is this schizophrenic symptom of the Utopian impulse that gives 
rise to "a logic of all or nothing, which ignores the labour of time," and which makes 
escapism a recipe for disconnection from social praxis. This disconnection from social 
reality, which Ricoeur calls "eclipse of praxis", may be at the root of the tendency of 
the Utopian desire to offer "frozen models" of the future that have to be "immediately 
perfect", and that deny "the logic of action" in producing undesirable consequences. 

'ibid, p. 318 
2 Ibid, p. 319 
3 Ibid, p. 322 
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Ideology and Utopia therefore have a relationship that may be best termed as 
dialectical. This interplay between ideology and Utopia may be considered as the 
source of two tendencies of "the social imagination": the centripetal tendency to 
integration through affirmation of the order, and the centrifugal tendency to tear the 
order apart through revolution. In their dialectical interaction, however, these two 
forces guarantee the coexistence of social stability and change in a relationship full of 
internal tensions. It is also within the context of this dialectical interplay that "social 
imagination" offers a more fundamental dialectic: "the dialectic of concealment and 
revelation". 

It is this latter dialectic that lies at the heart of the operation of the text as the 
locus of social action. Social action therefore arises in the confrontation of the reader 
with the text as a field of concealment in which the meaning or truth is hidden. Action 
unfolds as the reader in his/her confrontation with the text tries to recover a meaning 
and reveal a truth, which create in him/her motivations that make action both 
desirable and imminent. Yet the hermeneutic function of the dialectics of concealment 
and revelation carries within itself the seed of the "pathological dysfunction" of social 
imagination, which is evident in the polarity of ideology and Utopia. "Utopia tends 
toward schizophrenia just as ideology tends toward dissimulation and distortion."2 

The Political Power of the Poetic Metaphor 

I shall now try to demonstrate the relevance of the theory of imagination to the 
case of the Islamic Revolution by returning to the hermeneutical understanding of 
imagination, action, ideology and Utopia. As I discussed previously, the concept of 
imagination can be extended from the context of metaphor and semantic innovation in 
the sphere of language to the domain of discourse, which belongs to the sphere of 
action. By linking imagination and semantic innovation, it has been possible to 
prepare the ground for the identification of the links between the social imaginary and 
social action. 

Contrary to empiricist and behaviourist theories of knowledge, which have 
sought to discredit the phenomenon of imagination by referring to it as an 
unobservable, immeasurable subjective and purely mental experience, I have followed 
Ricoeur in thematising imagination as a phenomenon, which constitutes the 
representation of objects and concepts as well as the sense of them. This thematisation 
is based on Gottlob Frege's "distinction between the sense of a proposition or a 
concept - objective and ideal sense - and the representation, which remains subjective 
and merely factual." 

The philosophy of imagination, developed by Ricoeur, treats its object of 
study both as a trace of reality, an image which is a mere reflection and hence less 
than the actual thing, and as the representation of something absent, a creation or 
innovation which is other than present. The first treatment gives rise to theories of 
"reproductive imagination" in the sense of producing a fainted replica of reality, and 
the second to theories of "productive imagination" in the sense of departing from the 
existing reality or creating alternative realities. It is with these latter types of theories 
that I am concerned here. 

1 Ibid, p. 323 
2 Ibid, p. 324 
3 Ricoeur, P. "Imagination in discourse and in action", in Robinson G. and Rundell, J. ed. Rethinking 
Imagination, Routledge, London, 1994, p. 119 
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Through invoking the theory of metaphor, the source of imagination can be 
situated in the language use, as against the conventional understanding of image as a 
product of perception. To demonstrate the connection between the theory of metaphor 
and the theory of imagination, Ricoeur points to the emergence of meaning via 
imagination and "semantic shock" out of metaphor. "It is ... in the instance when a new 
meaning emerges out of the shambles of literal predications that the imagination offers its 
own special mediation. ... Imagination is the apperception, the sudden view, of a new 
predicative pertinence. ... Suddenly we see old age as the close of the day, time as a beggar, 
nature as a temple or living pillars, and so forth. " 

Imagination thus gives a meaning to metaphor by creating a "semantic shock". 
This is essentially analogous to Kant's theory of schematism, according to which 
"schema" gives an image to a concept. The image that schématisation gives to a 
concept is the source of an emerging meaning. Likewise imagination, by providing an 
image for the poetic metaphor, creates a meaning. In this sense, image, instead of 
being seen as a faded production of perception, is seen as the producer of meaning. 

In this sense, the meaning evoked by imagination in confrontation of the 
reader with the text affects "the sensorial fields" of the reader, and brings back the 
memories of the past experiences. This affect is not limited to evocation of past 
memories alone; it can also produce new meanings with the potential to create new 
possibilities. No where is this presented more clearly than in the case of fiction where 
meanings are suspended in a state of "uninvolvement" until the imagination shapes 
them into concrete images bearing concrete meanings. Imagination is thus "a free play 
of possibilities in a state of uninvolvement with respect to the world of perception and 
action", a state in which "we try out new ideas, new ways of being in the world."2 

The power of imagination to make possible the creation of new possibilities of 
being in the world, through the production of fiction, is in fact the source of what I 
have referred to as Utopian desire. As such, I shall speak of Utopia in terms of its role 
in shaping the imaginary that drives a revolution. In its power to suspend the belief in 
the conventionally accepted order of things, this imaginary in fact provides a re-
description of reality with the potential to present itself as a new reality displacing the 
previous one. It creates belief in a new reality, which has yet to be actualised; it is thus 
be conceived as an impulse to a Utopia to be instituted. This reaffirms my earlier 
psychoanalytical discussion about the role of imagination in producing alternative 
realities. 

From this argument also follows that, despite the common perception that 
Utopia is a projection toward the future, it is in fact extended both ways towards the 
past as well as the future. The example of the Islamic Revolution of Iran clearly 
demonstrates that the people had to go back to prepare for a perfect future. To inform 
the Utopia of the Government of God on earth, the imaginary of the Islamic 
Revolution evoked the age-old myth of the Hidden Imam. It, therefore, appeared to be 
backward looking as much as it was futuristic, regressive as much as progressive. 

What in fact happened was that the revolutionary actors - already exposed 
through the established religion to the poetic language of the Qur 'an, the narrative of 
the disappearance of the Mahdi, and the various literary styles (e.g. mystical poetry) 
and oral traditions (e.g. hadith) - were also offered fresh interpretations of their 
traditions. The modern revolutionary leaders offered new re-descriptions or re-
interpretations of the old texts and traditions. These re-interpretations had the power 
to displace the belief in earlier interpretations and hence played a heuristic role by 

1 Ibid, p. 122 
2 Ibid, p. 123 
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uncovering new possibilities with the capacity to create new realities out of the poetic 
discourse of the sacred texts and literary narratives. 

What is important for my discussion here is to demonstrate how these fictions 
can be linked to the Islamic Revolution as a form of collective human action? To do 
this I shall proceed by reiterating that human action is in fact an outgrowth of fiction 
following what Ricoeur calls "iconic increase" in the sense that every icon re-
describes reality by increasing the dimensions of reality by the use of "abbreviations" 
and "articulations". As Ricoeur suggests: "The first way man tries to understand and 
master the diversity of the practical field is to provide himself with a fictional 
representation."1 This is achieved through the narrative structure, which in the form of 
epic, tragedy, fable, drama, novel and the like, creates the effect of the "iconic 
increase". 

The larger than life picture, which is offered by the narrative, performs two 
important functions: it recreates the reality with accentuated dimensions; and at the 
same time it provides a schema for further human action. Hence, the invention of so 
many stories in human history with recurring themes and characters, as well as the 
persistent act of recounting and narrating these stories. This process is an indication of 
an important historical phenomenon: that humans not only re-describe the past action 
in increased dimensions, but also constantly strive to use these re-descriptions to 
schematise new action. This is predicated on a process similar to that of the poetics, 
whereby the poet creates new action in the context of his/her poetry through imitating 
a previous action, which he/she extracts from say mythology, history or religion. This 
is why Aristotle saw poetics as more philosophical (and more politically powerful), 
than history. 

Whereas history concerns itself with reporting action at its contingent level, 
poetry goes beyond the routine course of action and concerns itself with the forces 
that lie beneath and above action, forces that are the essence, the source and the 
motivating drive of action. Hence, as I suggested before, a poetic of action is not 
concerned only with reconstruction and description of the past action. Rather, through 
the schematising function of imagination, it can also become the source of new action. 

Politics of Poetry in Iran 

The political power of poetics was certainly evident in the pre-revolution Iran, 
where poetry played a powerful role in raising social and political consciousness and 
preparedness for political action. In Iran, the role of poetry, in both traditional and 
modern genres, was phenomenal in politicising the population. New interpretations of 
the older works such as Omar Khayyam, Khadj-e Shams-ad-Din Hafiz and Mowlana 
Jalal-ad-Din Mowlavi, as well as political readings of the works of modern poets, 
such as Nima Yushij, Ahmad Shamlu, Mehdi Akavan-Saales and Sa'id Sultan-pour, 
were the stuff of most of the socio-political discussions among the religious and non-
religious activists. Such a phenomenon may be explained by the fact that in Iran, like 
anywhere else, metaphoric poetry, when subjected to popular imaginative 
interpretations, was able to provide a schema for action. And this is of course the 
reason for the brutal suppression of poetics in Iran and other authoritarian States. 
Under democratic States too, the political power of poetics is repressed, if not by 
brutal means, by non-violent but systematic distortion and repression of normative 
structures of communication. 

'ibid, p. 125 
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It would be interesting to use the concepts of modern philosophical 
hermeneutics, such as those of Gadamer, in illuminating the political aspects of the 
texts and traditions, which, despite, and perhaps because of, their poetic nature, have 
played a highly significant political role in modern Iranian history. (See Chapters 7 & 
8 for examples.) These texts include mystical texts, such as Divan of Hafiz and 
Masnavi of Mowlavi, and the epic texts such as the Shahnameh (the Story of the 
Kings) of Abol-Qasem Ferdowsi. To these might be added the social and anecdotal 
texts, such as Golestan and Bous tan of Sheikh-al-Ra'is Sa'adi, and the satirical texts, 
such as Mush-o Gorbeh (the Cat and Mouse) of Obeid Zakani. It would also be 
interesting to trace the influences of these old, religious texts even in the writings and 
poetics of secular modern writers such as Ahmad Kasravi, Sadeq Hedayat, Houshang 
Golshiri, Shahrokh Meskoub, Mahmoud Dowlatabadi, Golam-Hussein Sa'edi and 
Reza Barahani. 

Ahmad Karimi-Hakkak has discussed the role of modern poetry in the pre-
revolution Iran in his Iranian Writers and the Iranian Revolution of 1979. He has 
noted the use of the metaphors such as "evil", "night", "winter", "walls" and "chains", 
etc. by the modern Iranian poets to portray the dictatorial image of the Shah from the 
1950s onwards. For example, in the early 1950s, Nima Yushij, the founder of Iranian 
modern poetry, used a metaphoric language to recreate imaginatively the real 
confrontation of the people and the Shah's dictatorship. In his poem entitled Morgh-
Amin (The Amen Bird), for example, he used the metaphor of a "phoenix-like" bird 
that would lead the people to destroy a "demonic enemy named jahan-khareh (the 
world-eater) with the sheer force of their collective voice."1 The bird as a "dreamy 
figure" is a symbol "signifying the collective energy instilled in - and articulated 
through - the people's chant."2 

Toward the late 1950s, Ahmad Shamlu, another famous modern poet, also 
engaged in the language of metaphor to intervene in the political discourse of 
resistance against the Shah's regime. In his poem Pariya (The Fairies), he narrated the 
story of a horseman setting off from "Qal 'e-ye Afsaneha-ye Pir" (The Castle of Old 
Legends) to "Shahr-e Gholamha-ye Asir" (The City of Captive Slaves) in order to free 
the slaves from the bondage of the evil "amu zanjir-baf (uncle chain-maker). As 
Karimi-Hakkak has noted, Shamlu, in this poem, has deliberately blurred the division 
between fantasy and reality "to replace the conventional didacticism of fairytales" 
with his own vision of "the poetic dream of an egalitarian society."3 

In the case of the Islamic Revolution, the poetics of the irfan (mysticism) 
played an important part in providing the motivation and capacity for action to the 
revolutionary Muslims. For example, the mystical metaphor of reunion with God in 
the from of the annihilation of the lover in becoming one with the beloved was taken 
out of its purely religious-mystical context to enhance the political concept of 
shahadat (martyrdom) for an ultimate cause. Interestingly, this metaphor not only 
served the radical religious ideologues to create a psychological preparedness for 
sacrificing one's life in the path of Allah, but also was used by the atheist ideologues 
to enhance the morale of the leftist revolutionaries in the face of torture and execution. 

The most powerful forms of the metaphors of poetic narrative, however, was 
found in the Shi'i mythical and historical narratives. For example, the popular 
narrative of the disappearance of the Mahdi, as well as the narrative of his 

Karimi-Hakkak, A. Iranian writers and the Revolution of1979, Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge, 1991, p. 509 
2 Ibid, p. 510 
3 Ibid, p. 510 
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reappearance, found through the schematising power of popular imagination a 
projective aspect that connected it to the future. The narrative of the Mahdi made 
possible the contemplation of the real possibility of his immanent emergence and the 
establishment of his world government, despite the overwhelming logic of modernity, 
which ridiculed such an idea. The very anticipatory function of the imaginary of the 
Government of God, as a political order to be expected and achieved, extended the 
narrative of the past to the present in order to build a Utopian project of the future as 
the end purpose of existence. 

This imaginary also shaped the motivations driving human action by 
providing for the ethical justification of the project and the desirability of the 
projected Utopia. The ethical justification was rooted in the legitimacy of the project, 
which had been nourished for centuries by the Shi'i jurisprudence and mystical 
literature. The desirability of the project, on the other hand, was substantiated by the 
rewards that the Utopian society under the Mahdi would provide, such as perfect 
social justice. 

Finally, the imaginary of the government of the Mahdi gave rise to the public 
confidence in the capacity for action, something that was lacking for a long time in 
the population. For a long time, the people had felt being betrayed by their king, but 
had also felt that they had no power to do anything against the king's military might 
and the secret police brutality. (I shall discuss further the significance of the 
imaginary of the Hidden Imam elsewhere.) 

Building on my discussion about the role of the imaginary in instigating social 
action, I shall now proceed along Ricoeur's phenomenology of social action to further 
clarify the role of the social imaginary in creating the possibility of collective action. 
Drawing on Husserl's Fifth Cartesian Meditation, Ricoeur speaks of an "historical 
field of experience" based on the connection of the temporal fields of the individual 
experiences, which consists not only of the cross-section of contemporary individual 
and collective experiences but also the experiences of their predecessors and 
successors.1 This kind of all-encompassing inter-subjective connection of the 
individuals makes possible the transmission of traditions, which may then be rejected 
as outmoded or embraced as desirable. This is also what we call common history, 
which in Ricoeur's view historically relates a collective of individuals by transferring 
the meaning of T . According to Ricoeur: "Like me, my contemporaries, my predecessors 
and my successors can say 'I'. It is in this way that I am historically related to all the others.' 
Now, the question is; how does the imagination create the condition and means of this 
inter-subjective connection or historical field? I have already hinted at ideology and 
Utopia as two imaginative practices, which create the conditions and means of inter-
subjectivity. 

The Progressive Potentials of Rituals 

The secret of the protagonists of social change in Iran was that they could 
present themselves as bearers of a progressive message even when they were 
appealing to the past. The success of such a progressive appeal to mythical, religious 
and historical narratives is in fact central to any successful revolutionary movement in 
that it creates, in the words of Zdzislaw Mach, "an image which presents the postulated 
changes as progress, or as a return to the Golden Age.' 

1 Ricoeur, P. 1994, p. 127 
2 Ibid, p. 128 
3 Mach, Z. Symbols, Conflict, and Identity, State University of New York Press, Albany, 1993, p. 63 
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Shi 'i Islamic rituals, such as the commemoration of the martyrdom of the 
Imams, or that of the revolution and war heroes, were also used as symbolic 
constructs and identity structures, which acted both for confirmation of social order 
and its transformation in a progressive sense. Their order-preserving role has been 
played out emphatically after the victory of the revolution during the 
institutionalisation of the Islamic revolutionary government. But before the revolution 
they were basically invoked in their order-shattering role. Their post-revolution 
function presented similarity to funeral rites, which, as Malinowski asserted, were an 
example of the symbolic restoration of social order following the crisis produced by 
the uncertainty of death. But in their transforming role before the revolution, these 
rituals provided both justifications and models for change in the old patterns of social, 
cultural and political structures. In this sense, they presented similarity to the rituals of 
rebellion, as noted by Max Gluckman, which are potentially order transforming, but 
often contribute to the overall restoration of social order by providing an outlet for 
social conflicts through "ritualisation". 

The Islamic rituals, as rich symbolic structures, have thus appeared in various 
forms playing different roles. In the form of memorials, passion plays and religious 
processions, they have played the role of "rituals of catharsis", such as carnival, 
providing for social cohesion. But, they have also been used as a means of rehearsing 
for fundamental social change when radical opposition has grown within the social 
system. 

Although the Shi 'i symbolic rituals were more conspicuous in their subversive 
function before the Islamic Revolution, they in fact performed a mixed function; both 
that of funeral rites and that of the rituals of rebellion. In their former capacity, they 
provided for the preservation of strong politico-religious sentiments within the 
community of believes; and in their latter capacity, they provided for social catharsis 
as long as the radial opposition to the existing order was not strong. However, as the 
radical Islamic opposition grew, the revolutionary leaders gradually took these rituals 
beyond their pre-determined boundaries. 

The Islamic Revolution thus went beyond the boundaries of ritual in the sense 
that it did not follow an expected and predictable process, which is the characteristic 
of rituals. Victor Turner's processual theory of social action may be used to explain 
the dynamic nature of the Islamic Revolution. Accordingly, revolutions as a type of 
"living action of the human species can never be the logical consequence of any grand 
design." Turner's adoption of Van Gennep's Rites of Passage and his own 
identification of the middle face of liminality or anti-structure, provide a basis for the 
development of a theory of fundamental social action in the context of collective 
symbolic structures. Persons or groups in the liminal phase are excluded from the 
normative structures, and hence can experiment with new ideas and ventures, which 
cannot be exercised in the domain of conventional life. "In due course these new 
conceptual models are transformed into the (new) social structure, thus making social change 
possible." 

In Iran these models were provided by small religious networks, which were 
excluded from the dominant cultural modes, but whose existence had to be tolerated 
due to their deep roots in the Iranian traditions. (See Chapters 5 & 6 for more detail.) 

Turner, V. Dramas, Field and Metaphors: Symbolic Action in Human Society, Ithaca and London, 
Cornell University Press, 1974, P. 13 
2 Mach, Z. 1993, P.88, also see Van Gennep, A. The Rites Of Passage, Routledge & Kegan Paul, G.B. 
1960, pp. 1-15, Turner, V. The Forest of Symbols, Cornell University Press, Ithaca and London, 1973, 
pp. 93-112 and Turner, V. The Ritual Process, Routledge and Kegan Paul, G.B. 1969, pp. 94-131 
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Within the framework of their unofficial and initially small associations, the 
individuals who wanted to experiment with alternative forms of social and political 
order, developed an understanding of the existing structures, as well as an 
understanding of themselves. It was this creative self-understanding that was behind 
the creation of an ideology of revolution. 

This self-understanding was clearly an imaginative creation, which was based 
on the traditions of Islamic hermeneutics and disputation. It was mainly in the context 
of the interpretative understanding of the sacred text that the radical Shi 'i ulama took 
the Shi 'i faith to the level of a political ideology capable of inspiring a revolution. Due 
to the significance of the Islamic hermeneutics in laying the ground for revolutionary 
interpretations of the Shi 'i faith, I shall concentrate in the last sections of this chapter 
on the connections between the Islamic interpretative knowledge and the Islamic 
Revolution. 

The Cultural-Historical Nature of the Islamic Self-Understanding 

In Debating Muslims, Fischer and Abedi have dealt with the cultural-historical 
nature of "Islamic self-understanding", which despite the claims of religious dogma to 
its timelessness, has undergone drastic changes. To demonstrate this, they explore the 
historical changes in interpretation of the ritual of hajj, which ranges from an 
apolitical and ceremonial understanding of this ritual by the Wahhabis in Saudi 
Arabia to the revolutionary political understanding of it by the modern Shi 'i clerical 
and non-clerical intellectuals in Iran.1 In reviewing their work here, I am generally 
concerned with the transformation of the meaning of myth and religion throughout 
history not only by those, who believe in them, but also by those, who try to 
understand them as observers. Hence, the existence of opposite accounts of myth and 
religion even within one tradition of thought. 

A clear example of this is the Marxist tradition. Marx himself both despised 
mythical and religious tradition as opiate of the masses, and elevated the borrowing of 
the past traditions as a source of confidence for the revolutionary actors. Walter 
Benjamin saw in religion both an oppressive tradition and a tradition capable of 
providing "revolutionary impulses". Louis Althusser, while opposing religion as a 
capitalist ideology, acknowledged the "structural autonomy" of religious ideologies. 
And Antonio Gramsci, emphasised the importance of popular myths in providing a 
means of resistance against the "hegemonic ideologies of the State". 

Within the Islamic tradition too there has been conflicting accounts of the 
nature of the involvement of religion in politics. Fred Halliday, for example, has noted 
the "novelty of the Iranian Revolution" in its being "unequivocally religious" and at 
the same time inspiring a revolutionary upheaval far more modern than the Russian 
and Chinese Revolutions. (I shall discuss further these conflicting accounts in the 
following chapters.) 

However, there has been certain reluctance among political scientists in 
studying revolutions as politico-cultural phenomena due to perceptions that issues of 
culture lack scientific clarity. Robert Wuthnow has criticised social scientists for their 
preference for topics such as class analysis, social stratification, and structural theories 
of State at the expense of the issues of "ritual and symbol, belief and ideology, or 

Fischer & Abedi, "Fear of Difference" in Debating Muslims, The University of Wisconsin Press, 
Wisconsin, 1990, pp. 150-253 
2 Halliday, F. The Making of the Second Cold War, Penguin, London, pp. 94-95 
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meaning and moral order."1 The same criticism may be levelled at those engaged in 
the study of politics as a cultural phenomenon. One reason for this lack of interest 
may be that, in Wuthnow's words, "culture remains, by many indications, vaguely 
conceptualised, vaguely approached methodologically, and vaguely associated with 
value judgements and other sorts of observer bias." 2 

The understanding of culture has thus oscillated between its consideration as a 
collection of beliefs and attitudes on the one end of the spectrum to understanding of 
culture as an "objectified ontological system" on the other end. Perhaps, the most 
relevant understanding of culture for my purposes in studying the Iranian Revolution 
of 1979 is an understanding that poses culture as a domain, which is produced by 
what Wuthnow has termed "competent social actors" for dramatising social 
obligations. Culture as such is reproduced by organisations that "process resources for 
the purpose of ritualising, codifying, and transmitting cultural products"; 
organisations, which may develop links with the State and with other sources of 
political power.3 

It is in this context that the political role of religion as a cultural product may 
be understood in a proper way as opposed to the "reductionist" understandings, which 
portray religion as a kind of false consciousness that provides a naïve understanding 
of the forces of nature and history. As Wuthnow suggests, a conception of religion, 
which rests on the premise of "human requirement for wholistic meaning" may help 
create for religion "a niche that is largely immune from reductionistic or positivistic 
attacks."4 

The substantive relevance of religion to various areas of life including politics 
may thus be viewed as a fact of nature. Religion as such addresses fundamental 
questions, such as the meaning of life, the conditions of existence, the beginning and 
end of reality and the absolutes to which people need to cling in order to orient 
themselves toward a direction in the confused and enigmatic world around them. 
However, an intuitive as well as scientific understanding of religion itself may not be 
possible through understanding of the religious belief as a mere attitude, but through 
deciphering the meanings of its signs and symbols. 

Speculative philosophers and mystics of the Islamic tradition such as Hafiz, 
Mowlavi, Sohrevardi and Mulla Sadra have sought to find the meaning of religion in 
contemplative reflections and transcendental journeys. So too, modern philosophers 
such as Wittgenstein and Heidegger have searched for the meaning of the world in 
transcendental arguments. Wittgenstein is quoted as writing: "The meaning of the 
world must lie outside of the world." He also wrote: "The solution of the riddle of life 
in space and time lies outside space and time." In other words, the realm of religion 
and its symbolic structures cannot be reduced to "empirical world", nor can they be 
understood with tools of "empirical enquiry".3 The symbolic structures of each 
cultural entity operate at various levels, in art, cultural traditions, transcendental 
philosophies and individual and collective fantasies. 

As Wuthnow has noted, phenomenology and hermeneutics have provided 
"particularly attractive methodologies for the study of culture because each explicitly 
denied the possibility of reducing symbolism to any other aspect of reality.' In the 

1 Wuthnow, R. Meaning and Moral Order, University of California Press, USA, 1987, p. 3 
2 Ibid, pp. 5-6 
3 Ibid, p. 15 
4 Ibid, p. 40 
5 Cited in Ibid, p. 41 
6 Ibid, p. 43 
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light of the forgoing, one may appreciate the significance of such concepts as 
symbolic structures, narratives and their interpretations in giving rise to revolutionary 
conditions. Some of the scholars of revolution, such as Theda Skocpol, have 
underestimated revolutionary ideologies as subjectivist factors vis-à-vis the more 
significant objective, structural factors, such as the structure of the State and the 
objective conditions of the social classes. In this picture, however, such important 
objective factors as the solidarity among the working class and the peasants, and the 
recognition of the State as the source of grievances by the revolutionaries, may not 
find sufficient explanation. These factors may only be fully explained through "the 
cultural, or symbolic-expressive, dimension of group life, of the moral economy of 
peasant communities, and of the State itself." 

The Qur'anic Dialogue 

The hermeneutic analysis of the Qur 'an as a sacred text is important because 
various interpretations of the Qur'anic verses played a constitutive role in Iran's 
modern political developments. In his analysis of the Qur'an, Fischer identifies three 
sorts of dialogues, which he believes, are central to the reading of the Muslim holy 
book: 1) "dialogue in the colloquial sense of oral communication between two face to 
face persons"; 2) "dialogue in the Greek etymological sense of cross-play between 
arguments"; and 3) "dialogue in the sense of juxtaposition of points of view in a 
political struggle for hegemonic control of interpretation of how the world should be 
seen."2 The latter type of Islamic "dialogics" is of current relevance to Muslim 
politicians and intellectuals for it provides them with a native political paradigm with 
which to enter the current national and international discourses of confrontation. On 
the national level, there is the discourse within the Muslim societies between Muslim 
radicals and Muslim liberals, and the discourse of confrontation between Muslim and 
secular intellectuals. And on the global level, there is the discourse of argumentation 
between the Islamic and Western political philosophies, codes of social morality and 
types of economic ethics. 

As Fischer notes, only through some knowledge of the Qur 'anic interpretative 
tradition, is it possible to understand the current political movements in the Islamic 
world. One may expand this field of interpretative knowledge to include the whole 
system of traditions, preserved via the collective imaginaries, built upon selected parts 
of the collective memories of the past, and expressed through natively valid symbols 
and meaning structures in various religious, fictional, poetic, and philosophical 
narratives. 

In Iran, like most other societies in the Islamic world, few texts could match 
the Qur 'an in their capacity to provide for a rich field of interpretative hermeneutic 
knowledge. The Qur'an is no ordinary text created by man. It is the word of God, and 
thus considered divine. Moreover, like other sacred texts it belongs to the era where 
literacy was not yet a feature of human society. Its language is thus enigmatic, full of 
mysteries and beyond the capacity of man to reach a definitive interpretation of it. 

These characteristics have given rise to a profound historical divergence, 
which has created two broad interpretative styles with serious socio-political 
implications. The first style allows for an indefinite openness to ever new 
interpretations of the Qur'an, hence refusing to accept either a closure of meaning, or 

' Ibid, p. 62 
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a group that is qualified to have the exclusive authority to determine the boundaries of 
this closure. And the second has insisted on identifying certain interpretations as 
authentic, valid, and thus of sacred value, rejecting others as inauthentic, inconsistent, 
and thus potentially heretic. (See Chapter 8 for a discussion of the confrontation of 
these two interpretative styles.) 

This latter form of the Qur 'anic hermeneutic knowledge identifies the ulama, 
or those who are learned in scholastic religious science (ilm), as an elite group that is 
qualified to provide correct interpretations of the Qur 'anic rulings (ahkam). These 
interpretations are required in order to meet the spiritual and moral needs of the 
Muslim community in coping with emergent legal, social and political questions. 

The qualified ulama, are also considered fit to practice ijtihad, which means 
deriving new rulings from the oral traditions of the Prophet and the infallible Imams; 
hence their title mujtahid. They are usually trained in Islamic jurisprudence ifiqh), 
scholastic theology ikalam), authentication and explication of the oral traditions 
(hadith), exegesis of the Qur 'an (tafsir), and to a lesser extent reading philosophy 
(falsafa) and mysticism (irfan). (I shall discuss the historical development of the 
socio-political role of the Shi 'i ulama in more detail in Chapter 5.) 

The Shi 'i ulama, as an elite group, have historically been recognised by their 
peers and the public at large as having the authority to determine the acceptable 
meanings of the Qur'an. However, the intellectual vulnerability of the ulama in 
limiting the domain of acceptable meaning vis-à-vis those, who allow for free 
exploration of the multiple layers of meaning of the sacred texts, has pushed them to a 
position of refraining from deep engagement in exegesis of the Qur 'an. Despite their 
professed high regard for exegesis as an important religious science, they have, as 
Fischer notes, relegated it to the position of an optional subject in the madrasas (Shi'i 
centres of religious learning). And historically, they have not hesitated to level 
accusations of heresy against mystics and speculative philosophers such as Hussein 
Mansur Hallajj, who had allegedly claimed to have intimate knowledge of the essence 
of the Vahyy (Divine Revelation). Such knowledge, according to the ulama, apart 
from God, was reserved for the great Prophets and the infallible Imams, who were in 
intimate contact with the essence of the revealed word. 

But, the enigma of the Qur 'an is not limited to its capacity to be invoked by 
the mystical philosophers and dogmatic theologians for validating their transcendental 
claims. The Qur 'an, despite its position as a "text generative of a scholastic tradition", 
as Fischer suggests, is a text that is profoundly suspicious of writing, whereas it 
speaks highly of its own "orality and musicality". It is thus that its referred to as the 
qur 'an (literally oral recitation), which must be memorised and be orally transmitted 
to future generations of believers. 

This insistence on orality may have come from the lack of existence in Arabic 
language of 1500 years ago of a disciplined grammar, syntax and phonetic structure, 
just as was the case in Hebrew before the Old and New Testaments could be put in the 
form of written texts. It might also have, at least partly, been due to the mistrust of the 
Prophet Muhammad in unauthorised use of the Qur 'an and the distortion (tahrif) of 
the word of God by the enemies of Islam. At any rate, it was in the lifetime of the 
Prophet that certain trustees, such as Abdullah Ibn-e Abbas, were hand-picked to 
recite the Qur 'an in a correct manner. These trustees were also to create the science of 
exegesis, and to orally transmit the Qur 'anic verses and the traditions of the Prophet, 
including his own versions of the meanings of the verses, to future generations. 

1 Ibid, pp. 97-98 
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The emphasis on the orality of the Qur 'an has also been important in stressing 
the functional role of the ulama - both Shi 'i and Sunni - as teachers of the Holy Book. 
In this regard the ulama have compared their function in transmitting the true meaning 
of the text to that of the infallible Imams, who are referred to as the Quran-e nateq 
(speaking Qur 'an). According to a famous hadith, in the battle of Saffain, the first 
Shi'i Imam Ali, admonished his troops for relenting to the Umayyad Caliph 
Mo'aviyya's tactic to place texts of the Qur'an on the lances of his soldiers. 
Mo'aviyya had thus hampered the advance of Ali's troops on the ground that any 
attack on the soldiers holding the sacred texts would amount to violation of the 
sanctity of the Holy Book. Ali ordered his army to attack the enemy despite the 
possibility that the sacred texts would be stumped by bis troops, explaining that what 
was on the lances was paper and ink, whereas he (Ali) was the speaking Qur 'an. 

As such, new disciplines were produced over time to make the Qur'an 
intelligible as a mushaf (written text), "disciplines of grammar, history, phonetics, 
poetics, law theology, and hermeneutics", which became distinct from, but interacted 
with, the Jewish, Greek and Christian traditions.1 However, much of what we know 
about the meaning of the Qur 'an and the Prophetic traditions, though sketchy, come 
from the oral transmission of the Qur 'anic traditions. 

The oral traditions remained strong, particularly among the Shi 'is, who added 
to it the oral transmission of the traditions of the twelve impeccable Imams. This 
emphasis on orality of the Qur 'an and hadith has still kept some of its force today. 
Fischer attributes this to concerns, such as that of Plato in Phaedrus, that submission 
to writing and other means of monologic transmission of meaning - as the dominant 
mode of communication - may kill the tradition of oral dialectical disputation. This 
tradition is respected because of its vital capacity in educating the young and 
generating deeper levels of meaning. 

Fischer depicts the structure of the Qur 'an and the hadith in terms of a house 
of mirrors "playing upon appearances and resemblances (mutashabihat) that may or 
may not be grounded {muhkam)", thus providing for the debate and dialogue between 
various perspectives of the interpreters. It is this tradition of critical dialogue that 
should be remembered in order to avoid perceptions that Ayatollah Khomeini's so-
called fundamentalist interpretation of Shi 'i politics has reached its definitive end in 
the form of a coercive ideology to legitimise a totalitarian theocracy. 

Quite the contrary, the totalitarian understanding of the Shi'i political 
philosophy has already been challenged form within the religious camp on doctrinal 
and logical grounds. (See Chapter 8 for more detail.) Just as Plato, whose concept of 
philosopher-king projected a Utopian and, according to Karl Popper in his Open 
Society and its Enemies, a potentially totalitarian model of society, Ayatollah 
Khomeini's concept of velayat-e faqih has presented a strong propensity to 
authoritarianism and totalitarianism. However, again like the case of Platonic political 
philosophy, these totalitarian tendencies have been hampered by a return to dialectical 
tradition, the Islamic art of disputation and hermeneutic interpretation of religious 
texts, which seem capable of inhibiting a total collapse of Iranian politics into 
totalitarianism.3 

The ruling Shi'i ulama in Iran have extended to themselves an attenuated 
version of the Imamic qualifications claiming that only they are fit to identify the 
muhkam (firmly grounded) verses of the Sacred Text, and offer the correct exegesis of 

1 Ibid, p.98 
2 Ibid, p. 100 
3 Ibid, p. 101 
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the Quran and the hadith. Ayatollah Khomeini played an important part in the 
politicisation of this tradition through his interpretation of the concepts of "primary 
and secondary rulings". Accordingly, the qualified faqih would be permitted to 
temporarily suspend certain highly important religious practices, such as namaz (daily 
prayer), or amr-e be ma'rouf va nahy-e az monkar (enjoin good and prohibit evil). 
But, he could do this only if he was convinced that upholding these practices in a 
given situation endangered the entirety of the faith. This extension of the authority of 
the ma 'soum (innocent) Imams - considered to be completely innocent of sin - to the 
ulama, who may commit sin like other humans, obviously confers upon them 
extraordinary powers in political decision-making. 

Of course, disputes are already raging form within the ranks of the ulama for 
and against such interpretations. Ayatollah Khomeini, as an expert in the Qur'anic 
hermeneutics, repeatedly warned against the attempts of the West and the Islamic 
States allied with West to repress the true message of Islam. He insisted that the 
"puppet clerics", "mercenary intellectuals" and "rulers of the Islamic lands" were out 
to destroy Islam by publishing distorted versions of the Qur 'an. He also warned 
against the attempts of the enemies of Islam at providing wrong exegesis of the Holy 
Book and the hadith. A large part of Ayatollah Khomeini's last will and testament is 
dedicated to emphasising this warning. (See Chapter 8.) 

The exclusive claim of the radical ulama on the authority to limit the attempts 
at exegesis of the Qur 'an and the hadith by outsiders (mainly Iranian and non-Iranian 
lay intellectuals) has relied on the usage of certain methods of authentication of the 
existing exegeses. In fact, in order to guard themselves against the accusation of 
heresy by the conservative ulama, the radical ulama have rarely claimed to be shar 'e 
(literally lawgiver, and figuratively those who have knowledge of the essence of the 
Revealed Law). Rather, they have presented themselves as shareh (explicator of the 
Shari 'at). In this sense, they have rarely claimed that what they are qualified to do is 
ta 'vil (providing a definitive interpretation of the Revealed Word). 

There are only a few faqih, who have been recognised by their peers and 
followers as qualified to engage in ta 'vil. More generally, for the ulama, the science 
of exegesis has meant merely to explicate the ta 'vil, offered by the Prophet and the 
twelve innocent Imams, who are universally recognised as shar'e. They, therefore, 
only claim that they, by way of training, have gained the best knowledge of the 
traditions of the Prophet and the twelve Imams, and hence of their interpretation of the 
Revealed Word. The farthest the ulama may go is to engage in ijtihad in order to 
adapt the original interpretations of the Qur 'an by the Prophet and the Imams to the 
current situation. This, in contrast with the tradition of most Sufi orders, is 
theologically modest. In most Sufi orders, the qotb (pole), pir (elder) or morad (object 
of wish), is considered by the morid (follower) to be the Revealed Word personified. 

The Methods of Authentication of the Sacred Texts 

The methods of authenticating the hadith and hence identifying the muhkamal 
(solidly grounded) verses of the Qur 'an at any given time, is instrumental for the 
ulama in order to derive the sahih (correct) exegesis of the Qur 'anic verses. In order 
to curb what they consider to be incorrect interpretations of the Qur 'an and the hadith, 
the ulama use isnad (documented validation) to establish the chain of trustworthy 
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narration of a hadith back to the time of the Prophet or the Imams. Fischer has 
identified various methods, used by the ulama to evaluate the hadith. 

A hadith may be called "mutawatir" (having multiple confirmations) when 
several independent and fully reliable chains of narration have been identified to link 
it back to the early days of Islam in the lifetime of the Prophet and the Imams. A 
hadith may be called "mashhur" (famous) when there can be found famous variants 
that relate it to a particular reliable narrator. The evaluation of a hadith is thus a 
rational and literal process of gradation on the basis of its strength and weakness. A 
mutawatir hadith is of the highest grade. Below that, a hadith may be graded "sahih" 
(correct) if one expert confirms that all links in the chain of narration are reliable. It 
may be considered "maqbuF (acceptable) if it has been invoked by afaqih to issue a 
fatwa, or "hasarT (good, but not fully reliable). And finally a hadith may be graded 
"mursaF when lacking connected chains, "za'if when it is considered weak, or 
"maj 'uF when "it is known to be fabricated." 

However, the literal and rationalistic understanding of the Qur 'an and the 
hadith, as offered by the ulama, has historically failed to satisfy the freethinking 
intellectuals. From the medieval mystical philosophers to present day Islamic 
modernists, the freethinkers have ventured to gain knowledge of the essence of the 
religion, refusing to accept the total discipline of the madrasa. Mystics and 
speculative philosophers have sought to transcend a mere mimetic understanding of 
the Sacred Text, and have delved into individual exploration of the esoteric meaning 
of the Qur'an; and in this quest, many like Hallajj, Sohrevardi and Shari'ati have lost 
their freedom and their lives. 

There certain are Qur'anic verses whose interpretations contradict the 
rationalistic understanding of the ulama. These verses include those concerning the 
dialogues between God and the angels over the creation of man, God and Iblis (Satan) 
over the prostration of angels before Adam (the first man), and Satan and Adam over 
the violation of the Divine ban on the forbidden tree.3 In the first dialogue, the angels 
question God over His creation of man, who would corrupt the earth. In response, 
God makes it clear that Adam was a creature superior to the angels due to his 
knowledge of essences as opposed to appearances, a knowledge to which the angels 
were blind. God reveals that "the angels being pure reason without animal passion do 
not have Adam's capacities for moral struggle, for approaching God through 
inferiority, love or faith, modalities of intention beneath the surface", and hence have 
to bow to Adam. Satan's refusal to bow to Adam on the ground that he was made of 
fire and Adam of wet clay is also refuted by God, who retorts: "I breathed His spirit in 
the clay and made it capable of speech." 

It is conventional understanding, an understanding reiterated by the ulama, 
that Satan's eternal subversion against God, which began with this refusal to prostrate 
before Adam, and heightened by his deception of Adam and Eve to violate the ban on 
the forbidden tree, was due to his untenable pride. However, Muslim mystics and 
speculative philosophers in their interpretations have suggested that Satan's rebellion 
against God had to do with his insistence on pure reason and his incapacity for love 
and passion. In this they have, in fact, criticised the scholastic jurists for their 
rationalistic and rigidly legal understanding of the Qur 'an, which, metaphorically 
speaking, are Satanic attributes. 

'ibid, p. 108 
2 Ibid, p. 125 
3 Ibid, pp. 109-110 
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One of the main referents of the ulama in order to warn against the attempt of 
the ordinary people at ta 'vil (understanding the hidden meaning of the Qur 'anic 
verses) is the verse. "He it is who sent down to thee the Book, wherein are 
verses/signs (ayat) of plain, firm, basic or established meaning (muhkamat) that are 
the essence/foundation of the Book; and others that are ambiguous or allegorical 
(mutashabihat). Those, whose hearts are perverse follow the ambiguous part, desiring 
dissension and searching for its hidden meaning or interpretation. But, no one knows 
its hidden meanings or interpretation except God and those firmly grounded in 
knowledge {al-rasikhun fi-al-ilm) [who] say, we believe in it; all is from our Lord; 
and non grasps the message except men of understanding."1 

Herein lies the source of the belief, reverberated by Imam Ali in Nahj-ul-
Balaqa, that the Qur 'an has zaheri (exoteric) and bateni (esoteric) meanings; and that 
only selected people are fit to understand the hidden, esoteric meaning of the Qur 'an. 
The reason for this complexity is, of course, the allegoric, metaphoric and symbolic 
nature of the Qur 'anic text, in which, as Fischer has noted, various concepts are 
presented in terms of resemblances, appearances and resonances concealing essences 
or ultimate meanings. It is the understanding of these essences that requires tavil 
(interpretation) by rasikhun (those who are firmly grounded). 

Traditionally rasikhun have been understood by the Shi'is as the Prophet 
himself, the twelve Imams and the few who were known to be trusted by the Prophet 
and the Imams. The rasikhun are interpreted as those believed to be capable of 
identifying the muhkam (firm) and mutashabih (allegorical) meanings of the Qur 'an. 
This interpretation of the rasikhun is also the basis of the claim of the ulama that they 
are fit to claim access to at least part, if not all, of the knowledge of the Imams. The 
ulama can thus identify themselves as the rasikhun on the basis of a hadith, which 
confirms that they were trusted by the Imams as the experts of the religious law and 
collectors of the hadith. 

However, historically, such claims has not prevented disputes, not only by the 
opponents of the ulama, but also from within their own ranks, over the correct way of 
understanding the mukam and mutashabih, since the Qur 'an describes itself both as 
muhkam and mutashabih. In verse: 11:1 (cited by Fischer), for example, it describes 
itself as a "book whose verses are made muhkam"; whereas in verse: 39:23; it says: 
"God revealed a book which is mutashabih". Although there have been attempts by 
certain theologians to solve this apparent contradiction, there has not been yet a 
universal agreement on a final resolution. 

This lack of a definitive, universally accepted, interpretation of the Qur 'an, 
coupled with the efforts of the mystical philosophy to push the limits of 
interpretations of the Sacred Text, has led to a sort of unofficial consensus among the 
believers that the Qur 'an is ultimately unknowable by ordinary humans. According to 
the ulama, ordinary believers would be able to benefit from the laws of the Qur 'an, if 
they abided by the rulings of the faith as derived and prescribed by the just faqih 
(jurisprudent). The just faqih is usually a mujtahid (qualified to update the religious 
rulings), and alim (most knowledgeable in religious sciences such as kalam, hadith 
and taf sir). 

This emulation of the, faqih by the ordinary believers is what is referred to as 
taqlid (literally imitation) in Shi'ism. Doctrinally, however, every believer can 
potentially become a mujtahid without any race, class, status, ethnic and gender 
limitations or discriminations blocking their path. The only qualification a Muslim 

1 Ibid, pp. 112-113; cited form the Qur'an 3:7 
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must have to become a mujtahid, apart from the belief in Islam, is the knowledge of 
the Islamic theology and law. 

According to Ibn-e Abbas, Prophet's aide and known by many as the founder 
of the Qur 'anic exegesis, all people must try to learn the Qur 'an, but only the most 
learned get the most complete understanding of the Holy Text. Approaching the most 
complete understanding of the Qur 'an, however, means that the believer must have or 
acquire extraordinary characteristics by means of purification of the soul (tazkiy-ey-e 
nafs), which would enable him/her to find access to the esoteric meaning of the Holy 
Book. 

There have been figures, who were recognised for reaching in-depth 
understanding of the Qur 'an both among the ulama and among the orafa (mystics; 
plural of aref). Some of these figures have been known to be both faqih and are/ 
(mystic, one who is known for having knowledge of irfan). The acknowledgement of 
an esoteric level of meaning for the Qur 'an has had important political implications. 
Hence some ulama have claimed that they can read certain hidden meanings in the 
Holy Text that the ordinary people cannot, due to their access to what is called a 
"protected chain of interpretative understanding".1 

A clear example of such claims is Ayatollah Khomeini's claim that, despite 
the lack of explicit reference to the political authority of the ulama in the Qur 'an, this 
authority is in fact has been clearly based on the "correct" understanding of the firmly 
grounded verses of the Qur'an. In his Hokumat-e Eslami, Ayatollah Khomeini clearly 
claimed political power for the ulama on the basis of what he claimed to be "correct 
interpretation" of the oral traditions of the Prophet and the twelve infallible Imams. 
He even acknowledged that that if he not been able to substantiate his claim by a 
reasonable and credible exegesis of the Qur 'an and hadith, his Qur 'anic references 
alone in their literal sense, would be insufficient to support his claim. In his venture, 
Ayatollah Khomeini set out to establish that in the Qur 'anic verse: "obey God, obey 
the messenger, and obey the ul-al-amr (holders of authority) among you", the ul-al-
amr, referred to the political authority of the qualified Shi 'i ulama. He argued that 
although the twelve Imams were undoubtedly the original referents of the ul-al-amr, 
but in the absence of the twelfth Imam, the political authority of the Imams could be 
extended to the qualified ulama. 

As Fischer has noted, Ayatollah Khomeini dismissed the quietist arguments of 
the apolitical ulama on three grounds: First, that for first two centuries of the rise of 
Islam, under the Prophet Muhammad and Imam Ali, the Islamic faith had been 
instituted politically. Second, that logically there must be a legitimate political 
authority to spend Islamic taxes (khums and zakat) on the Muslim community 
(ummat). And third, that acceptance of the necessity of an Islamic government, 
necessitate the acceptance of the political leadership of those most educated in the 
knowledge of Islam. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, I shall recapitulate the theory of imagination in order to point to 
a new political philosophy that is proposed on the basis of this theory. I have taken the 
hermeneutic-phenomenological theory of understanding as my point of departure in 
arguing for the possibility of using this new political philosophy both as a 

1 Ibid p. 122 
2 Ibid, p. 132 

135 



hermeneutical mode of understanding of tradition and as its critique. In light of this 
hermeneutical critique, it would then be possible to view human collective action, 
even when violent, as part of meaningful human endeavour to change the environment 
of his existence for the better. Based on the Ricoeurian hermeneutical critique, this 
political philosophy appeals to both the tradition of hermeneutics and that of the 
critical theory. As I have noted, this political philosophy appeals to the traditions of 
Marxism and psychoanalysis on the one hand, and those of the philosophy of being 
and theory of text on the other. In this effort, it seeks to resolve the conflict of 
instrumental rationalisation of labour, the human interest in emancipation and the 
human desire for autonomy. 

Ricoeur's philosophy shows that "the rational organisation of 
labour...constitutes a discipline on individual arbitrariness" to the point that man of 
the age of technology and economic rationalism is "the first man who lives 
universally and who understands by means of this universal rationality."1 But at the 
same time, his philosophy may be used to show that this modern economic rationality 
and its grand regulator, the modern State, are linked with a peculiar spirit or morality. 
It is in the spirit of this modern ethics that wealth and power gain both a meaningful 
position in mediating human experience, and appear as a fundamental threat to both 
human existence and freedom. 

Ricoeur's regret about the historical mistake of Marxist tradition in perceiving 
the nineteenth century political liberalism as merely a mask for economic 
exploitation, may be extended to the mistake of the liberal-capitalist ideology in our 
post-modern condition in perceiving global movements of dissent as merely violent, 
fanatic, terrorist, or rogue. The mistake of Marxism had a destructive consequence 
whereby the popular struggles for autonomy that are as ancient as historical 
experience were seen as mere luxuries of liberal capitalism, and as expendable in a 
true economic rationalism, i.e. communism. The mistake of liberal capitalism has led 
to its oblivion to the real sources of violence in the repression of the human quest for 
community and cultural particularity. The mistake of Marxism was regrettable 
because it had already contained the seed of the most serious critique of the relations 
of domination as the source of man's unhappiness, discontent and feelings of 
injustice. The mistake of liberal capitalism is also regrettable because it has the 
potential to provide the most rational justification of aspirations for political 
community on the basis of the demands of traditions. The political philosophy that 
arises from the theory of imagination should thus try to recover the power of critique, 
which exposes the alienating objectification of the modern society. But at the same 
time, it should turn the admiration of liberalism for human nature into a hermeneutic 
philosophy to understand the connection of human action with traditions. It is in this 
manner that hermeneutics could respond to the demands of critique. The category of 
meaning may be considered as the nexus of hermeneutics and critical philosophy. 

As Ricoeur has suggested, modern man is dissatisfied because he finds himself 
in an incessant struggle for survival in an environment of intense competition, but at 
the same time he does not find a meaning beyond mere physical survival. Man is 
unhappy because an unreasonable injustice and inhumanity is inherent to the technical 
rationality of labour, an injustice that alienates man from the product on his own 
labour. He is discontent because, as human being, he is the inheritor of the human 
historical experience that is mediated by the symbolic cultural structures, the 
religious, historical and fictional narratives that demand a moral responsibility and an 

1 Ricoeur, P. "Ethic and Politics", in From Text to Action, 1991, p. 327 
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"ethical intention" to live a meaningful life. Man needs to be motivated, but the 
sphere of his labour is increasingly severed from the sphere of motivation. Hence, the 
effort of modern man to find meaning in religion, fiction and leisure outside the 
sphere of technical rationality, and hence the impetus to a new ethics. 

Man's discontent is thus the source for his recourse to the sense of community 
that is to be recovered in new interpretations of cultural traditions. One could, for 
example, point to the trend of the defence of the private sphere against the expanding 
domain of technical rationalisation, which may be considered as a mode of reaction of 
the advanced industrial societies to the problem of meaning. Another example on the 
global level may be various forms of religious and nationalist resurgence in both 
advanced and developing societies. 

As Ricoeur has suggested: "the task of political philosophy is defined by the 
attention given to what, in political life, is the bearer of meaningful action in history.'1 

Responsible politics in this sense could be elevated to the level a form of ethics of 
individual freedom in the context of reasonable collective limitations, which arise 
from inevitable belonging of the individual to a political community. This political 
philosophy is thus intricately connected with the culture of citizenship. In other 
words, the sense of freedom felt by an individual is fundamentally constituted by his 
belonging to a collective practice as a citizen with the right to demand this freedom. 
This sense of freedom is thus accorded the individual as a privilege in a society where 
individual freedom is placed at a high moral standing. 

In light of this new political philosophy, the State may be defined as a form of 
communal organisation, which signifies the collective ability of the citizens to make 
decisions as a community. This ethical understanding of politics runs against both the 
idea of state as an arbiter to save man from himself as advocated by Hobbes, and the 
idea of State as merely an instrument of class-based coercion as advocated by Marx. 
In this sense, although States have all been borne out of violence, "it is not violence 
that defines the State but its finality, namely, helping the historical community to 
make its history."2 

This decision making process is naturally most efficient where there is a 
collective agreement in the form of laws that minimises the original violence of the 
state. The continuation of violence in the relationship of a given State and its citizens 
and in between different States lies in the fact that there is no universal political 
community. As Ricoeur has pointed out, "political community is, in principle, 
particular and different". In this sense, the violence that has characterised the 
movement of human history is in essence a drive toward non-violence.3 This perhaps 
the reason why peace and non-violence have become "the primary Utopia of modern 
political life." 

But this pursuit is increasingly enveloped in the resurgence of religious or 
secular beliefs in the form of traditional and modern convictions. Even in most secular 
polities, the need for such beliefs are so strong that new modes of connection to the 
past traditions have proliferated in various forms of religious and nationalist 
convictions, as well as ritual commemorations of the founding traditions. It is in these 
new connections with the traditions that particular political communities strive to 
assert their particular identities in the context of the global rationalisation of economic 
life. I shall now try to use the foregoing discussion as well as other contributions to 

' Ibid, p. 330 
2 Ibid, p. 330 
3 Ibid, p. 333 
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the theory of imagination in the further discussion of the imaginary that motivated the 
Islamic Revolution of Iran. 

I shall consider the Islamic Revolution of Iran as a liberation movement that 
although has given rise to a new State, which challenges the political uniformity 
demanded by liberal capitalism of the West, should be understood not as an 
international pariah, but as a demand for autonomy. I shall propose that this revolution 
should be seen as a novel form of collective action, which has unfolded in the context 
of the interpretations of the signs, symbols and narratives to which it belongs. It is 
only through recognition of its belonging to particular discourses that the violent 
expression of the Islamic Revolution could be subjected to an internal and effective 
critique. In light of this recognition, it will become evident that the actors of this 
ostensibly subversive movement, while belonging to certain cultural traditions, which 
they struggle to assert, try to distance themselves from the repressive nature of their 
belonging. In order to address themselves to the global human experience, the actors 
of the Islamic movement in Iran, while trying to assert their distinct cultural identity, 
are inevitably engaged in a struggle to change their immediate circumstances through 
imaginative critique of their traditions. The attempt of Iranians for cultural survival is 
thus connected with the effort to criticise the violence of the relations of power to 
which they belong. The new interest in cultural, intellectual and scientific dialogue 
with the West indicates this critique may become possible through the appropriation 
of the discourse of the other. 
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Chapter Three 

The Imaginary of the Islamic Revolution 

Introduction 
In the last chapter, I discussed the heraieneutical theory of text as developed 

by Paul Ricoeur in the tradition of Hans-Georg Gadamer. In this chapter, I shall try to 
further discuss the relevance of the concept of imaginary, as developed in philosophy 
and psychoanalysis, to the understanding of the Iranian-Islamic Revolution of 1979. I 
shall particularly concentrate on the concept of imaginary as developed by Cornelius 
Castoriadis. I suggest that the understanding of the social significance of the 
imaginary could be enhanced by new interpretations of the tradition of psychoanalysis 
founded by Freud. My concern though is mainly with the psychoanalytical approach 
to the question of the transformation of the fragmented imaginaries into collective 
imaginaries, or in other words the transition from individual self to social subject in 
the political sphere, where questions of domination and resistance are at issue. 

As Anthony Elliott has suggested, "Psychoanalysis, has inspired a fundamental 
transformation in social theory in respect of issues related to how forms of political 
domination and exploitation become interwoven with the constitution of the self." This has 
been possible by transcending the views that take social reality as given and ignore the 
role of psychic desires in constituting and reproducing social reality through cultural 
innovations and "ideological power relations". A generation of writers has attempted to 
extend the Freudian psychoanalysis in order to reveal the antagonistic structure of the 
culture and its symbolic structures. Writers such as Theodore Adorno, Herbert 
Marcuse and Jürgen Habermas in the tradition of Frankfurt School, and others such as 
Louis Althusser and Ernesto Laclau, in the tradition of Jacque Lacan, have tried to 
emphasise the importance of the relationship between self, society, existence, and 
collective moral and political institutions. 

The Lacanian concept of imaginary has been extended to reveal the 
constitutive role of the unconscious both in shaping human practice in producing 
oppression and domination, and in shaping human action in resisting domination, 
innovating social order, or transcending the old order to create new orders. As Elliott 
has put it: "On an individual and collective plane, human subjects are never passively shaped 
by the symbolic forms of society, but actively receive such significations (within specific 
social and ideological relations of domination and power) and creatively reconstitute 
them through representational activity." 

As such, "the relations of domination and exploitation" are not to be seen simply 
in terms of social repression, but as a psychic field of energy, which can give rise to 
creative and productive ideologies. Human subjects, although inserted within "the 
social, political and ideological relations", are invested with "psychic energies", which 
"feed back into the social world". It is in this context that "specific sites of cultural renewal 
and struggle become intelligible." 

' Elliott. A. Social Theory and Psychoanalysis in Transition: Self and Society from Freud to Kristeva, Blackwell, 
Oxford. UK, 1992, p. 1 
2 Ibid, p. 10 
3 Ibid, p. 13 
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George Bataille has quoted a peace from Alexandre Kojeve's Introduction to 
the Reading of Hegel, which is illustrative on the issue of the social power of desire as 
a field of psychic energy. "Desire is what transforms Being - revealed to itself by itself in 
(true) knowledge - into an object revealed to a subject different from the object and opposed 
to it. It is in and by - or better still, as - his desire that man is formed and is revealed to 
himself and to others as an I, as the I that is essentially different from, and radically opposed 
to, the non-I. The very being of man, the self-conscious being, therefore, implies and 
presupposes desire... But, if animal desire is the necessary condition of self-consciousness, it 
is not the sufficient condition. By itself, this desire constitutes only the sentiment of self. In 
contrast to the knowledge that keeps man in a passive quietude, desire disquiets him and 
moves him to action. Born of desire, action tends to satisfy it, and can do so only by the 
negation, the destruction, or at least the transformation, of the desired object..."1 

What should be emphasised here following earlier arguments is that the 
individual psychic experience is not really individual in a strict sense, just as no 
individual subject is strictly individual. In fact, an individual experience is 
biologically and socially generic, and in this sense is "an imaginary creation". No 
experience is therefore more authentic or privileged than other experiences, and an 
individual or social life-world is but one type of collective experience among infinite 
number of others. At stake here is in fact a conflict of a variety of imaginaries and in 
the political context, where the question of power struggle is at issue, the prevalence 
of one imaginary over other imaginaries. 

Thus, what I shall be trying to argue here must not be taken as an attempt to 
provide a sentimental view of the Islamic Revolution, and for that matter to any 
specific form of collective action. Nor do I intend to make the Islamic Revolution 
appear as the most authentic alternative Iranians had to chose when they undertook to 
change the course of their destiny. Rather, I intend to look at the conditions, which 
provided for the political success of one imaginary project for an alternative society, 
namely Khomeini's Islamic imaginary, over other strong contending imaginaries such 
as the socialist, liberal and nationalist imaginaries. 

After all, it was through imaginative interpretations of the collective memories 
of the past that the ideology of an Islamic revolution and the Utopia of an Islamic 
government were shaped. The memory of the martyrdom of Imam Hussein, for 
example, or the memory of the occultation of the Mahdi, the twelfth Imam - played, 
through symbolism of narrative and ritual, an important role in providing for the 
ingredients of the imaginary of the Islamic Revolution of Iran. In this sense, the 
ideology of an Islamic revolution, and the Utopian or millenarian hope for the 
institution of a perfectly just society, were constructed on the basis of the new 
interpretations of the memory of the revolution of Imam Hussein in Karbala, and the 
narrative of disappearance and return of the Mahdi (Saviour). 

It was in the context of these interpretations that a critical understanding of the 
existing social and political reality was developed in the hope of a better future. The 
critical understanding that was developed in the context of the overwhelming 
dominance of the absolutist monarchy was the flip side of the motivations and hopes 
that were created in the population via new ideological and Utopian interpretations of 
the memories of Hussein and the Mahdi. The collective acceptance of these 
interpretations was the origin of the rejection of the existing social and political 
arrangement under the Pahlavi State. But in the context of the global 

1 Bataille. G. Theory of Religion, trans. Zone Books, New York, 1992, Introduction 
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interconnectedness of the relations of power in the modern time, the critique of the 
past and the creation of new imaginaries of the future could not remain purely a local 
affair. The rejection of monarchy in Iran was thus immediately supplemented by the 
rejection of the world order dominated by the "Great Satan", the United States, that 
had, along with other "minor devils", supported the Pahlavi monarchy. 

Through creative interpretation of the "evil" rationale underlying the existing 
social and political institutions, the public found a focus for the expression of their 
angry frustrations, which may have been caused by divergent reasons. This was 
followed by the creation of a common cause and a general will to actualise the hope of 
bringing into existence what had been hitherto considered practically impossible 
or doctrinally unacceptable, i.e. the institution of a Godly government on earth before 
the return of the Mahdi. This radical leap into the future, which was as daring and 
audacious as erratic and violent, was largely motivated by new political interpretations 
of quietist and spiritual Iranian-Islamic religious and mystical traditions. With the 
total domination of the Sunni Abbasid Caliphate from the ninth century onwards in the 
Muslim world and the disappearance of the twelfth Imam, an apolitical interpretation 
of religious texts, based on the notion of taqiyya (dissimulation of the faith) had 
become the feature of Shi'i political philosophy. The tradition of apolitical 
interpretation of the faith had already been disrupted in the medieval period by the 
millenarian movements, such those of the Sabedaran and the Safavid. The millenarian 
movement of the Safavid was particularly important because it brought to power a 
Shi 'i State in the sixteenth century for the first time in the Iranian history. However, 
the tradition of tradition if political quietism was restored with the institutionalisation 
of the Safavid State, and the employment of the Shi 'i ulama as the instruments of the 
religious legitimation of the new relations of domination. 

The new interpretations of the religious texts and narratives since the 1960s 
and 1970s sought to revive the millenarian hopes of Shi'ism through a new 
revolutionary understanding of the Shi 'i traditions. Because of the reality shattering 
momentum of this new understanding, the process of actualisation of the new Utopias 
of the future often involved violence, whose intensity depended on the flexibility 
or otherwise of the existing power structures and vested interests. The key to the 
success of such an apparently outmoded concept of politics has arguably been the 
creative adaptation of the scriptural and doctrinal themes to create a rationale for the 
institution of a religious government in the modern world. There can be little doubt 
that any discussion of the interpretation of scriptural texts is only possible through the 
discussion of the connection of cultural imagination and symbolism with political 
action in modern Iranian history. I have already noted the affinity of the hermeneutical 
theory of imagination with psychoanalysis. Here, I shall further discuss the relevance 
of the concept of imagination as developed in psychoanalysis and philosophy to the 
case of the Islamic Revolution of Iran. 

The Concept of Imagination 

The concept of imagination has been subject of reflection since the ancient 
time. Imagination has known no philosophical or religious boundaries. The tradition 
of philosophising and theorising about imagination has extended throughout history 
and across cultures. Generally speaking, there is a consensus, and an obvious one at 
that; it is accepted that an imagined object need not be physically present; and yet 
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as William James has suggested: "in comparing a present sensation felt, with a past one 
imagined, it will be remembered that we often judge the imagined one to have been 
stronger"1. Moreover, the object of imagination need not even be located in the past 
like an object of memory, nor does it need to be located in space. In fact, it need not 
have existed at all. It may only be a possibility. 

However, as David Hume suggested, an object of imagination, even when 
non-existent, relies on certain elements for its construction that must have been 
experienced. Hume noted that it was possible to imagine, for example, a golden 
mountain only through the combination of separate images experienced, such as 
mountain and gold. Memory and imagination are thus understood as dependent 
upon sense perception through previous experience. 

This concept of memory as an imagined knowledge of the past experience is 
vital to my discussion of the imaginary of revolutions, and particularly the imaginary 
of the Islamic Revolution. This concept can be traced back to Aristotle who held that 
memory came out of sense-perception and experience developed out of frequently 
repeated memory of the same thing. For Aristotle thinking and formation of ideas or 
abstract concepts as imaginary products was connected to sensory images. 
Accordingly, the soul never thinks without an image. However, this linking 
imagination with images must not be taken as an absolute denial of the possibility that 
imagination can also stem from where there are no images. 

It seems to me that one cannot define the imaginary as a product of conscious 
construction of images, which have not been experienced, nor as the combination of 
the images that have been merely experienced. But, following Castoriadis' 
psychoanalytical understanding of the concept of imaginary, I consider the imaginary 
as a creation ex nihilor That is, although it exists in causal connection with the 
objectivity of the lived experience and the subjectivity of human consciousness, 
nevertheless, its existence is experienced and understood neither objectively, nor 
subjectively. It appears to us as it has always been there, like air, sky, or customs and 
religions. As Anthony Elliott has suggested: "The imaginary comprises a good deal more 
than just specular images, illusions, traps. As a psychic mode of elaborating self and objects, 
the imaginary is a constitutive feature of human subjectivity. It is the creation of a certain 
relation of the individual subject to itself, forged through phantasy, drives, and affects." 

In Aristotle, there were, in fact, two readings of imagination or phantasia. In 
his De Anima, most of Aristotle's attention was given to what may be called 
secondary imagination, or in other words, "imitative, reproductive or combinatory 
imagination."4 This is the view that has provided for the conventional understanding of 
imagination. However, Castoriadis has noticed another reading of phantasia by 
Aristotle in Book Three of De Anima, without which "there can be no thought and which 
possibly precedes any thought."5 Castoriadis' concept of "radical imaginary" 
corresponds to this primary imagination, which he discovers in Aristotle, and which 
he locates at the root of human reason. 

The imaginary as the source of reason radically redefines the notion of reason 
as has been prevalent in the Western thought. Reason, thus, would not be defined 

' James, W. Principles of Psychology, the University of Chicago Press, U.S.A., 1990, p.498 
2 Castoriadis, C. "Radical imagination and the social instituting imaginary", in G. Robinson and J. Rundell, ed. 
Rethinking Imagination, Routledge, London, 1994 
3 Elliott, A. 1992, p. 146 
4 Castoriadis, C. 1994, p. 136 
5 Ibid, pp. 136-137 
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through its logical or rational connotations, rather it could be understood through its 
association with the radical imaginary; "animals are certainly much more logical or 
rational than humans: they never do something wrong or in vain."' In this sense, reason is a 
product of language, itself a primordial imaginary institution of society, a spontaneous 
creation of anonymous human collectivities.2 

According to Castoriadis, philosophical reason, which made it its business to 
discover the "true being" by replacing tradition and religion, as the source of the law 
and the meaning of the world, is bound to have been produced out of the same 
imaginary source, which produced fictions and illusions. Reason is not found only in 
things, ideas and subjects, as was understood by classical philosophy, but also in 
"anonymous social collectives". 

This view of reason is the view that I shall take in outlining the meanings 
behind such apparently irrational movements as the Islamic Revolution, which in the 
view of rationalist philosophy seems to have been striving to turn back the wheel of 
history against reason. Despite the attempts of a generation of post-modern writers, 
who have tried, in the fashion of Nietzsche, to expose the flaws of instrumental 
concepts of reason, the Western rationalism has remained stuck with the concept of 
reason as "démystification of the sacred". 

Since the Enlightenment, and particularly since the French Revolution, the 
non-sacred understanding of reason has found the sanctity of its own by breaking the 
back of the tradition of reason developed by mystical philosophy. This non-sacred 
understanding has thus become the basis for the development of the modern 
knowledge of the world. However, as various critiques of modernity have revealed, 
this process has never been complete. Alternative forms of knowledge, although 
accused of the heresy of unreason, have nonetheless survived, developed and provided 
for means of insurgency and anti-structure. 

In the Muslim tradition, despite the deep inroads of the instrumental reason, 
the break with religious mysticism never reached the Western proportion. There, as 
Seyyed Hussein Nasr has argued, mysticism is considered as a path to knowledge 
rather than a means for its obscurity. In religious mysticism, as Huizinga has noted, 
imagination makes an effort to transcend sense-experience by extension of surface and 
depth, and creation of the feeling of infinite space in order to attain a state of void or 
absence of images. 

In the ancient Western tradition, Plato's doctrine of reminiscence gives a 
quasi-mystical understanding of the process of imagination. Plato conceived 
remembering as an imaginative process that was the source of knowledge. 
Accordingly, all learning is a kind of remembering knowledge already present in the 
soul. He considered Idea an abstract but real entity that is the essence of Being. In 
modern Western philosophy, phenomenological traditions of Edmund Husserl 
and Maurice Merleau-Ponty have also maintained that ideas and concepts, as creations 
of imagination, were not mere images but existed as intelligible objects, which could 
be grasped by the power of intuition. 

As such, I have used the terms such as imagination and imaginary not only in 
their connection with images as illusive replications of reality, but also in their close 
association with invention and creation of new realities. This concept of imaginary is 
used in distinction to the concept of imagination as a simple reflection or reproduction 

1 Ibid, p.137 
2 Ibid, p. 148 
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of reality. It is "to emphasise the idea that this imagination is before the distinction between 
real and fictitious...it is because radical imagination exists that reality exists for us."l 

I also use the concept of radical social imaginary to indicate the creation ex 
nihilo of socially meaningful visual images, such as "totem poles", "emblems" and 
"flags", as well as socially constituting images such as linguistic and non-linguistic 
significations, and social institutions. Whereas the seat of the individual imagination 
is the psyche, the seat of the social imaginary is the "anonymous collective and, more 
generally, the social-historical field."2 Based on this conceptualisation, It will become 
clear how certain primordial images such as the poles, flags and emblems used in 
Muharram processions in mourning the martyrdom of Imam Hussein, without any 
need for historical authentication, could convey meaningful messages for mobilisation 
and organisation to the revolutionary population in Iran. 

The Unconscious Sources of the Imaginary 

In order to develop a psychoanalytic understanding of the concept of the 
imaginary, I take Castoriadis' argument against Kant. Whereas Kant asserts that "all 
our intuitions are sensuous imagination and therefore belong to sensibility", 
Castoriadis, drawing on Socrates' assertion that "imagination is the power to represent 
that which is not", defines imagination as "the power to make appear representations 
whether with or without an external incitement."", This is important in its implication that 
certain imaginary projects may rise up in the collective mind episodically without 
direct historical precedent. Rather, these imaginary projects may arise in reference to 
the distant past, which may not even be historically authenticated, and yet is able to 
motivate spontaneous action in the present. 

Psychoanalytically speaking, this imaginary capacity is a product of the 
unconscious, which should be understood as "a meaningful organisation of 
representational forms, drives and affects" underlying the linguistic structure.4 As such, 
the representational capacity of the unconscious is a creative force through which 
"persons reflect upon phantasies", and which people use in "the process of achieving 
autonomy".5 I shall refer to the sources of these imaginaries as non-historical due to 
their unconscious character, which cannot be located in history in a strict sense. 

The recent analyses of the medieval millenarian revolutions, as well as the 
modern revolutions, demonstrate the mythical sources of these movements.6 From the 
English to the French and Russian Revolutions, the power of the imaginary 
productions of the past to transcend the present and build the future has been evident. 
In Iran, the imaginary of the martyrdom of Imam Hussein, and the expectation for the 
emergence of the Mahdi, have fed the imaginary of revolution for centuries. The 
expectation for the Mahdi, which had come from a non-historical, mainly mythical 
context, and had implied a 1400-year old waiting by the Shi'i population for the 
promised messiah, had all but lost its power to make any sense of historical reality 

1 Ibid, p. 138 
2 Ibid, p. 139 
3 Ibid, p. 139 
4 Elliott, A. 1992, p. 152 
5 Ibid, pp. 152-153 
6 See Tocqueville, Taine, Le Bon, Ortega y Gasset and Park's analyses of the crowd and masses in Europe, etc. 
Hill's analysis of the English Revolution, Gramsci and Desroche's analyses of the idelogy of revolutions, Norman 
Cohn's analysis of the millenarian movements, etc. 
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over centuries of social development. Then suddenly and dramatically, it became so 
real, powerful and urgent that the population became prepared to take drastic action to 
hasten the imminent return of the Mahdi by creating a modern revolution. 

Although conceived as an ethereal phenomenon, the "Hidden Imam" (Emam-e 
Ghayeb) was visualised in concrete representations. Before the revolution, people 
gathered in ceremonies of prayer for the return of the Imam. In Jamkaran, a village 
near Qom, gatherings are still being organised every week in the expectation of the 
imminent emergence of the Mahdi. During the revolution, the face of Ayatollah 
Khomeini was seen on the moon, and was taken as a sign of this imminent emergence. 
During the war with Iraq, the Imam appeared to the civilian militia (basijis) in the 
warfronts as a saint riding on a white horse blessing the warriors. 

The real effect of these appearances was also evident in boosting the morale of 
the revolutionaries in the late 1970s during the revolution and that of the warriors in 
the war with Iraq during the 1980s. Examples of this morale boost can be found in the 
letters left from the basijis who lost their lives in the warfronts and became martyrs. 
The main theme of these letters was the expression of readiness for the ultimate 
sacrifice in order to be consumed in the love of the Imam, and ultimately be reunited 
with God. The basijis were also highly motivated by the belief in the imminence of 
their ascent to paradise immediately after death. Many truly believed that they had the 
keys to the gates of Paradise, a significant boost to their capacity for engaging in 
heroic acts and a natural advantage from a military point of view, and at the same time 
an object of ridicule for many secular intellectuals. 

Equally importantly, the imaginary of the battle of Karbala (an ancient city in 
Iraq) and the martyrdom of Imam Hussein was the central theme of the annual 
processions during which the participants expressed their sorrow by beating 
themselves in collectively regulated and orchestrated processions. They thus vented 
their feelings of guilt for not having been able to revenge the innocent and tragic loss 
of Hussein, his family and his disciples. This apparently apolitical and, in the belief of 
many modern-educated intellectuals, superstitious ritual, was significant during the 
revolution in its capacity to provide a schema around which the vague and fragmented 
feelings of political resentment toward the modernising policies of the Pahlavi 
monarchy took a concrete shape. 

The martyrdom of Imam Hussein, especially following the ideological 
interpretations of this event by Ali Shari'ati, Morteza Motahhari, Ruhollah Khomeini 
and others during the 1960s and 1970s, was capable of promoting a schema of 
martyrdom (shahadat), which gave it both a sense of ultimate value and undisputed 
urgency. In the new political interpretations of the Iranian-Islamic mystical concept of 
"death before death", the martyr (shahid) was seen as the ultimate hero whose highest 
goal it was to be consummated by its love for its beloved Allah for the cause of an 
Islamic revolution. The sense of urgency of this revolution was accentuated by the 
widespread empowering belief that the sooner the task of overthrowing the "evil" 
Shah (taghut) was accomplished, the sooner the Mahdi would return. 

The Inter-subjective Character of the Imaginary 

The meaning of the imaginary constructions of society escapes the field of a 
plain empirical understanding. It could be paralleled, in this sense, with the example 
of colours, sounds and smells, which could not be understood in their own terms by 
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simple physical measurements. For the science of Physics, colours exist only in terms 
of waves, fields, atoms and molecules, if they are to exist objectively. Physics, in the 
strict sense of the term, does not consider colours, sounds or smells as objective facts 
in themselves. Their mental objectivity arises owing to the power of the imaginary. 
They are pure creations of the radical imagination, which create imaginary 
representations of things in forms that have no strictly physical relation with those 
things. The reality of colours therefore, without making any physical sense, becomes 
manifested in objects in connotation with the sensations that are embedded in the soul. 
For example, the colour green does not make any physical sense until it is manifested 
in objects such as trees and grass in connotation with the imaginary of green, which is 
inherited from symbolic preconceptions of green as something carrying meanings 
beyond a mere colour; meanings that are embedded in the soul by culture and 
language. In other words, these meanings arise from the cultural memories that are 
transmitted via language use, and that are evoked at the sight of a given colour. 

The same could be argued for the Utopian imaginaries, which stem apparently 
from nowhere, but find real shapes in concrete actions in connotation with the 
memories embedded in the soul by culture and language, memories that signify 
something far beyond mere historical facts. Just as representations such as numbers, 
figures, sizes, colours, sounds and tastes, representations such as "the Great Satan" or 
"the Evil Empire" are creations of the faculty of imagination. This faculty is real 
nonetheless, because it is itself a capacity of the living body, or in other words, of "the 
embodied psyche"; just as the colour green is real not because its physical existence, 
but because it exists for us living bodies with psychic capacities. But, this means that 
human psyche does not function only as a mere biological outgrowth representing 
objects of biological needs. Rather, it becomes the seat of the creation of collective 
social objects such as "God", "King" and "Country", which are potentially of the 
same, if not more, social significance as objects of biological need. This may be 
conceived as the origin of the creation of symbolism, language and social institutions 
by the radical social imaginary. 

In other words, the meanings of the collective social objects are not created 
through a mechanical interaction between human biological sensibility and the 
external stimuli (although they are certainly conditioned by the external stimuli), but 
through a creative process of image making in which inter-subjectivity plays a vital 
role. The role of inter-subjectivity is significant in its providing for the creation of 
collective rather than individual or fragmented imaginaries. As Castoriadis contends: 
"Light waves are not coloured, and they do not cause colour qua colour. They induce, under 
certain conditions, the subject to create an image which in many cases - and, so to speak, by 
definition in all the cases we can speak about - is generically and socially shared." 1 

This capacity of making images, therefore, goes beyond a mere iconic 
imitation; it is rather a creation of something new out of something familiar without 
necessarily any direct relationship with it, like the creation of a Utopian project out of 
the existing discourse of a community. In Iran, this creativity was evident in the many 
bold innovations, which the ideologues of the Islamic Revolution made to the Shi 'i 
politico-religious doctrines and rituals, such as velayat-e faqih, the annual pilgrimage 
to Mecca (hajj), the treatment of non-believers, etc. Evidently, what they did changed 
the belief and practice of many of Shi 'i scholars and millions of believers for good. 

1 Castoriadis, C. 1994, p. 140 
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But, it would be quite simplistic to conclude that these innovative 
interpretations, which came out of the existing Islamic discourse, were mere 
pragmatic measures adopted for political expediency. These were rather genuine, 
ground-breaking, novel projects for building a new form of government, which would 
implement the edicts of Islam in a way which would save it from extinction in the face 
of the all-encompassing cultural, political and economic dominance of the West. The 
Islamic imaginary provided the schema according to which a general plan for and a 
detailed structure of the institutions of the present Islamic Republic of Iran could be 
perceived. 

In other words, imagination, in this sense, tends to defy the strictly Cartesian 
and phenomenological limitations. Thus, imaginations are neither, confused ideas in 
the mind, nor solipsistic first person experiences. They are neither a fading imitation 
of reality, nor an experience to which others have no access. In Husserl's strictly 
phenomenological standpoint, "the first person stance presents things as they appear in the 
life-world" for him/her, whereas this presentation, in fact, is not solipsistic and takes 
place through "the generic biological imagination and the social imaginary", which is 
shared by fellow humans. 

This argument is supported by the obvious observation that, for instance, there 
can be no existence for a colour except through the existence of the living body in 
general, and that the imaginary of a colour for instance is a shared rather than a 
solipsistic imaginary. As Castoriadis has suggested: "Philosophy starts when we begin 
trying to break the closure of this life-world in both its biological and socio-historical 
dimensions. Of course we can never break it to such a degree as to be able to fly outside any 
closure, to have a view from nowhere. But break it we do. And there is no point in pretending 
that we do not know that there is no (colour) red except for, in and through a living body. Or, 
for that matter, that there are no nymphs in the springs and gods in the rivers - which were a 
perfectly legitimate part of the life-world of the ancient Greeks." ' 

From the foregoing arguments, it should have become clear that the 
understanding of the social significance of the imaginary could be enhanced by 
recourse to the psychoanalytical theory. My concern though, as I said earlier, is 
mainly with the psychoanalytical approach to the question of the transformation of the 
individual imaginaries into collective imaginaries, or in other words the transition 
from individual self to social subject in the political sphere. 

The Social Power of the Psyche 

From a psychoanalytical standpoint, the process of transition from the singular 
to the collective imaginary is a transition from a "projective" to an "introjective" 
scheme. According to Castoriadis, the "projective" scheme is formed by the singular 
psyche and shapes its own world, containing solipsistic meanings, which make life 
understandable to the singular psyche itself. Therefore, the singular psyche, or as 
Castoriadis terms it "psychic monad", is the structure around which the inner world 
of the individual psyche is built; and this is what differentiates the socialisation of 
humans from animals. Using this faculty, humans always interpret what is transmitted 
to them from the society around them, whereas animals do not go much further than a 
process of mimesis in their socialisation. 

1 Ibid, p. 141 
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The "introjective" scheme, on the other hand, is formed since the singular 
psyche or the "psychic monad" has to abandon its monadic meaning for the shared 
meanings that the society provides. Through the "introjective" scheme, the psyche 
becomes socialised by internalising the supplied meanings of the society. George 
Herbert Mead went as far as suggesting that there was no singular psyche prior to the 
social self, and that the self was formed through the other. Here again we are dealing 
with the role of inter-subjectivity in creating social imaginär ies. 

The example of the prevalence of the imaginary of the Islamic government as 
developed in Iran is illustrative in this regard. Innovative interpretation of the concepts 
of State and revolution in Islam prevailed in the revolutionary discourse through 
introjection and internalisation. The Islamic imaginary then displaced other non-
Islamic imaginaries, which had something to say about the possible forms of a desired 
revolution and government. There was, for example, Shari'ati's imaginary of the 
monistic classless society, which was taken up by the Mojahedin. There were also 
imaginaries expounded by the clerics such as Ayatollah Taleqani, and the Islamic 
modernists such as Bazargan and his Nehzat-e Azadi (Liberation Movement). These 
imaginaries, however, were subsumed by the Islamic imaginary of Ayatollah 
Khomeini. 

There were also the socialist imaginaries of the Marxist groups such as the 
Tudeh Party and Fada 'iyan, and the liberal-secular imaginary of the National Front. 
These imaginaries varied from dreamed political Utopias of ordinary people to the 
well-developed imaginaries of various socialist and liberal intellectuals. But, these 
imaginaries too either succumbed to the collective Islamic imaginary, or were 
defeated by it. However, this submission, or defeat, of the more fragmented 
imaginaries to a larger collective imaginary was not always a conscious process, and 
was almost never complete. 

The question which remains here is; how conscious or unconscious is the 
process of transition from the individualistic and fragmented imaginaries to a 
collective imaginary? Even if we accept that the faculty of imagination is rooted in the 
living body, it is not evident that there is a conscious connection between the body 
and the social imaginary. Just as there is a simultaneous continuity and discontinuity 
between the body and soul, or the soma and the psyche, there is also a sometimes 
conscious and sometimes non-conscious relationship between the body and the social 
imaginary. For example we might choose to move a hand to displace an object, but 
we have almost no conscious control over the innumerable organic processes going on 
all the time within our bodies such as the movements of the bowls; nor can we control 
the content of our dreams. 

By the same token, we may not have a conscious control over the process of 
our submission to the cause for which we might even be prepared to die. However, 
once we have internalised a collective imaginary, which constitutes for us a collective 
cause, then we may become capable of exerting conscious control over the extent of 
bodily suffering that we are prepared to endure for that cause. This is evident in the 
example of the resistance fighters who "even under the most horrible tortures will not give 
their comrades to the police."' 

The bodily existence of the individual psyche, therefore, is mortgaged by its 
submission to socialisation, and thus, as we have already established, singular 

1 Ibid, p. 147 
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imagination has to be subjected to a collective imaginary creation in a virtually non-
conscious process. "Social imaginary significations" embodied in the social 
institutions are a perfect example of this collective imaginary creation. 

Language: An Imaginary Construction 

Language may be characterised as the most significant social imaginary 
signification, which, according to Castoriadis, can only be seen as "a spontaneous 
creation of a human collective". From the psychoanalytical standpoint, language is the 
primary social institution, which is responsible for the creation of socialised 
individuals out of "psychic monads". Hence, the individuals we encounter on the 
social level are very rarely presented in their pure psychic state; rather, they are 
presented as fragments of a social whole. However, they are total, not partial, 
fragments, which embody "the essential core of the institutions and the significations of 
their society."1 Individuals who do appear in their pure psychic state are often judged 
as abnormal or insane. In this sense, society is represented through socialised 
individuals. 

Society and individuals are thus neither in opposition nor reducible to each 
other; in fact, one is virtually meaningless without the other. Society is a collective of 
individuals, who have established a network of intricate relationships, held up by 
systems of meanings, which are disseminated through commonly agreed institutional 
significations, such as language. According to Castoriadis, society is a creation of 
itself, the emergence of an ontological form of being, which is "held together by 
institutions (language, norms, family forms, tools and production modes, etc.), and by the 
significations these institutions embody (totems, taboos, gods, God, polis, commodities, 
wealth, fatherland, etc.)."2 

This argument can be used to explain the breakdown of the sense of society in 
Iran prior to 1979 through the collapse of the lines of communication between the 
society and the State, and the production of a collective religious imaginary with a 
revolutionary bent out of a new discourse. It is demonstrable how the loss of the 
meaning of the social institutions and significations under the Shah created 
individuals, who were no longer total fragments of the social whole, nor did they 
embody any longer "the essential core of the institutions and the significations of their 
society". On the other hand, the Islamic social significations were well placed to create 
individuals who gradually internalised the imaginary of a society to be built, the 
imaginary which resulted in the creation of the Islamic Republic of Iran. 

The social institutions under the Shah were debased in the sense that the 
transition from a traditional to a modern culture was never meaningfully 
accomplished. The Shah embarked upon a huge project of social engineering targeting 
not only linguistic significations, but also such crucial institutions as arts, media, 
religion, and politics, which were all linguistically based. (See Chapter 6 for more 
details.) For example, there were attempts to regulate the language use; specifically 
speaking the official language of the government, the language of the media and the 
language of school texts were attempted to be purged of religious vocabulary despite 
popular resentment. There was an onslaught on the traditional or customary 
discourses, which were used in conducting business, trade, marriage and divorce, 

1 Ibid, p. 148 
o Ibid. p. 149 
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raising children, dispute resolutions, etc. without any opportunity for the traditional 
groups to peacefully resist this attack through dialogue. 

There were also attempts to devalue religious beliefs, but this deepened the 
generation gap, which had left the family values of older generation in ruins in the 
eyes of the youth. And there were huge changes in the mode of production, as a result 
of industrialisation and land reform, which catapulted a huge number of people from 
the provinces and the rural areas to the big cities into the alien world of fashionable 
sounds and images. This superficial world of American movies, discos, high-rises and 
shantytowns, however, failed to accommodate the large number of uprooted peasants, 
who had rushed into the big cities in search for a better lifestyle. 

In the area of social significations as well, there was a general sense of failure 
on the part of the Shah to sustain a credible system of taboos, which would protect the 
legitimacy of his regime. The language that the Shah tried to revive out of the 
"glorious ancient Persian culture", put too much emphasis on being non-Islamic. The 
concepts such as the ancient concept of Farrey-e Iyzadi (Divine Grace), which was 
supposed to have legitimised the kingdom by investing it with God's Grace, were 
easily challenged by the Islamic as well as popular culture. Moreover, the ancient 
God, Ahuramazda, which was elevated to validate the Shah's push for the revival of 
the ancient Persian religion further alienated and antagonised the Muslim population 
and the Shi 'i establishment. Even the triad of "God, King and the Country" which 
elevated the king over the country was widely criticised as an attempt by the Shah to 
undermine the sense of nationhood. 

The Shah's systematic attempt to be represented in the media as khodayegan 
(godlike) made the situation even worse as far as Shah's credibility was concerned. 
Ironically, even the undisputed economic growth and increase of wealth, which 
occurred in Iran under the Shah, were not seen in a positive light; they were seen 
basically as the source of corruption and decadence of Iran. All this was matched by a 
large-scale attempt by the people from below to create a culture of resistance based on 
an imaginary view of an alternative society through modest but popular religious 
networks. 

Society: A Creation of Itself 

In the process of the development of a revolutionary resistance in Iran, one can 
readily observe the self-creation of society through the production of new forms of 
discourse, and hence new schemes for social and political order. However, this self-
creation becomes obscured by the social institutions once they are built. The 
concealment of the fact that society is a self-creation creates the impression that the 
existing order is a primordial order. This concealment is only realised retrospectively 
by taking account of the existence of various social forms and the recorded changes of 
each society over historical time. It indicates that the members of each particular 
society are constantly involved in generating the forces contributing to the self-
creation of that society. The human experience in producing diverse social and 
political forms, held up by diverse systems of meanings, which are hidden in new 
linguistic significations, testifies to this fact. Take for example the variety of types of 
society known to human beings: "polygamous, polyandrous, monogamous, fetishistic, 
pagan, monotheistic, pacific, bellicose, etc.", which have inevitably developed diverse 
polities to match these diverse social forms. 
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The concealment of the fact that society is a creation of itself is more 
conspicuous in the traditional societies, although it is by no means limited to them. 
Modern societies are also deeply rooted in adherence to the continuity of the past, 
despite the fact that they were rooted in an apparent break with the past. Despite the 
diversity of the forms of traditional societies, modern societies, in fact, just as the 
traditional ones rarely break with traditional institutions and ultimate beliefs openly. 
Nonetheless, modernity has been marked with an increase in the expression of desire 
for breaking with traditions, and hence has posed the question of collective autonomy 
in the form of modern revolutions. 

This was the case also in Iran where the Shi 'i quietist tradition had established 
a tradition of non-militant political attitude toward the ruling kings for centuries until 
the nineteenth century. (See Chapter 5 for more detail.) In the traditional Iran, as 
elsewhere in the world, the path to autonomy was often sought either through 
salvation by religion, or through individual endeavours for mystical transcendence. 
Modern Iran, however, was influenced by the spirit of the modern collective 
emancipatory movements and self-reflecting philosophy, which had originated from 
Europe and had been the primary factor in giving rise to what Castoriadis has called 
"the project of collective and individual autonomy" with the ultimate object of 
political freedom. 

Therefore, there was an added problem for the Shah. Not only did he have to 
deal with the discourse of cultural resistance from the Shi 'i religious establishment. 
But also, he had to face this project of political freedom, which had become very 
appealing to both religious and secular intelligentsia in the process of the cultural and 
political reproduction of the Iranian society. Not only had he to face the resistance by 
the rising Islamic revolutionary discourse, represented by the ideologues such as 
Khomeini, Motahhari and Shari'ati. But also, he had to deal with the religious 
socialist discourse of the Mojahedin, the religious liberal discourse of the Freedom 
Movement of Bazargan, the discourse of secularist liberals of the National Front and 
the atheistic discourse of the variety of Marxist groupings. 

Notwithstanding the fact that the Shah was facing these multiple sources of 
resistance and demand for change, the credibility, and often the existence, of such 
sources were never acknowledged either by himself or by the dominant mentality of 
his regime. While the credibility or existence of these sources of demand for change 
was consciously or unconsciously denied, their "mischievous" actions were treated 
with brutality. Firmly stuck with the essential continuity of the past, the Shah branded 
the forces of change as "alien-inspired forces of red and black reaction", or the 
conscious agents, the "fifth column", of the foreign enemies, which intended to 
subvert the primordial institution of kingship in Iran. 

But, it was not only the Shah and his regime that failed to recognise the agents 
of change; the alternative contenders of power were also ignorant of the severity of 
what they themselves were involved in doing. Therefore, the process of recreation of 
society, which I mentioned earlier, was in full swing in Iran prior to its explosive 
outpour through the revolution, without being consciously recognised by its actors. 

Marx noted this non-conscious creation and recreation of society in a reference 
to the role of past memories of each society in building the future. In his analysis of 
the French revolution of 1848 he wrote: "It is when men seem to be busy creating 
something quite new that they invoke the spirits of the past." As such, one can argue more 
rigorously that the sense of history, mediated by the meaningful interplay of the 
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accepted discourses in each society, undeniably connects that society to its past; and 
consequently it is vital to its sense of present. In fact, it is in this remembering the past 
that imagination plays its vital role. 

In Iran, just as any other society in the modern world, the common acceptance 
of social significations, embodied in the existing institutions, were vital to the sense of 
society in the present. As such, the rapid and violent changes that Iran experienced in 
modern time could only become meaningful, when they were relegated to the past and 
then remembered or reinterpreted in the present. It seemed as though Iran, in making 
its history, tried to both disconnect herself from her past, and at the same time recreate 
herself using an imagined memory of the past. Under the Shah, particularly between 
1963 and 1977, Iranians by and large remembered their past through an imaginary, 
which amounted to the emergence of a sense of stability. Since the late 1970s, 
however, their imagination of the past involved the creation of a revolutionary 
imaginary, which sought to shatter the existing order to build a new order on the 
model of the past. (See Chapter 6 for more detail.) 

By allocating to the past the undeniable and in many cases drastic changes that 
had founded the modern Iran, Iranians tried to find a sense of stability in their present. 
This may be the main factor in veiling the fact that Iran, even while trying to stabilise 
itself, was generating the forces that were most destabilising, the forces which tended 
to recreate the past by projecting it into the future. Hence, there was a constant tension 
within the Iranian society, which neither allowed it to repeat the past, nor to sever 
itself from it completely. This was especially important in remembering both its 
ancient and recent past, which were, at least in the present, perceived as opposite 
poles, despite the fact that they had a lot in common. 

The Constitutive Role of Language 

Iran was thus created by its specific imaginary significations such as its myths, 
scriptures, laws, sciences, etc. and the institutions built around them. But, if these 
institutions were of any import, it was because they were backed by systems of 
meaning, which were in turn constituted by the form of the language use, itself a 
social imaginary signification. The importance of the Persian language thus cannot be 
overemphasised. The emotional attachment of Iranians to Persian has a lot to do with 
the role of the Persian language in defining their cultural and hence national identity. 
Persian was the only widely spoken language that survived the attempt to make 
Arabic the sole language of the world of Islam in the seventh century. 

By adopting the Arabic alphabet, Persian was transformed into a language that 
since the tenth century has remained the symbol of cultural and literary excellence for 
the Muslim Iranians. Not only did it survive the cultural hegemony of Arabic, but also 
it established itself as the dominant literary and bureaucratic language in not only in 
Iran, but also in other Islamic cultures, such as the Turkish Ottoman Empire and the 
Indian Mogul Empire. In fact, up until the nineteenth century the official language of 
bureaucracy and stylistic literature in these latter empires was Persian. Also, the 
Turkic monarchs of Iran from Seljuqs to the Qajars all had accepted Persian as their 
official court language. It goes without saying that the literary tradition, particularly 
the epic and mystical poetry were composed almost entirely in the Persian language. 

The Persian language, in its socially constitutive capacity, performed a dual 
function, just like any other language. It had an instrumental function, which was vital 

152 



in rationalising and formulating the day to day actions, which reproduced the Iranian 
society. In other words, it determined the language of social reality, including the 
language of bureaucracy and that of economic and contractual transactions. It also 
played a poetic role, which created a language of transcendence of the social reality. It 
was this language that was vital in preparing the ground for collective actions, actions 
that pushed the society beyond the limits of its existing order at any given historical 
episode. In both of its roles, the Persian language had to provide the Iranian psyche 
with social meanings, which were able to displace the psyche's inner world. It was in 
providing these social or inter-subjective meanings that religion played its undeniable 
part. 

In displacing the pre-conscious inner psychic world of the individual, the 
religious imaginary significations provided collective meanings for life, death, 
existence and the world via various literary, philosophical and mystical discourses. 
The religious imaginary too played a dual role: one of justifying the existence of the 
world as it is; and another of projecting a world to be created. Of course, as is the case 
for almost every society, the creation or recreation of a social world did not happen in 
a vacuum, it almost always occurred against the background of a historical past or 
tradition. 

In fact, it was in relating to its received past that Iran as a collective being 
recreated itself in the present, just as the "Athenian tragedy" received the "Greek 
mythology", and recreated the Athenian society. In this sense, the recreation of society 
in Iran through reinterpretation of the Islamic significations was part of the universal 
human development in a concrete variance. In this universal historical process, there 
have been other important concrete manifestations. Christianity rivals Islam in this 
regard. The history of Christianity, as Castoriadis has noted, is also marked with the 
"continuous reinterpretation of the same sacred texts, with amazingly differing outcomes."1 

But, the recreation of society via reinterpretation of the past traditions is not limited to 
religious context. In the sphere of philosophy, for example, the tradition of the 
classical Greek philosophy has also been "the object of incessant reinterpretation by the 
Western Europeans since the thirteenth century."2 

The Order-shattering power of the Imaginary 

The historical past of the Iranian society consisted of two main elements. One 
was the ancient glory of the Persian Empire, which was all but disconnected from the 
present, but had left a proud memory. This collective memory was kept alive by the 
people through the Nowruz (literally new day) annual celebrations, and by the State 
through the pretensions of the monarchs to the ancient glory. The other element of 
Iran's past history was the continuous tradition of the Shi'i Islam, which extended to 
Iran's present and had created its own moment of pride. There were also other 
important historical memories, which extended to the present such as the irfan 
(Persian mysticism), which was part and parcel of the Shi 'i history, but had a lot in 
common with the Iranian pre-Islamic traditions. The interpretation and 
reinterpretation of the oral and written texts, which transmitted these traditions to the 
people of each historical episode, were the bases of the social institutions of each 
period. 

1 Ibid, p. 150 
2 Ibid, p. 151 

153 



It is important to note that at each historical episode, once certain 
reinterpretations of traditions were established as the dominant interpretations, any 
further reinterpretations were officially disallowed. In other words, the recreation of a 
particular mode of a relatively stable social existence, and its associated institutions, 
would not allow any further reinterpretation, which would question the validity of the 
established institutions, to be posed without needing to transcend the routine 
operations of the existing institutions. 

This process of "closure of meaning", was vital to the maintenance of the 
existing social and political order, and could be achieved only through the imaginary 
institutions of the society. Iranian society, as such, survived while it could reproduce 
individuals for whom questioning the existing institutions and laws were not only 
forbidden by the fear of persecution, but also inconceivable, because it would not fall 
within their accepted system of meaning. These conformist individuals were 
conscious or unconscious bearers of social and political stability. 

When a socially accepted system of meaning was fundamentally challenged 
with the emergence of alternative systems of collective meaning, the ground for social 
and political change was broken. This is, in fact, what I mean when I speak of the 
power of imagination in shattering the existing order; the power to present an 
alternative order as meaningful and the existing order as meaningless. 

The displacement of the social and political order in Iran, in this respect, 
presented similarities with Russia and Turkey. The impact of the developments in 
Russia and Turkey on Iran was inevitable due to the historical rivalry between the 
Ottoman and Persian empires since the sixteenth century and the enormous military 
and political presence of Russia in Iran from the nineteenth century until the World 
War II. Of course, there was also the geographical vicinity of Iran to these States. 

The developments in the modern world-economy in the nineteenth century had 
locked the Russian, Ottoman and Iranian State in a conflictual relationship. (See 
Chapter 4 for more detail.) In the early twentieth century, with the fall of the Russian 
and Ottoman "world-empires", the political culture in Russia was overtaken by the 
imaginary of socialism, and in Turkey by secular nationalism. Both of these 
imaginaries heavily influenced modern Iranian political culture in rivalry with the 
Islamic imaginary. (See Chapter 6 for more details.) 

In responding to the threats of falling into a peripheral position in the "world-
system", Russia, Turkey and Iran strove to empower themselves with modern political 
ideologies constructed upon peculiar interpretations of their particular experiences and 
traditions. In Russia, for example, the social and political order was transformed by 
the Bolshevik Revolution. This revolution succeeded not only because of its proposals 
to address the social and economic problems, which had faced the country under the 
Tsarist regime. Its success was owed equally, if not more, to the ability of Lenin's 
party to provide an alternative model for the cultural and political existence of Russia. 

The imaginary of the Russian Revolution successfully displaced the imaginary 
institutions, which the Tsarist regime had established over centuries. It demonstrated 
how meaningless had those institutions become in their failure to provide what they 
had existed for, that is, to make Russia in the image of a powerful "world-empire". 
Not only were the Tsars losing in wars to their imperial competitors, but also they 
were failing to even provide bread for their peasant subjects. 

The rise of secular nationalism in Turkey also took an ideological path in order 
to create a moment of pride in the people of a falling empire. Kemal Ataturk was the 
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agent of this new Turkish nationalism, which in turn influenced the nationalist 
ideology of Reza Shah in Iran in the 1930s. Contrary to Turkey though, secular 
nationalism did not grow to the level of an empowering imaginary in Iran after the fall 
of the Persian Empire. Although, it managed to survive until the late 1970s under the 
Shah's military power and the Western support, it was clearly undermined by the 
ideology of the Islamic Revolution, which grew out of the Islamic imaginary, and 
created real political pride in the majority of the Iranian population. 

The destiny of socialism in Russia and that of secular nationalism in Iran were 
very similar. The powerful socialist imaginary, which the Bolsheviks produced, was 
institutionalised basically to give a new momentum to the old project of making 
Russia a world power, and remained meaningful as long as it sustained its superpower 
image and its new empire. When it failed to do so, it lost its meaning for existence. It 
also failed because it no longer was able to present itself as the object of faith of its 
true believers. 

Iranian secular nationalism also strove to build a new national confidence by 
frequent references to the ancient glory of the Persian Empire, by massive military 
build-up, by the rising oil income, by the shows of strength in domestic and 
international arena, and by suppressing politico-religious consciousness. But, at the 
end, it failed to live up to its promises in almost all of its endeavours. Not only did it 
fail to pose a strong State in the international sphere, but also it failed to win 
legitimacy by the producing economic prosperity and national pride. 

Perhaps, the reason why the collapse of the Soviet Union and the fall of the 
Shah were so unexpected for the observers, was the neglect in giving these imaginary 
forces proper credit. Instead, most of the experts were concerned with the apparent 
domestic stability, economic growth, and military posturing of the Soviet Union and 
Iran. The Soviet Union was a global superpower and Iran a regional military and 
economic power. Soviets had challenged Americans and had produced a relatively 
stable bipolar world order. Iranians too had quietened Iraq over border disputes and 
were recognised as the island of stability in the Middle East. Going by these 
indicators, it was natural not to foresee the imminent fall of these regimes. 

The sudden fall of the Iranian monarchy and the Soviet Empire could not, 
therefore, be attributed to economic and military weakness. Otherwise the economists 
could have predicted their imminent collapse; but they never expected or predicted 
such an imminent fall. Nor, did the politicians and military analysts show any 
premonition of what was to come. The roots of the inherent weakness of these regimes 
were deeply politico-cultural. The forces that created a power strong enough to 
deposed the Iranian monarchy and the Soviet Empire arose from within the field of 
the collective imaginations of the people of Iran and Russia respectively. These 
forces, however, went almost totally unnoticed by the existing political, military and 
economic analyses. 

In Russia, like in Iran, the displacement of religious culture haunted the 
authors of this displacement. With the displacement of the Orthodox Church as the 
source of spiritual, artistic, ideological and literary institutions, the Communist 
imaginary initially succeeded to inspire whole-hearted dedication and literary and 
artistic creation among many Russians. Just as well, the Pahlavi monarchy enjoyed a 
degree of intellectual and popular support for a brief period after rapid modernisation 
and putting social and political constrains on Islam. But, when the Communists 
desperately failed to sustain their position under the pressure of the requirements of 
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being a superpower in the cold war period since the 1960s, the Communist imaginary 
was gradually eroded, and eventually lost its power in the late 1980s. People began to 
either look back to the church as the source of meaning of life, or to the imaginary of 
Western economic success, or to the imaginary of Western democracy, or to the 
Russian nationalist imaginary. The same, it seems to be true in Iran, where the power 
of the secular nationalist imaginary was eroded by the rising Shi 'z-Islamic ideology 
and other alternatives to the monarchy since the 1960s and led to the fall of monarchy 
in the late 1970s. (For more detail on the development of Islamic ideology see 
Chapter 6.) 

A similar argument may be applicable in the case of the Western Christianity, 
where various reinterpretations of the Christian faith in the West have given rise to 
various imaginary significations over the last couple of millennia. Weber has already 
laid the foundation of the argument for the import of religious imaginary in the 
formation of socio-economic institutions. The role of the Protestant ethics in 
displacing Catholicism was instrumental in providing a different form of economic 
worldview, which probably initiated the capitalist spirit in North Western Europe and 
the United States. The diverse reinterpretation of the same Christian texts by different 
sects has continued to provide for the rationale of maintenance or change of the social 
and political order in other Christian nations. 

The imaginary significations, embodied in institutions such as nation-State, 
monarchy, republic, parliamentary democracy, common law, etc. have become 
meaningful to collectivities through reinterpretation of the same original texts. I shall 
later look at the significance of the diverse reinterpretations of the Islamic scripture in 
providing for the imaginary significations, which have made the social and political 
developments in Iran meaningful against the background of international economic 
and political developments. Of particular importance is the Shi 'i reinterpretation of the 
Islamic faith in both its order-maintaining and order-transforming aspects. The power 
of these new interpretations in motivating social and political action did not derive 
from simple references to the scriptures and oral traditions. Rather, the power of 
imagination to inspire action laid in providing creative readings, and inevitably 
changed views, of the old texts in the form of new ideologies and Utopias. 

Ideology: A Product of the Imaginary 

In discussing ideology as a product of the imaginary, I shall trace the concept 
of ideology in the main traditions of modern thought. I have already noted Ricoeur's 
discussion of the concept of ideology in the previous chapter. He identified three 
categories of interpretation of the concept of ideology: that of Marx, that of Weber 
and that of Geertz.' In a crude summation, one may suggest that Marx uses the 
concept of ideology as a systematic distortion caused by class interest; Weber's 
interpretation of ideology views it as the basis for claims to legitimacy by any form of 
authority; and Geertz interprets ideology as an integrative force. 

Althusser created a major shift in the Marxist tradition of ideology by using 
Lacanian psychoanalysis. The post-Lacanian critiques of ideology in general have 
suggested that there was no social world that could be experienced in an undistorted 

1 Ricoeur. P. Lectures on Ideology and Utopia, Columbia University Press, N.Y. 1986, pp. 254-255 
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manner. According to these views, "the human subject develops as a configuration of the 
imaginary, the symbolic, and the real orders, which are structured in and by ideology." 

Stressing the unconscious origins of ideology, Althusser attempted to highlight 
the fictional and symbolic sources of ideology. In his essays "Ideology and 
Ideological State Apparatuses" and "Freud and Lacan", he rejected the classical 
Marxist interpretations of ideology, which viewed it as a reflection of economic base, 
or a false consciousness. By contrast, he defined ideology as an imaginary structure 
with the material force to constitute the social world. Ideology is thus defined as "the 
imaginary relation of individuals to their real conditions of social existence"; and as such, it 
is "the social cement of human society."^ 

The real relation of the social subjects to the society is therefore deeply 
connected with the imaginary productions of the unconscious. Althusser's account of 
ideology is significant in its bringing to attention the real power of the imaginary in 
instigating revolutionary change. Althusser, however, has been criticised mainly for 
his emphasis on the total captivation of the individual subjects by the symbolic 
structures and his monolithic views of class domination in the modern societies.3 

In Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe have 
offered a post-Marxist account of ideology within the post-Lacanian tradition. They 
have argued that the ideological struggles between the forces of domination and 
resistance in the modern world are fought over the appropriation of certain structures 
of meaning that can be arrested in a historical episode. 

For Laclau and Mouffe, as Elliott has suggested, the ideological forms are 
subject to constant transformations. "And this is so because what is at stake in all political 
struggles is whether certain meanings can be made to stick within discourse, or whether such 
meanings merely fade back into the unconscious."* Moreover, the social symbolic 
structures do not represent the social reality in a direct fashion. The reality is rather 
experienced through interpretation of the symbolic. 

In a Lacanian fashion, Laclau and Mouffe argue that the role of ideology is to 
repress the real "lack" of the subject in the modern society. "Relations of domination 
and asymmetries of power are characterised as hegemonic attempts to fill in this insufficiency 
of the subject."5 It is, therefore, this contingency of the foundations of social order that 
subjects it to the possibility of resistance and subversion. 

And finally Laclau and Mouffe point to the modern social conditions as ripe 
for the rise of new social movements such as "peace, ecological and feminist 
movements."6 I shall argue in Chapter 4 that the Islamic Revolution can also be 
considered as a new social movement in the context of the global post-modern 
condition. 

In Geertz's approach, ideology is seen as an inter-subjective symbolic system, 
which mediates meanings. For Geertz, "thought consists of the construction and 
manipulation of symbolic systems", and cultural patterns are programs providing a 
"template" or "blueprint" for the organisation of social and psychological processes, 

1 Elliott, A. 1992, p. 163 
2 Ibid, p. 165. 
3 Ibid, pp. 170-177 
4 Ibid, p. 180 
5 Ibid, p. 182 
6 Ibid, p. 183 
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much as genetic systems provide such a template for the organisation of organic 
processes.1 

Ideology as a cultural phenomenon is thus a symbolic system by which all 
social action is mediated; it therefore is basic to the constitution of socially 
constructed reality.2 According to Geertz, man makes basic images of social order by 
the construction of ideologies, and through them he constitutes rules and authoritative 
concepts for using power, hence rendering power meaningful.3 

One of the most significant features of ideology in this sense is its function as 
an integrative force, especially its function in creating an imagined memory of the 
founding event of a collectivity by ritual re-enactment. One clear instance of this 
function of ideology is evident in the ritual of annual celebration of revolutions by the 
nations that have been founded, or have begun a new era in their history through a 
revolution. Where the founding event of a collectivity is a revolution, therefore, the 
annual ritual revives an imagined memory of the founding revolution. Evidently this 
concept of ideology views the function of ideology as parallel to myths. At the same 
time, the association of ideology with revolution posits it as a modern phenomenon. 
Here, we are evidently dealing with the persistence of imagination in the form of 
ideology in order to preserve the integrity of the concept of society as it has been 
largely agreed on by the collectivity. 

For example, in Iran, there was the annual celebration of the CIA-sponsored 
coup d'etat, which returned the Shah to power in the early 1950's from exile after the 
defeat of the nationalist movement led by Dr. Muhammad Mossadeq. The celebration 
of this event was to emphasise that the restoration of monarchy in Iran was a 
consequence of the popular uprising of the Iranian people. It was in fact the event after 
which the Shah began to build his dictatorial style of rule; before that he was not seen 
as ruling in his own right, his presence totally overshadowed by the towering figure of 
Mossadeq. (I shall discuss the developments of 1950s in Chapter 6.) 

There was also the annual celebration of the Shah's reforms of 1962 
proclaimed by his regime as the "White Revolution", which did work for a while as a 
rallying point for the support of the Shah's authority. This was the case where many 
of the Shah's opponents ridiculed the so-called White Revolution as an imperialist 
plot for making Iran completely dependent on the West. 

Similar examples could be given for other modern nations, such as the annual 
celebrations of the revolutions in France, the former Soviet Union, China, Cuba, 
Algeria, etc. It is also true that in the periods of social upheavals, the memory of a past 
revolution can be utilised by political agitators to inspire the imagination of a new 
revolution. In the case of Iran, this memory came from the Persian Constitutional 
Revolution of the early twentieth century, the nationalist movement of the early 
1950's, and the 1963 uprising which led to Ayatollah Khomeini's exile. I shall discuss 
these issues more fully in Chapters 5 and 6. 

As Ricoeur has suggested, the nexus between the three functions of ideology -
i.e. distortion, legitimation and integration - may be situated by relating the role of 
ideology to the larger role of imagination in social life. Imagination can work in two 
ways: preserve social order by mirroring it, or disrupt order by providing the hope of 

1 Ricoeur, P. 1986. pp. 256-257 
2 Ibid. p. 258 
3 Ibid, p. 259 
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something new.1 Ideology in its three roles, therefore, represents an imagination, 
which has three potentials. It may serve to preserve what it defines as a desirable 
order; or subvert and disrupt an existing order, which it views as undesirable, or bring 
back a disrupted social or political system into order. 

However, viewing ideology not only as an instrument of social distortion and 
dissimulation, but also as an integrative force, would mean that all polities would have 
to become ideological as they strive to become institutionalised. In this sense, 
ideology would be understood as the image that each society forms of itself for the 
purpose of representing itself. Thus, every society, every social group and every polity 
for that matter comes to know itself not through a direct relation to itself, but through 
the relation that it establishes with its own imaginary representation. According to 
Ricoeur, "no social group can exist without this indirect relation to its own being through a 
representation of itself."2 Necessity of this representation becomes evident when we 
consider the examples provided above about the celebration of the founding event of a 
society. In my examples about the ritual celebration of the founding events of a polity, 
it was not the essential truth or authenticity of these events, which were celebrated, 
but the mere fact that the society needed to make an image of itself through which it 
could be represented. No matter how popular or unpopular these celebrations were, 
they were necessary in providing a mirror in which the society could see an image of 
itself, albeit distorted. 

The irrelevance of essential authenticity of these events and the annual rituals 
is evident in the fact that they could easily be abandoned following a social or 
political change. What was essential for these rituals to function as an agency for 
social integration was for them to be meaningfully related to the collective memories 
of a given collectivity. As long as this relationship was established through the 
legitimating function of an ideology, the rituals would serve their purpose. Once this 
link was broken in the public mind though, it would be almost impossible to preserve 
the political order as part of the reproductive forces of the society, no matter how 
authentic the founding event of the polity was. In Iran, for example, there was a quick 
transition after the Islamic Revolution from the rituals of celebrating the White 
Revolution to celebrating the memory of the Islamic Revolution, the founding event 
of the new polity, the Islamic Republic of Iran. 

The role of these imaginary representations is thus to make each social group 
or community aware of its own actions not in terms of the structure of the action 
itself, but in terms of its interpretation, which occurs at the symbolic level. Ideology, 
therefore, plays a double role: It plays a significant role in social integration through 
its function in making the existence and practices of each society meaningful for its 
members. It also plays an even more significant role in the dissimulation of the 
operation of political power, and hence the stability of the political order. 

In both of its roles though ideology presents pathological effects. Its 
integrative role is fulfilled by giving a semblance of meaning to social ties and 
actions, thus distorting the complexity of reality through "simplification, schématisation, 
stereotyping and ritualisation". Its dissimulative role is accomplished by creating belief 
in the legitimacy of the political authority. This is achieved, as Weber suggested, 
through the function of ideology to cover up the surplus claim to legitimacy by every 

1 Ibid, pp. 265-266 
2 Ricoeur, P, "Imagination in discourse and in action", in Robinson G. and Rundell, J. ed. Rethinking 
Imagination, Routledge, London, 1994, p. 130 
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authority, which always exceeds the belief in the legitimacy of authority on the part of 
those subject to it. 

Utopia and Its Variants 

Utopia may be understood as a specific type or a variation of ideology, which 
provides for "the imaginary project of a new society", and in this sense is diametrically 
opposed the concept of ideology as an instrument for preserving the status quo. 
However, just as the case was for ideology as a distorting force, Utopia contains an 
inherent ambiguity. Although it may provide a meaningful image of an alternative 
reality, Utopia can potentially produce both healthy and pathological effects. 

Against the integrative function of ideology, Utopia offers its own subversive 
functions in projecting a new social and political arrangement. As Ricoeur suggests: 
"Utopia is the mode in which we radically rethink what family, consumption, government, 
religion, and so on are."1 And against the function of ideology to help legitimise the 
existing political authority by hiding the excessive demand of authority on society to 
believe in its legitimacy, Utopia has the function of revealing the ultimate 
inauthenticity of any authority. 

In his Ideology and Utopia, Karl Mannheim identified four variants of Utopia: 
the chiliastic Utopia, the liberal Utopia, the conservative or traditional Utopia and the 
socialist or communist Utopia. To this may be added the powerful nationalist Utopia, 
inspired by the concept of nation-State. These variants of Utopia are all manifested in 
the form of emotional collective aspirations, inspired by symbolic meanings and in 
search of transforming the existing reality. According to Mannheim, Utopia may be 
conceived as an "overarching symbolic system, a dominant wish", a collective 
discourse, which has more to do with feelings than thoughts, and more importantly, a 
phenomenon non-congruent with the existing reality.2 

Chiliastic or millenarian Utopias are guided by transcendental hopes, 
motivated by religious feelings expressed via symbolic structures; and they inspire 
revolutions against existing social structures. A distant historical example of 
activation of chiliastic Utopias is Thomas Munzer's movement in the sixteenth century 
Europe, and a more recent one the Islamic Revolution of Iran. For Mannheim, the 
dynamics of chiliastic Utopias are "ecstatic-orgiastic energies, energies liberated by the 
breaching of millennium"; it is an experience opposite of "the mystic's departure from 
space and time", it is God's kingdom now.3 

The figure of the Mahdi as discussed earlier, gave the Islamic Revolution a 
clear millenarian character. As in other millenarian revolutions, the rituals were also 
used as a symbolic model to shape collective political action. As such, the Islamic 
Revolution, despite its modern nature, presented similarities to millenarian 
movements of the Middle Ages. Millenarian movements, in fact, have a long history 
in Iran. An important example was the movement, which led to the founding of the 
Safavid Dynasty in the sixteenth century.4 (See Chapter 5 for more details.) 

The preservation of millenarian characteristics in modern revolutions could be 
taken as an indication that revolutions, notwithstanding specific symbolic expressions 

1 Ibid, p. 132 
2 Ricoeur. P. 1986, p. 274 
3 Ibid. p. 277; a more negative interpretation of the ecstatic religious feelings and the orgiastic energies that they 
release is presented by Wilhelm Reich in his Mass Psychology of Fascism. 
4 This theme has been taken up by S.A. Arjomand in his book The Shadow of the Hidden Imam (1984). 
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and historical contexts, are basically driven by universal human needs. The need for 
justice, the need for equality, the need for self-assertion, the need for aggression and 
the need for autonomy have been variously suggested as part and parcel of these 
universal human needs. To these may be added the universal human need for 
meaning, or as Geertz has put it by "the need to live in a world to which (one) can attribute 
some significance."! 

The conflict of the Liberal Utopia with the existing order was in the name of an 
idea, the notion that rational thought, reason and knowledge can change the society 
denying sometimes the real sources of power in money, violence and other non-
intellectual forces.2 The period of Enlightenment right up to the French Revolution 
was the high point of this Utopia. Reason arising from the Enlightenment became the 
Utopian bearer of radical protest against the existing reality, which was dominated by 
the court and the religious establishment. The nationalist Utopia - a product of the 
eighteenth century Europe - aspired to collective power of the State, and the proud 
identity that went with it. (See Chapter 4 for more detail.) 

The conservative Utopia emphasised the notions of folk, family, etc. investing 
in the past the authority to nourish the present and the future; hence, its attachment to 
tradition. And finally, the socialist Utopia is a combination of other forms of Utopia. It 
borrows the sense of break with history from the chiliastic Utopia, the sense of 
progress from the liberal Utopia and the sense of determinism from the conservative 
Utopia.3 

The Utopian project, however, has to open up itself to pathological 
possibilities, which arise from its very function to expose the arbitrary foundations of 
any system of legitimacy. As such, it may be seen as a "mad dream", which is directed 
toward "nowhere"; a dream which inspires a leap into future but covers up the 
nostalgia for a perfect past or a "lost paradise". Hence the tendency in those led by the 
spirit of Utopia to engage in actions, which disregard the necessity of incremental 
work to approach the ideal, and which oscillate between all and nothing. 

Ricoeur understands Utopia as an imaginative variation of power, which 
introduces a sense of doubt about the existing power structures, a sense that shatters or 
suspends the obvious assumptions about the nature of power. However, this 
transcending power of Utopia, which has not been experienced except in imagination, 
persists only so long as the Utopia is not realised. Utopia, therefore, can survive only 
in opposition to a dominant power structure; its realisation, in terms of its victory and 
institutionalisation, is in fact the beginning of its demise. As such, it has to keep its 
distance with reality. 

Ideology, Utopia and Millennia 

Although one may consider Utopia as a particular variation of the general 
category of ideology, but it has to be identified as a distinct phenomenon which 
derives its reality from the sphere of ideal. It exists as a real field of energy, an 
objective force behind collective action, only while it has not been realised in a strictly 
real or objective sense. As such, it performs the function of a counter-ideology, a 

1 Geertz, C. 1975, P. 169 
2 Ricoeur, P. 1986, p. 277 
3 Ibid, pp. 279-286 
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millenarian hope. And it is in this context that its pathologies also differ from the 
pathologies of ideology. 

Whereas, ideology becomes pathological when it turns into the instrument of 
legitimation of a political order, Utopia becomes pathological when it turns into a mere 
frustrated nostalgia for a perfect past, or a desperate act of destroying the present 
without the hope of building a future. It is in such conditions that the millenarian 
hope, which could be a source of motivation for creating a desired future via 
empowering interpretations of the past, could turn into a desperate entanglement in a 
past without a future. According to Ricoeur: "Utopia tends toward schizophrenia in the 
same way that ideology tends toward dissimulation and distortion."! It is, perhaps, from the 
fear of such pathologies that revolutionary actors, as the bearers of a millenarian hope 
to alter the social and political order in a given society, try, for practical purposes, to 
create a balance between the two imaginary practices: ideology and Utopia. 

Every revolution has its Utopian fighters, who strive to shatter the ideological 
guises of the illegitimate authority, as well as its ideologues, who try to use the 
integrative power of ideology to establish a new order far from, and some times, in 
contradiction with the original Utopian project. The ideology of legitimation of a 
desired order would lose its productive energies if it became sedimented into rigid 
structures of domination. Just the same, the Utopian project of a desired future would 
lose its motivational force and its impetus to action if it were not prepared to 
appreciate the real value of compromising some of its ideals to achieve incremental 
change. 

This argument is clearly applicable to the case of the Iranian-Islamic 
Revolution of 1979, whose project to set up a perfectly just order have apparently 
resulted in the establishment of what seems to be the first post-modern theocratic 
regime. But, the appearances may prove to be illusive, as they conceal the intricacies 
of the real situation. This concealment is perhaps the consequence of two extreme 
tendencies. In one extreme, there are the attempts of the ideologues of legitimation at 
severing the post-revolution power relations from the original ideals of the revolution. 
And in the other extreme, there are the aspirations of the nostalgic Utopians for a 
permanent revolution. The dynamic nature of the developments in the post-revolution 
Iran may thus be understood more deeply somewhere in between these extremes. 

The Islamic Revolution began with the Utopia of a perfect future inspired by 
the millenarian hope for the return of the promised Mahdi under the guidance of the 
ideological disciplines, developed in the context of the Shi 'i political philosophy. The 
collective memory of the past thus motivated an action, which went beyond an 
attempt for a mere reproduction of the past. In time, in parallel to the attempts of those 
revolutionary leaders, who wished to impose strict theocratic limitations upon the 
possible forms of the emerging political order, the revolution produced new modes of 
resistance to the new modes of domination. As such, those members of the new 
political elite, who attempted to tame the ideology of revolution by turning it into an 
instrument of oppression and totalitarianism, have already provoked movements of 
resistance. I shall demonstrate later how these new struggles for resistance, while 
remaining committed to original hopes of the revolution, have refused to give in to 
new modes of domination. 

1 Ricoeur, P. 1994, p. 134 
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The life and death struggle against new modes of domination should thus not 
be dismissed as a form of factional fighting within the power structures of the Islamic 
Republic, as it is being waged over such fundamental issues as social justice, political 
pluralism, religious freedom and civil society. Ideological sedimentation is still a real 
possibility, but so are the formation of a civil society and the rise of democratic 
freedoms within the structures of the Islamic culture. The destiny of this struggle is 
yet to be determined as the struggle is still going on. As such, there is still a chance to 
have the Utopian dreams come true with limited pathological consequences in the 
context of the limitations of the real existence. There is also a real chance that the 
ideological and Utopian pathologies undermine the chances of a better future for 
Iranians. 

This fact may support Ricoeur's troubling assertion that the social imaginary 
can be reached "only through the figures of false consciousness". Hence, he argued that a 
degree of social pathology might be necessary for social change, when it "brings to 
light the sclerosis of worn out institutions."1 This assertion, therefore, should be 
understood in the sense that a desired degree of pathology would still allow the 
Utopian dreams for a better social and political order to survive, and that it would not 
destroy the possibilities of the rise of new forms of resistance to relations of 
domination. By the same token, the new revolutionary regimes would not have to fall 
in the trap of ideological sedimentation if they remained open to the need for further 
change. 

The dynamic nature of social and political development in Iran after the 
revolution, therefore, should be seen in a new light. They should be understood not as 
a sign of the institutionalisation of a rigid theocratic regime, but as the continuation of 
the struggles of Iranians to create a balance between the ideology of legitimation of a 
new order and the Utopia of a better future. This sometimes sad and sometimes happy 
reality has been also evident in the destiny of other so-called Third World revolutions. 

The Utopian ideals of the revolutions of the so-called Third World societies 
have, almost without exception, been compromised with the institutionalisation of the 
regimes, which came out of these revolutions. The Utopian imaginations of these 
societies were inspired mainly by their incongruity with the Western dominance since 
the colonial period. These Utopias, were mostly expressed in the form of religious, 
socialist or nationalist chiliasm, and invariably set out to shatter the existing reality by 
questioning the dominant pattern of international power structure. 

The first attempt to realise the socialist Utopia was made by the Bolshevic 
Revolution, and the Chinese Revolution marked the beginning of the era of socialism 
in the Third World. The Third World Utopian revolutions created such an ecstasy that 
even those Western intellectuals, who felt confined by the imposing matter-of-factness 
of the victory of reason in the West, began to look to the Third World for liberation. 
Intellectuals like Debray, Marcuse, Camus, Sartre, Fanon and Foucault were thus 
fascinated by the Chinese, Cuban, Algerian, Vietnamese and Iranian Revolutions. But, 
almost all of these Utopian eruptions, which had put up genuine claims on behalf of 
the oppressed and offered alternatives to the existing power structure, once in power, 
gave rise to fierce ideological struggles to find a balance between the revolutionary 
ideals and the need for new ideological legitimations. 

1 Ibid, p. 134 

163 



It was in the context of these struggles that most revolutionary regimes turned 
to oppressors of sorts themselves. The realisation of their Utopian dreams entailed 
institutionalisation of the ideals into new forms of power relations, which ultimately 
tilted the balance toward one or another extreme. As such, in most cases the balance 
was lost either in favour of new ideological formulations for the legitimacy of new 
power structures, or in favour of the persistent images of the ideal future in the form 
of aspirations for a permanent revolution. 

I have already spoken of the conservative tendencies of ideology, which is 
marked by its bias against change. Well, the institutionalisation of Utopia would also 
lead to conservatism of an entrenched ideology, and would diminish its function as an 
identity forming force. But, free from entrenched power structures, Utopia would 
remain an instigator of social change, because, as such, it lacks the ideological 
function of legitimisation of the existing order. It is in this context that the Utopian 
imaginary of revolution offers the revolutionary population with the hope for an ideal 

society. 
Thus, a revolutionary people could potentially imagine a society in which 

collective identity and change would coexist, and in which there would be little, if 
any, need for construction of a fixated identity, whose preservation was tightly linked 
with the absence of conflict and change. A society, which would offer both "identity 
and alterity", or as Henri Desroche has put it in his The Sociology of Hope, " a new 
way of being the same and other". A form of being that celebrates conflict as a source 
of change alongside the need for legitimacy and stability. 

Ideology, Morality and Identity 

The symbolic structures, which confirm the unity of a group, may not be as 
effective if there were not symbolic structures that separated the group from others, 
hence the need for symbols of identification and exclusion/inclusion. I have already 
spoken of the integrative role of ideology. But, as the imaginary creation of the 
symbolic structures, ideology has an additional function: the function of constituting 
identity. In fact, one may argue that social integration is a prerequisite of the 
formation of collective identity. Yet, this very constitutive nature of ideology, 
according to Habermas, gives it the potential to become pathological under the 
pressure of its function to legitimise authority. This position, in its synthesis of the 
Marxian and Weberian concepts of ideology, offers a critique of the oppressive orders, 
which thrive on ideological legitimacy. 

In this perspective, the identity that was forged for Iranians by the Pahlavi 
regime was based on a repressive interpretation of the memories of the ancient Persian 
culture. As such, although it gained a relative success in inspiring a sense of belonging 
and purpose, it eventually led to a state of crisis of identity. This situation, which 
posed a real threat to the Shi'i religious establishment, was sensed by Ayatollah 
Khomeini and his followers to its full extent, and most probably motivated their push 
against the Shah's regime and for a return to a national identity based on Islamic 
values. 

The identity crisis, caused by the ideological apparatus of the Pahlavi regime, 
was thus a consequence of pathological nature of ideological legitimacy of the regime. 
This pathological nature became evident as the regime moved to block social and 
political development of the traditional and modern forces, which offered alternative 
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views of a desirable polity. Like other regimes based on ideological legitimacy, 
therefore, the Pahlavi regime had to end up gagging the voices of dissent for its own 
survival. 

But, in their struggle against the Pahlavi regime, the protagonists of change in 
Iran successfully provided alternative symbolic forms as the basis for an alternative 
reality, and hence an alternative identity, an identity, which was believed to be 
consistent with the desired order of things. With the rise of the Islamic Revolution and 
the Islamic Republic, this alternative identity structure in time proved to be more 
acceptable to the Iranian people than the identity propagated by the monarchic regime 
on the basis of pre-Islamic symbolic codes. 

However, There have been serious pathological aspects to the symbols of 
identity, which have figured in post-revolutionary Iran, particularly along Islamic and 
non-Islamic lines. Following the Qura 'nie verse: "Be compassionate with the believers 
and uncompromising against the infidels", certain extremist interpretations were 
developed that applied strict and arbitrary codes of behaviour to the public at large. 
The Qur 'anic concept of "infidel" was so narrowly interpreted that most of the people 
of Iran did not qualify as Muslim believers unless they followed the strict codes of 
public piety, codes that were being developed by highly emotional and in many cases 
vindictive revolutionaries. As such, Muslim zealots, who had barely come out of the 
revolutionary heat, and carried an excessively emotional resentment toward 
Westernisation under the Shah, began to mistreat those, who would not abide by the 
new rules. And thus, they alienated many committed believers by branding them as 
non-Muslim. Many of those, who were left outside the official interpretations of the 
Islamic morality, were treated with a total lack of compassion. Certain codes were 
revived or developed for how to dress, how to appear and how to behave in the public 
in order to identify with the perceptions of the revolutionary zealots of the true Islamic 
norms of morality. 

For women, the rules were specifically harsh, particularly in the enforcement 
of the hejab, this Quranic concept, that implies chastity and abstention from 
outrageous exhibitionist behaviour, was interpreted to mean a specific fashion of 
veiling with roosari (scarf), chador or maghna 'eh, and wearing loose garments. There 
was an infamous line bandied around jokingly about the enforcement of hejab: "Ya 
roosari, ya to sari", which meant "either the scarf, or the blow on the head". There 
were restrictions for men as well; for example, wearing beard and wearing long 
sleeves were interpreted as the sign of chastity and commitment and a close shave or 
putting on a tie as the sign of infidelity and immorality. Both sexes were prohibited 
from mixing with each other in the public, even from talking to or looking at each 
other, and drinking or possession of alcohol was outlawed. Those in employment were 
required to attend mass prayers and use acceptable norms of speech and otherwise 
lose their jobs. Such symbols of identity were perceived to objectify abstract private 
convictions by uniform codes of public piety, and those in breach of these codes were 
initially very harshly dealt with, as for example the stoning of the adulterous and the 
flogging of the drunk. In time, the intensity of the enforcement of the codes of public 
piety has been relaxed a little, but there is yet a lot to be desired in this area. Some of 
the measures taken in enforcing the parochial and arbitrary rules of public piety were 
so harsh that their victims may deserve compensation or at least official apology. 

The process of enforcing the uniformity of public behaviour was arbitrary 
because it was fuelled by an intense desire on the part of certain social groups to 
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impose upon others a specific interpretation of the essence of Islamic piety and 
chastity. The imaginary origins of these interpretations were muted by the 
conventional structures, which were constructed constantly on imagined abstractions. 
As many Muslim thinkers, including some of the ulama, have suggested, the essence 
of the Islamic morality is based on the Qur'anic message of peace, understanding, and 
human compassion, which are inherent in Islam, even in the word Islam itself, which 
implies peaceful surrender to God. They insist that this message should be extended 
not only to the Muslim believers, but also to the non-believers. 

At the public level, the great Islamic philosophers and mystics have gained 
popular respect because of their objections throughout the Iranian history against the 
excessive use of force in implementing narrow human interpretations of Islamic piety 
in the name of the word of God. In this vein, they even criticised the State and 
religious establishment for their excessive and pretentious use of the Islamic hodud 
(punishments). The most that has been allowed by the free-thinking Muslim social 
reformers is peaceful indoctrination of the public about the Islamic moral values based 
on understanding of cultural differences. 

In principle, piety in Islam has been understood as a matter of private 
conviction and refraining from behaviour that would insult the public sensitivities. 
The extremist post-revolutionary interpretations of how such an end is to be achieved 
have entailed numerous instances of atrocity against the public, which violated the 
compassionate and peaceful Islamic values in the name of Islam. Yet, at present it has 
been recognised that it is essential for the survival of the Islamic government to 
rationalise the interpretations of the Islamic concepts of morality in a way compatible 
for the requirement of civil society, which the Islamic Iran claims to be. As many high 
ranking political ulama, such as the new president of the Islamic Republic Ayatollah 
Muhammad Khatami, have expressed, civil society is totally compatible with the 
essence of Islam as a religion of peace. It is increasingly being recognised that the 
Islamic values are not to be respected profoundly by the public if they are not 
presented in sharp contrast with the inhumane ways that they were applied in the past. 

Many modernist Muslim theologians, politicians, intellectuals and artists have 
insisted that in the area of the moral conduct of the society, there is an urgent need for 
the reinterpretation of the Islamic symbolic structures distinct from the traditional 
conservative interpretations. Just as Islamic political concepts had to be reinterpreted 
by courageous personalities, such as Ayatollah Khomeini, in order to tackle the 
exigencies of time, the Islamic moral concepts need creative innovations by brave and 
credible Islamic leaders. There is little doubt the Islamic revolutionaries were 
successful in their attempt to change the symbolic models of social order inherited 
from the last regime because they offered new interpretations appealing to the people, 
rather than being imposed upon them. The same argument logically applies to 
sensitive case of public morality, which is fundamental to social order. 

Competing Imaginaries 

As already noted, although Utopia, as a system of collective imagination, is 
essentially a futuristic concept, it almost always is inspired by the collective memory 
of the past. Mircea Eliade's examination of cargo cults, and its further development by 
Henri Desroche, would support this claim. It goes to show that, in these cults, the 
"new era" is identified by an archetypal return to the past, and by nostalgia for lost 
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paradises; but invariably, it is the future that is in the community or public mind when 
these archetypes of the past are invoked. The present generation must lament a lost 
paradise in order to get inspired to design the future and empowered to build it. 

For the slave, the lost paradise was the time of free life before slavery. For the 
serf, it was the time of "village consciousness before the grip of feudalities, the time of 
nomadic life before sedentary agriculture." For the radical liberal, it was "the time of good 
savages before the time of mediocrities and evils of civilisation." For the colonised, it was 
the time before colonisation; for the socialist, the time before the division of labour; 
and for the believer it is the time of the earth without evil, "the time of Eden before sin"1 

In modern Iran, there was in existence a spectrum of these imaginaries. Or, to 
put it differently, there were fragmented elements of a powerful collective imaginary 
yet to be shaped. There was an anti-colonialist imagination, which had been shaped 
predominantly around the resistance to the British and Russian colonialist push. (See 
Chapter 4.) There was the imagination of a return to relaxed village life, which had 
been deeply disturbed by despotic States and the feudal lords. There was the Shi'i 
imaginary of the early days of the rise of Islam, an Islam believed to have been 
deviated from its true path by the Umayyad Caliphate. There were also new 
interpretations of the memories of the modern atrocities against the faith by the 
modernising Pahlavi State. (See Chapter 6.) And, there were Utopian hopes for the 
realisation of the nostalgic dreams of the past in the future under the banner of the 
Mahdi. 

There were also the liberal, nationalist and socialist imaginaries. The liberal 
and nationalist imaginaries were shaped around the ideas of the secular intelligentsia 
of the early twentieth century Iran, which were in turn deeply influenced by the 
humanist ideas of the European Enlightenment. (See Chapter 5.) And the socialist 
imaginary was forged predominantly around various versions of Marxist-Leninist 
ideology. 

What happened in Iran was that all these various imaginaries competed with 
each other in providing conflicting interpretations of the past in the form of specific 
ideologies or Utopias to guide the present and, hence, the future. In doing this, they 
had to establish a dialogue between the foundational traditions of the people and their 
present existence. In the Iranian mythology and history, there were numerous fictional 
as well as factual events and figures both Islamic and pre-Islamic, which were tapped 
into by various ideologues in order to produce new discourses of action. In 
competition with each other, the revolutionary ideologues of various persuasions 
attempted to establish a dialogue between the past and present, which selectively 
revived the collective memories of the people, and made these memories of the past 
apt for the creation of imaginaries of the future. But, it was the Islamic ideologues 
that eventually won this political, ideological and intellectual battle. 

The secular nationalist ideologues, particularly those sympathetic to 
monarchy, invoked the Persian mythologies, such as the legend of King Jamshid. 
Jamshid was a pre-historic figure who was imagined to be the founder of Persia as a 
prosperous and peaceful civilisation, where people lived in absolute happiness, and 
where the world was filled with light. But, this legendary happiness was not immune 
to evil. The villain in this fiction was the infamous Zahhak with his brain-eating 
snakes, who overthrew Jamshid in conspiracy and plunged the people into misery and 

Desroche, H. The Sociology of Hope, trans. Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd, London, 1979, p. 148 
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filled the world with darkness. This story, beautifully told by Ferdowsi in his 
Shahnameh, reaches its climax when Jamshid's son Fereydoon, who was held in 
bondage by Zahhak, is released and returned to the throne by the uprising of the 
people under the leadership of the blacksmith-turned-revolutionary Kaveh. 

According to Shahnameh, after the demise of Fereydoon, the era of the kings 
of absolute goodness ends, and therefore the ground becomes broken for the 
emergence of the epic hero Rostam, who is another frequent referent for the 
nationalists and monarchists. But something that the monarchists try to conceal is that 
the legend of Rostam, which had also come into the collective memories from 
mythologies whose origins were hidden in the fictions of antiquity and pre-history, 
represented the loss of hope in the kings as saviours of the people. Rather, the 
collective hope of Iranians for protection against foreign and domestic atrocities was 
now invested in Rostam, who although at the service of the kings, would from time to 
time come into conflict with them over their unwise and unjust domestic and foreign 
policies. 

The monarchists also fictionalised the figures of Cyrus, the great, and Darius, 
the king of kings, out of the historical shadows of the pre-Islamic glory of the Persian 
Empire. These figures were particularly celebrated by the Pahlavi regime in a 
systematic move to repress the collective memories of the Islamic narratives. They 
were celebrated for both their military power which had made possible numerous 
conquests and had led to the establishment of a powerful empire, and their wisdom 
and justice in dealing with the people under their domain. A lot is made, for example, 
of the ancient scrolls and artefacts that represent the love of freedom on the part of 
these kings, and the compassion with which they had treated their defeated enemies. 
For example, frequent reference is made to the bill of human rights issued by Cyrus, 
the great, after the conquest of Babylon and the grant of freedom to the Jews, who 
were put in bondage by the Assyrians. There are also references to the archaeological 
findings that indicate that these great kings, contrary to the prevalent traditions of 
slavery, paid the workers who built huge monuments, such as the Persepolis. 

In contrast with the nationalist and monarchists, the Muslim ideologues 
invoked the Islamic legends, texts and figures. I have already noted the significance of 
the poetics of the Qur'an, the figures of the Prophet Muhammad, Imam Ali and Imam 
Hussein, and the legends of Karbala and the Mahdi, which had made their marks on 
the memories via the emotional reminiscences of the Shi 'i Islamic history and 
mythology. I shall return to these Islamic symbols later on. In addition to the purely 
religious symbols and narratives, the Muslim ideologues also invoked the figures 
whose memory had come out of the tradition of mysticism. Conspicuous examples in 
this regard were the figures such as Hallajj, Sohrevardy, Hafiz and Mowlavi that were 
at the same time historical and mythical. The appeal of such figures was due to the 
mysterious effect of the mystical tradition on the minds of the modern Iranians. Their 
popularity did not derive from their personalities, as there was only scant and mostly 
fictional biographical information about them. Their influence came from their 
mystical poetry and prose, which were endeared almost at the level of the sacred texts. 
They were thus amenable to various, and at times conflicting, interpretations not only 
by the Muslim ideologues and the Sufi orders, but also by the modern writers, artists 
and other intellectuals. Even some Western intellectuals took interest in the tradition 
of Persian-Islamic mysticism. 
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Hallajj, the mystic, for example, was studied by Westerners such as Louis 
Massingon, who, following the interpretations of many Iranians, saw Hallajj as a 
saintly figure with supernatural powers. From supernatural powers there was not a 
long distance to magic and sorcery of which Hallajj was also accused. Even the leftist 
writers were not immune to the influence of mysticism. Professed Marxists, such as 
Ali Mirfetros and Ahmad Shamlu, for example, had to submit to their unconscious 
drive to connect themselves to mystical figures, such as Hallajj and Hafiz. Strongly 
influenced by his political consciousness, Mirfetros portrayed Hallajj as a 
revolutionary figure with materialist views. These opposite readings of Hallajj was 
similar to the divergent interpretations of, for instance, Hafiz, who was considered as 
a true believer by the contemporary Ayatollah Motahhari and as an atheist by the 
modern poet Ahmad Shamlu. (See Chapter 6 for more detail.) Interestingly, these 
opposing interpretations were canvassed in the 1970s buy the political activists of 
various political persuasions in justifying their specific ideological positions. The 
effect of such interpretations was crystalised in certain imaginaries, which 
incorporated selected fragments of the writings of these mystics in order to produce 
new discourses of action against the old regime. 

Madness and the Collective Imaginary 

Once an imaginary is internalised by a group, it, in many ways, takes 
possession of the souls of the individual followers of the group, and henceforth would 
be religiously pursued. Interestingly, this effect is not limited to religious groupings; it 
extends to the atheistic groups as well. The effect in certain instances borders on 
nothing short of madness or possession by spirits. 

Madness, as Foucault has observed in his Madness and Civilisation, had not 
been considered as pathological before the age of reason, but, in many instances, as 
possession by evil or even angelic spirits. Durkheim is also quoted as writing: "Under 
the effect of the collective force, they (people) are sometimes overtaken by a real delirium, 
which incites them to acts in which they do not recognise themselves."1 

Collective actions of the revolutionary crowd may also be seen as historical 
dramas under the effect of collective imagination. What Neil Smelzer has called 
"collective behaviour" in his A Theory of Collective Behaviour, such as panics, crazes 
or fads, are among other apparently erratic and dramatic actions under the influence of 
collective imaginary constructions. So are the crowds, like lynch mobs, at a lower 
moral scale. Although the revolutionary crowd cannot be reduced to lynch mob, as 
Taine and Le Bon would have us to believe, but they share with it the general 
characteristics of the crowd. 

Gustav Le Bon laid too much emphasis on the role of contagion in the spread 
of the crowd behaviour. But, he proved to be an astute observer in suggesting that the 
process of understanding for the members of the crowd went not through reasoning, 
but through impressing images on the crowd's mind. Le Bon believed that individuals 
would lose their personal identity when in the crowd, and as such would be overcome 
by the unconscious collective instincts and images, which, for him, meant "a descent 
on the ladder of civilisation".2 

1 Ibid, p. 151 
2 Le Bon, G. The Crowd, Viking Press, N.Y., 1960, P.32 
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Eric Hoffer also observed in his The True Believer that under the influence of 
the collective force of a mass movement, the troubled souls get exalted by finding 
themselves a part of a common cause, and by getting absorbed into "a closely knit and 
exultant corporate whole".' Earlier, Georges Sorel had already argued that it was 
difficult to mobilise the masses with purely rational principles, hence his emphasis on 
the symbolic role of myth in arousing emotional responses in the mind of the people, 
which would create in them sentiments of courage, enthusiasm and sacrifice2. 

According to Desroche, "collective deliriums" and instincts have their own 
logic, which in Durkheimian terms, are that of "hot societies" as against the logic of 
reason, which functions in "cold societies".3 For him, societies that have entered 
"universal history" and those that are still emerging from the traditional world are 
entangled in a universal dilemma. They always have to put up "resistance against 
dominating societies of universal history", and at the same time agonise over their own 
entry into history 4. 

In Iran, crowd deliriums, which bordered on madness, operated both when 
people were required to sacrifice their lives during the revolution by going in front of 
the troops and tanks barehanded, and when they had to make the ultimate sacrifice in 
the war with Iraq. Although some groups, such as the Mojahedin and Fada 'iyan, 
could provide imaginaries for which the leftist true believers were prepared to 
sacrifice lives and possessions, they were immensely outscored in this regard by the 
Islamic true believers under the influence of the radical clerical leaders, such as 
Ayatollah Khomeini. (See Chapter 6 for more detail on the genesis of the Islamic 
ideology of revolution.) 

Iran, like many other Third World societies, also encountered a dilemma over 
entry into the "universal history" from its traditional world. As a deeply religious 
society, it was in an intense and essential struggle with both the Western dominance 
and its own dependence on a Western-type economic and industrial development. In 
this struggle against the external domination and internal degeneration, Iran, as a 
newly emerging society with a heavy baggage of traditions, got possessed by an 
imagined spirit from its past, which was activated in an explosive eruption in search 
of a meaningful future. 

The revolutionary eruption in Iran demonstrated many features of the kind of 
collective religious possession that Desroche has described. "Prophets (arose), 
adorcisms (were) celebrated, improbable messages (were) given, rites (were) carried out in 
which spirits and bodies (seized) of each other and (exhaled) each other, unknown languages 
(were) uttered, trances (became) contagious, marches, processions, and parades (got) on the 
way, ... fabulous histories (tacked) a re-imagined past into an imaginary future, ... a sublime 
and disjoining festival (led) to the enjoyment of sacrifices, ... the world (became) other, an 
old world (went) away, a new world (enveloped) one with the magic of its presence." 5 

One who has experienced the moments of collective ecstasy during riots or 
revolutions does not fail to appreciate this depiction of collective behaviour. There is 
no denying that economic, political and social problems have frequently caused 
discontent and conflict that have led to struggles of the poor, the disenfranchised, and 
the repressed against the capitalist, the oppressor and the elite throughout human 

1 Hoffer, E. The True Believer, N.Y. , Mentor, 1958, p.44 
2 Hagopian, M. Regimes, Movements, and Ideologies. Longman. N.Y., 1984, p. 200 
3 Desroche, H. 1979, p. 151 
4 Ibid, p. 151 
5 Ibid, p. 152 
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history. But, the point is that no struggle could have taken place unless it was 
emotionally stirring and ecstatically inspiring for the social actors. Nevertheless, the 
high emotions and ecstatic inspirations that motivate the revolutionary eruptions are 
effective because they are symbolically mediated and meaningfully interpreted by 
what is constructed from the past. 

Conclusion 

So far, I have tried to develop a theoretical argument, which links the Iranian 
Revolution of 1979 with the collective imagination of Iranians as a cultural collective. 
I have particularly emphasised the role of symbolic structures within the cultural 
domain in providing the raw material for creative production of new imaginaries, 
which would in turn provide models for conceiving a desired future and performing 
action to realise it. 

In this vein, I have also argued that the Islamic Revolution was an expression 
of the aspirations of Iranian nation to seek freedom from the alienating modes of 
domination at the local level by overthrowing monarchy as the historical symbol of 
oppression. Iranians sought to negate the cultural and ideological hegemony of the 
monarchic system in order to institute a new culture which they perceived to be of 
their own making and with which they felt a deep sense of affinity. Although they 
returned to the remote past to create this new cultural identity, they did not adhere to 
traditions as monolithic structures transported from the depths of history to the 
present. Rather, they embarked on a massive project of reinterpreting the past 
traditions in order to create a modern identity in the modern world. 

However, if the identity that they sought to establish was to be meaningful, it 
had to be shaped in interaction with the global developments that have marked the 
human development since the rise of modernity in the West. Within the context of the 
world capitalist system, Iranians registered the steady decline of their position as a 
nation from the status of a "world-empire" to a peripheral State dominated by the 
powers in the core capitalist States of the "world-system". They sensed particularly 
since the nineteenth century that the weakness of the ruling dynasties had turned Iran 
into a virtual colony of the West. Most dramatically, they sensed that since the rise of 
the Pahlavi dynasty, the modernisation of Iran according to Western recipes had 
threatened the very symbolic structures that they perceived to contain the hope of 
restoring their sense of collective identity, dignity and pride. The endeared Shi 'i faith 
and the religious narratives and symbolic structures thus turned into repository of 
potential Utopias of resistance and liberation. 

The role of the religious leadership was particularly important in developing 
an ideology of revolution that was not only a local panacea, but also the recipe of a 
total salvation. The ideology of the Islamic Revolution thus called for the overthrow 
of the monarchic regime as a stepping stone for the defence of Islam and Iran against 
the global onslaught of the Western ideology of modernity. The Islamic Revolution 
was a new social movement of global proportions that marked the reaction of a 
peripheral cultural form to the crisis of modernity. Its rise was concurrent with other 
new social movements since the 1960s with the dominant characteristics of the post-
industrial or post-modern condition. (In the next chapter, I shall discuss the post
modern characteristics of the Islamic Revolution.) 
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Now that the victory of the Islamic Revolution and the institution of Ayatollah 
Khomeini's theory of velayat-e faqih, as the core concept of the Islamic Republic of 
Iran, are upon us; what seems essential is to evaluate the democratic and repressive 
potentials of Khomeini's thesis. Such evaluation will have to take account of various 
possible interpretations of his thesis in the post-Khomeini era; a subject that has rarely 
been seriously studied. (See Chapter 8.) It is also important to appreciate the role of 
contemporary Islamic political discourse at the global level.1 

This political discourse is significant in addressing three important global 
issues: First the issue of the conflict between the Western and Islamic cultures. The 
modern Islamic hermeneutics points to the commonality of the religious origins of the 
Western and Islamic civilisations by mirroring the Christian and Jewish hermeneutics. 
Second the issue of the political conflict of Islam and the West. The modern Islamic 
discourse points to the necessity of a communicative rather than military interaction 
between Islam and the West. It provides a native political paradigm for the Muslims 
with which they can enter a constructive political and cultural dialogue with the West. 
And third the issue of global immigration and social conflicts caused by 
multiculturalism; the modern Islamic cultural discourse addresses the attempts to 
construct a global cultural pluralism within which no one culture may be permitted to 
bring others under its hegemony by claiming exclusive access to Truth. 

1 Ibid, pp. 148-149 
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Chapter Four 

Revolution and Modernity 

Introduction 

Previously, I offered a discussion of the theory of text and theory of 
imagination in order to explore new ways of looking the Islamic Revolution of Iran 
and its aftermath. In this chapter, I shall try to formulate my views on the Islamic 
Revolution as a new social movement in the context of the global post-modern 
condition. 

By post-modern here, I understand the a social, political and cultural condition 
that can be described in terms of a field of individual and collective action where 
modernity is broken into pieces and then recovered in fragments. This field 
encompasses all the individual and collective actions that try piece together the 
"fragments of modernity", but lack a "central principle" with which to form these 
fragments into one or another total structure. This social, political and cultural 
condition seems to be torn in various directions, but has somehow managed to bring 
together a variety of conflicting tendencies. This condition is not a typically Western 
phenomenon since it is being shaped all over the globe in various social and cultural 
forms. Its being global is inevitable due to the existence of the "world capitalist 
system".2 Its origins, however, were undoubtedly Western as it began with the 
Western obsession to build the world in its own modern image in the colonial and 
post-colonial periods. 

This condition involves a diversity of cultural identities and demands for 
recognition. It is also marked with the burgeoning of new modes of intellectual, 
aesthetic, leisure and sexual orientations, which also demand recognition. But at the 
same time, the post-modern condition is dominated by political, economic and social 
patterns that run against the demands for recognition of distinct collective identities. 
This is the case both at the level of local cultures, religions and nationalities, as well 
as at the international level, where patterns of production and consumption tend to 
undermine collective cultural, national and religious identities. This is, no doubt, a 
product of the crisis of the Western ideology of modernity. And it is in response to 
this crisis that the movements such as the Islamic Revolution find a post-modern 
rather than a fundamentalist or traditionalist meaning. 

Here, my discussion will be focused on developing a theoretical argument 
upon which an understanding of the sources of the Islamic Revolution of Iran as a 
moment in the post-modern condition can be attempted. These sources, I argue, are 
primarily global rather than local, and as such have the imprint of the present-day 
global culture on the local cultures. Nonetheless, the Islamic Revolution has not 
appeared as merely a reflexive reaction to or a mimetic imitation of the Western 
cultural, political and social developments. Rather, it has developed in the form of 
modern adaptations of the indigenous traditions and discourses in the process of the 
life and death struggle of the Iranian people with the push of Western capitalism to 
homogenise the world not only economically, but also politically and culturally. 

' My definition of the post-modern condition is inspired by Touraine, A. Critique of Modernity, Basil Blackwell, 
UK, 1995, p. 95. 
21 have borrowed the term "world-system" from Immanuel Wallerstein's collection of essays in The 
Capitalist World Economy, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1979. 
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In developing my arguments, I shall employ some of the existing concepts of 
modernity, which I find credible, in order to form an understanding of the 
development of politics in Iran in its present shape. In this light, it will hopefully 
become clear that the new political interpretations of the collective memories of the 
past have taken their present shape in Iran in the context of the global crisis of 
modernity. Hence, the rise of ideologies and Utopias, which appear to some as 
fundamentalist, and to others as traditionalist, but are in fact part and parcel of the 
post-modern condition. My effort here is aimed at making these processes intelligible 
to myself, and to the interested others. 

The fundamental issue to consider in order to develop any understanding of 
the post-modern nature of the revolution in Iran is the issue of the confrontation of 
Iran and Islam with the phenomenon of the Western modernity. Modernity, as 
conceptualised by Western scientific epistemology, was itself constructed in the 
context of the Western Christian tradition in terms of what Weber called 
secularisation and disenchantment, which meant rationality, administration and 
bureaucracy. Modernity, in this sense, may be seen as the process of construction of a 
super ideology, or a modern religion, which in its manifestation has produced, among 
other things, its own antithesis in the liberal and socialist ideologies. This super 
ideology or, more accurately, grand formulation of a religion of humanity in the 
Utopia of a universal form of human cultural, political and economic existence is what 
Alain Touraine, in his book Critique of Modernity, has called "the Western ideology 
of modernity". Here, I shall rely on Touraine's work in order to develop my argument 
about the crisis of modernisation in the non-Western societies like Iran. 

The Anti-Modern Message of Post-Modernism 

To be sure, there was a liberating force to modernity as a source of 
enlightenment when what it saw as medieval darkness still enveloped Europe. 
However, the ideology of Enlightenment, which in time was connected intricately 
with an instrumental concept of reason, gradually lost much of its liberatory moment. 
As Touraine has hinted, in a world characterised by the explosion of light and sound, 
and mass production and consumption, reason itself often appears as a shackle to be 
liberated from.1 The modernist rationalism in the West was a Utopian dream of a 
universal humanity at a time when humanity needed to rebel against ignorance and 
subordination to the arbitrary rule of the despot. But it has turned into a nightmare in 
the age of modern modes of global administration, where the autonomy of the people 
has often been destroyed; and where people increasingly suffer from a sense of 
decline in the quality of their lives. In the affluent West, this decline is felt in the form 
of a moral crisis, which is a consequence of the intensification of inequality, 
discrimination, violence and mental disorder. In the larger part of the globe, where 
there is less material affluence and more poverty, moral and economic standards of 
life are both in decline. In these parts of the world, people are often forced to labour 
under conditions that disregard human needs, and that are claimed to be scientific 
nonetheless. 

This subversion of reason through the distortion and repression of the 
emancipatory capacities of modernity has created various intellectual reactions. 
Weber, an observer of the late nineteenth century industrialisation and 
bureaucratisation, expressed one type of this intellectual reaction in light of the fear of 

Ibid, p. 91 
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"an iron cage". In the twentieth century, there were the warnings of Max Horkheimer, 
Theodore Adorno, Herbert Marcuse and others in the Frankfurt School about the loss 
of reason and meaning of life, and the rise of a totally administered society. The 
Frankfurt School was faced with the acute irrationalism that had been bequeathed by 
the crisis of modernity. It had to face the irrational and senseless reality of the horrors 
of Nazism and fascism against the background of the claims of modernity to reason. It 
also witnessed the partition of Europe by the "iron curtain", and the repressive rule of 
total order in the name of reason and freedom. It thus saw the source of the problem in 
the loss of reason, and attempted to restore to modern life the rationality that had been 
lost. 

Others like Marx, Nietzsche and Freud had already offered a more meaningful 
understanding of the crisis of modernity. Their understanding was to be carried over 
by a generation of their followers and critics to our post-modern time in the form of 
protest against the morality and legitimacy of the relations of power, which had 
trapped the world in the grip of "instrumental rationalism". They did not do this by 
recourse to rationalism of the Renaissance; on the contrary, they set out to debase the 
whole concept of rationality, which had dominated human thought since the 
Renaissance. 

Touraine is right in claiming that "the surest sign of modernity is the anti-
modern message that it sends."1 This message, which is voiced in the form of various 
internal critiques of the Western modernity, may be understood in terms of a social, 
political and cultural crisis that has resulted in the separation of human action form its 
meaning, and the split between cultural life and economic rationalism. In the case of 
the countries of the so-called Third World, and particularly in the case of the Muslim 
countries, the crisis of modernity and the ensuing anti-modern tendencies have 
brought about a nostalgic desire for meaning. This desire seeks to reconnect the 
economy and culture, and put meaning back into life and existence through collective 
action. 

The Islamic Revolution of Iran should be understood as a moment in this post
modern culture where the collective nostalgia for meaning created a force for social 
and political change. In the invocation of past traditions, the actors of this revolution 
tried to question and renew their cultural traditions in the hope that this renewal would 
save them from total enslavement by an imperilled global culture. In their painful 
encounter with modernity, they thus perceived the modern world as a threat to the 
nostalgic meaning of life. Iran of the post-modern era is a collectivity that has only 
lately felt the modern sense of nationhood in its experience of the imposing presence 
of a modern State. Its sense of nationality though has been deeply affected by the 
crisis of modernity; a crisis that has torn apart the traditional cultural fabric by rapid 
modernisation and creating an economy, which tends to break apart from the authority 
of the moral order of this traditional culture. It was in this context that the actors of 
the Islamic Revolution sought to rescue their newly found sense of nationalism from 
crisis by reconnecting it with the past memories. In their return to traditions, they 
sought to make their historical experience an intelligible and meaningful part of their 
present identity. In this fashion, they embraced a religious sense of nationality that 
would seek to grow out of crisis by becoming intelligible to those who had deeply felt 
it, but could not perceive its meaning. 

The Pahlavi State tried to create an ideology of modernisation in order to 
inspire a new nationalism. However, this effort could only make sense to the people 
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when put in the language of tradition, and hence the futile attempts of the State to 
invoke the memories of the pre-Islamic glory. In its project to create a nation, the 
modern Pahlavi State faced a fundamental dilemma, the dilemma of connecting the 
State and the nation in order to form a nation-State. This dilemma had also been 
experienced in the West. But there, the modern State - itself a product of revolution -
triumphed in a tormented struggle to identify itself with the nation by allowing the 
development of civil society, and by thus keeping the religious origins of nationality 
in the private sphere. 

In Iran, however, this tormented struggle was between a State that had not 
come out of a revolution (although it had meekly tried to forge a revolution and a 
rebirth) and a nation that sought a truly revolutionary rebirth. The nostalgia for a 
revolutionary rebirth had created over the decades before the Islamic Revolution a 
kind of social and political fantasy through which the people anticipated their national 
liberation in the idea of a total revolution. The anticipation for a great revolution, that 
would totally transform Iran into a desirable nation, had taken concrete shape 
particularly under the influence of the modern concept of revolution, which had 
penetrated Iran through a generation of Iranian socialist and liberal intellectuals and 
activists. But this new concept of revolution became a real political force only when 
appropriated by religious intellectuals and activist in creating the Islamic 
revolutionary ideology. What the secular intellectuals lacked in popularising their 
versions of revolution was the ability to connect themselves with Iranian-Islamic 
traditions, a lack that the religious intellectuals were well equipped to remedy. With 
the rise of the Islamic revolutionary ideology, the people began to feel strong about a 
new sense of nationhood with a religious fervour, which they found worthy of 
construction through a modern revolution. This was perhaps a consequence of the 
failure of the Pahlavi State to allow for the creation of a sense of civil society in 
modern Iranian nationalism, whereby the nation, while still identifying itself with the 
State, could gain some sense of autonomy with respect to the State. This condition 
inevitably led to the acute antagonism between the nation and the State under the 
Pahlavi monarchy. (See Chapter 6 for more detail.) 

In the formation of civil society in the nations at the very centre of the "world-
system", the citizens gained a sense of power vis-à-vis the State in their right of 
protest, and above all in their ability to secure a private and public sphere, relatively 
autonomous from the State. Private and public religious and cultural experiences, such 
as masses, rituals and carnivals, were allowed. And private and public domains, such 
as the family, the sectarian churches, the private business, the local municipalities, the 
academia, and the volunteer organisations, which were sanctioned by the laws, helped 
the public to feel a semblance of freedom from the all-encompassing power of the 
State. In Iran, however, the civil society and the sense of freedom that goes with it, 
were not materialised. There, religion, and not the State, was identified with 
revolution and freedom. 

Unlike in the Western nations, in Iran Shi 'ism since the Safavid period had but 
eliminated sectarian differences. It also had occupied through elitist Sufism and 
popular mysticism the domain of the public sphere. (See Chapter 5 for more detail.) 
The ritual and carnival atmosphere as well as the atmosphere of religious 
congregations had come under the dominant authority of one religion. In asserting its 
modern sense of nationhood, therefore, the Iranian nation connected itself with its 
religious roots, which were deep and strong, rather than with its modern State, which 
was seen as a minor player in the modern world, stricken by social and economic 
crisis. 
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The nation tried to overcome the division between meaning and action on the 
one hand, and between economy and culture on the other. It sought to do so by 
rejecting the modern State in crisis, and by asserting itself in a revolution driven by a 
new, post-modern ideological construct, which was deeply rooted in a political 
tradition opposite to the tradition that the State invoked to legitimise itself. 

The main difference of this post-modern revolution to the modern Western 
revolutions was that, it like other revolutions in the periphery of the world-system, 
was not directed against the ancien regime; it was in fact attacking a modernising 
regime; yet a regime that was ridden by the crisis of modernisation. Nonetheless, the 
Iranian nation, in asserting its nationhood in a religious revolution, created a stronger 
State, which has presented a strong drive to replace the monarchic absolutism of the 
past with a new religious absolutism. But the experience of the revolution has also 
created a new generation that seeks to assert its rights to freedom and privacy against 
the State. This situation has given rise to an internal conflict, which has manifested 
itself in the international arena in the confused and in a sense irrational behaviour of 
the Islamic Republic, the major political outcome of the revolution. The main problem 
of the Islamic Republic is perhaps that it cannot appear simply as another modern 
nation-State. Rather, as the product of a post-modern movement, it is faced with a 
fundamental dilemma. Either, it has to accept that in order to survive politically it 
must allow for the creation of a civil society at the domestic level, and at the same 
time seek to assert itself at the international level as the political expression of 
Iranians as a modern nation. Or alternatively, it can commit political suicide by 
continuing to repress the expression of desire for freedom domestically, and appear as 
a pariah State internationally. 

As a modern national movement then, the Islamic Revolution attempts to 
reach its end in the form of a stable society and a political order at the national level, 
and as such cannot operate in the fragmented mode of social movements in the West. 
However, the Islamic State, as the outcome of the revolution, cannot overcome this 
problem through repressive means. In fact, the absolutist determination of the militant 
Shi 7 jurists, which has so far denied the desire of the nation for political pluralism and 
a civil society, has presently intensified the conflict of the nation with the State. The 
international dilemma of the Islamic State is no less intense thanks to its defiant 
appearance in the international arena. Its militancy has undoubtedly been detrimental 
to its chances of asserting itself as a different political order. The "world-system", 
with pain, only allows political pluralism within national boundaries. A true political 
pluralism on a global scale is still to be worked for and dreamed of, and the 
confrontation of Iran with the West would not help this process at all. 

Understanding the Islamic Revolution as a post-modern movement though 
requires a deeper understanding of the transition of modernity from its original 
emancipatory promises to its present state of crisis. But, in tracing the course of rise 
and decline of modernity, it is essential to trace the development of the intellectual 
centrepiece of modernity, or as I have called it the ideology of modernity. 

The Ideology of Modernity 

The original theme of modernity was basically to rationalise the medieval 
Christianity, but with the industrial revolution, its task was reformulated in an 
ideology that sought to bring science, instead of God, to the centre of the society, and 
all but relegate religion to the private sphere. Through science, the ideology of 
modernity took upon itself to demystify the sacred and dispel the enchantment of 
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religion. The fact that modernity has not been seen as a concrete ideology, such as 
liberalism or socialism, is due, ironically, to its power of enchantment, which has 
mystified it into a neutral, intellectual enterprise dedicated to universalism of science, 
insulated from cultural particularism, and devoid of religious prejudice. Rather than 
religious belief and political prejudice, it claimed that it represented humanity; and as 
such, it advocated the impartiality of the law, the separation of public from private 
life, religion from politics, and State from society. 

Rationalisation has been the principal instrument of this enterprise. Around the 
concept of rationalisation, a new mode of understanding the past has developed. And 
around this new mode of understanding the past, a new form of society has been 
organised. The main project of this understanding has been to rely on scientific and 
technical knowledge in order to take control of the interpretation of the human 
historical experience, and thus shape and control human life at present and future. 
Once rationalisation and secularisation gave centrality in social life to human reason 
and non-existence of "ultimate ends", it was easy to create new paradigms of 
understanding the past in order to build the future. Hence, various imaginaries of 
social and political order began to shape. As Touraine has suggested: "at times, society 
was imagined to be an order or an architecture based upon computation; at other times, reason 
became an instrument of individual interests and pleasure."1 And at yet other times, reason 
was presented in the emancipatory role of ridding the "human nature" from the 
shackles of religious ignorance. 

The mystifying and enchanting powers of the ideology of modernity was most 
pronounced in its relative success in the West - via the discourse of the 
Enlightenment philosophers in the eighteenth century - to replace what it saw as 
traditional cultural and religious sectarianism with the general categories of reason 
and history. It was this original success that was built upon during the nineteenth 
century in order to spread this ideology of reason across the globe via the concepts of 
colonisation of the non-West. And it was still this ideology, which was used in the 
post-industrial world to pave the path of scientific reason in world politics and 
economy by crushing the defences of the minor cultures, polities and economies under 
the rubric of modernisation. 

In a sense, the ultimate purpose of the Western rationalist and scientific 
endeavours has been to create the security and predictability, required for the 
expansion of the businesses in the core countries of the "world-system". However, the 
success of the West to enchant the world by its ideology, which reached its height 
toward the end of the nineteenth century, came up against great difficulties in the 
twentieth century. And particularly since the 1960s, the process of the unravelling of 
this enchantment has become more acute. 

In the light of new movements in the West itself, as well as those in the former 
colonies and peripheral societies of the "world-economy", it has become possible to 
seriously examine where and why the ideology of modernity failed to achieve its ends 
with success. In general terms, this failure may be attributed to the incompatibility of 
the homogenising tendencies of the ideology of modernity with the real historical 
experience in the Western societies. In these real experiences, as Touraine has noted: 
"religious movements, the glory of the king, the defence of the family and the spirit of 
conquest, financial speculation and social critique (have) played as important a role as 
technical progress and the diffusion of knowledge.'̂  
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Surely, modernity has created a sense of rationality in the administration of 
orderly life of the society. But, in situations of crisis, it has invariably given rise to 
strictly non-rationalist forces and energies, such as revolutionary zeal, nationalist 
fervour, religious conviction and cultural particularism, which run against the 
universalist, secularist and rationalist ideals of modernity. This difficulty has been 
more critical in the peripheral societies, where modernity has not even produced 
rationalisation in the orderly operation of the social and political life. Here, the 
ideology of modernity has often appeared not as a liberating or egalitarian force, but 
basically as a structure of domination from which to be liberated. 

The ideology of modernity, despite its origin in religious rationalisation, has 
become obsessed with interpretation of nature and history by means of scientific 
knowledge, and with liberation of humanity by means of scientific revolution. From 
this perspective, the traditional society had enslaved man by means of ignorance, 
irrationalism and fear associated with belief in God and religion. And despotic 
monarchies had imposed on man social inequality, political servitude and economic 
misery by means of their religiously ordained absolutism. Science as the knowledge 
of the laws of nature would salvage man from religious ignorance and irrational fears; 
and revolution based on the knowledge of history would provide man with freedom 
and equality. The central role of reason in the ideology of modernity thus went hand 
in hand with its revolutionary and emancipating image. However, "this project was to 
lead revolutionaries to create a new society and a new man, and to impose, in the name of 
reason, much greater constraints than those imposed by absolute monarchies."1 

Even the totalitarian forms of polity in their, fascist, communist and military-
industrial forms appealed to the modern ideology of reason. This failure of modernity 
to deliver on its promises was already apparent in the aftermath of the Great French 
Revolution, where the zeal of the revolutionaries to construct an absolute rational 
power, despite all hopes for its universal acceptance, came up against serious 
difficulties. In France, the sentiments against absolutist monarchy and its religious 
legitimacy had been strongly expressed by the likes of Rousseau, Diderot and 
Voltaire. The difficulties that arose with the French Revolution had to do with the 
elimination of the diversity of opinions about the nature and form of the universal 
laws, which were to legitimise the political power that came out of the revolution. 
After all, these laws were not supposed to be accepted as a religious revelation; rather, 
they had to be developed by the people according to the diverse tastes and perceptions 
of human beings. The difficult question was; how could diversity of opinions and 
tastes - an indubitable part of individual freedom - be reconciled with the uniformity 
that reason was determined to impose on the path to progress? If Rousseau and other 
philosophers of the eighteenth century played with the idea of education as the means 
of social inculcation of the universal reason among free individuals, the Jacobin 
revolutionaries embarked on the literal inculcation of the virtues of progress by means 
of the violence of terror. 

In England things went slightly differently. There, the acceptance for the laws 
of nature was sought through a philosophy that linked these laws with human nature. 
According to Locke, for example, the link between nature and laws would by nature 
lead to the elimination of conflict among human beings, and to harmony between 
society and nature. Locke attempted to overcome the Cartesian dualism of body and 
soul by eliminating the idea of God as the essence of the soul, and replacing it with 
the reflective powers of man, which would enable him to see himself as a unitary 
identity consisting of a body and a consciousness. As such, he defined reason as an 
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instrument, which through senses would reveal the laws of nature for the humans to 
follow and gain happiness. 

Thus, in England - where following the Puritan and Glorious Revolutions of 
the seventeenth century a constitutional monarchy and a bill of rights had come into 
existence - the stress was more on building social and political institutions, and 
constituting laws, which would guarantee order. In this sense, the revolution of 
modernity in France was more violent, and more emphatic on nation building; 
whereas in England, it was bent on an economic and scientific revolution, which 
would bring nature under man's control. 

The Crisis of Modernity 

Whether through social revolution and national identity, or through industrial 
revolution and accumulation of wealth, the ideology of modernity remained - untrue 
to its original pledge - irrational. It heralded the natural goodness of humanity, which, 
equipped with instrumental reason, would bring happiness and harmony. Instead, the 
experience of humanity ever since has involved numerous crises where tragedy, rather 
than happiness, has been the feature. In the domain of power relations, wars and 
violent revolutions have continued to mark human history in even larger scales than 
before under the banner of nationalism and defence of humanity. And in the domain 
of economy, affluence and abundance has not resulted in reduction of human misery, 
but to ever growing mass consumption in the nations of the centre of the world-
system, and the continued low of living standards in many of those of the periphery. 

Nature, despite the expectations of the philosophers of Enlightenment, was not 
to be the source of eternal truths. Nor was history to reveal its secret to the intellectual 
excellence and the human virtue of the proponents of instrumental reason. The society 
was freed from the religiously sanctified despotism, but it did not give up religion all 
together. The Protestant Reformation and, in Weber's term, the shift from "other
worldly" to "this-worldly" asceticism meant that religion would remain strong in 
providing for the sense of community between the free individuals, who had now 
turned into citizens of the civil society. But religion was to be removed from a direct 
involvement in the State. 

In the seventeenth century, Hobbes had already criticised the religious 
intervention in politics. He had defined the origin of political power in terms of the 
agreement of individuals, in the state of war and in fear of death, to accept the 
sovereignty of an absolute but legal power - distinct from the Divine - that would 
institute social peace. Hobbes's notion of surrender to the power of Leviathan 
excluded from political philosophy the role of God and religion. In this, he anticipated 
Rousseau and his notion of general will. Accordingly, the sovereignty of the general 
will would be brought about by a social contract, which was based on human reason 
and man's free will to enter a collective agreement. 

These concepts of modernity have been so enduring that they have even 
formed the foundation of modern disciplines of social and political science. For 
example, sociology, as Touraine has noted, has incorporated the ideas that "human 
beings are no longer created in God's image" but are "social actors defined by roles". The 
ideology of modernity tried to present itself as a philosophy of progress denying the 
intervention of the Divine. In truth, "it was a philosophy of order, which combined 
classical and Christian thought."1 The religious element, although it was not explicitly 
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articulated, found its expression in the notions of "the unity of man and the universe", 
and "sovereignty of reason and general wilF, notions that have their roots in religious 
mysticism and cosmology. 

Even the irreligion of the ideology of modernity came from transformations 
that occurred in man's religious consciousness. As Weber argued in his The 
Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, the puritanical Calvinism became the 
source of religious "disenchantment", "rationalisation" of economy and 
"secularisation" of society. But this "rationalisation" and "disenchantment" was never 
total; and thus it did not correspond to an "ideal type". The process of rationalisation 
did not remain bound with religious values, nor with an evolutionary progress under 
the ever-increasing powers of the bureaucratic State. As Weber foresaw, social action 
would take a complex course, whereby there would be no clear correspondence 
between beliefs and commitments on the one hand, and rationalisation and 
development on the other. Capitalism would be inspired both by economic rationalism 
and religious emotionalism. It would follow both the universal laws of the market and 
the cultural particularisms of human behaviour. Social action would not be totally 
divorced from worldviews and belief systems; nor would it be totally governed by the 
"instrumental rationalism". 

Thus, the Western ideology of modernity inadvertently entangled modern 
humanity in a problematic situation, which was the natural result of the impossibility 
of the idealist desire of modernity to make history completely predictable. On the one 
hand, the early idealism of modernity demanded the modern society to surrender to 
"instrumental rationalism" in order to improve the mode of its material well being, 
and maintain an impersonal legal and ethical authority. And on the other, it could not 
deny the human need for meaning and certainty, which, as Weber suggested, would 
have to come from surges of one or other form of religious conviction and ecstatic 
indulgence, as well as from the rise of charismatic figures. 

The post-modern critique of modernity may be conceived as the realisation 
that the claims of the ideology of modernity to the complete triumph of "reason", 
"liberation" and "revolution" had been impossible claims. The educationalists and 
revolutionaries of the eighteenth century had attempted an impossible task when they 
set out to do away completely with "traditions, taboos and privileges". Humanity 
would remain tied to traditions, prejudices and cultural closures. Just the same, the 
idealist industrialists and the proletarian revolutionaries of the nineteenth century had 
attempted an impossible task when they embarked on getting rid of cultural and 
differences and human divisions. Although they hoped that their attempt at organising 
labour and trade into rational structures would do away with alienation and inequality, 
the economy and labour relations would remain strewn with division, specialisation 
and inequality. The revolutionaries of the nineteenth century tried to gain power for 
the civil society at the expense of the State; but in practice, the State took power at the 
expense of society by incorporating the concept of nation and by "national 
modernisation". 

As a consequence, the contemporary social movements have arisen to engage 
in struggles against universalism, and in support of the rights and liberation of 
diversity. But the barriers between cultures have remained ever high. As Touraine has 
put it succinctly: "The attempt to construct a rationalised society ended in failure, primarily 
because the idea that the rational administration of things can replace the government of men 
is tragically mistaken. And because, social life, far from being transparent and governed by 
rational choices, proved to be full of powers and conflicts... The increasing divorce between 
modernity and modernisation, and between capitalism and nationalism, destroyed the dream 
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of a modern society defined by the triumph of reason. It paved the way for the invasion of the 
classical order of modernity by the violence of power and the diversity of needs.' 

Nationalisms in Europe were much less inspired by the spirit of science, 
technological development and economic modernisation, than by religious emotions 
and convictions, and tendency to violence. This was the case, although, the modern 
age of instrumental rationality was predicated by religious knowledge and beliefs. 
Luther, for example, in distinction from both "Enlightenment rationalism", and 
"Christian-inspired humanism", had initiated "an intellectual tradition", which had 
sought to rationally justify, in the name of meaning, the surrender of man to a Being 
above him.2 Luther's and Calvin's "otherworldly" aspirations became the core of an 
ethical-communal understanding of human relations in Western Europe, which was to 
be expressed in both "revolutionary messianisms" and nationalisms, affected by, but 
distinct from, the revolutions inspired by the ideology of modernity. 

The enterprise of religious rationalism may thus be understood as the 
reflection of a theory of modernity, which comes closest to display the complex 
nature of the historical course of the phenomenon of modernity. As such, the real 
course of the modern history - particularly since the Renaissance - should not be 
reduced to a simple process of struggle of progress against tradition. A more complex 
picture reveals that the history of modernity has involved the painful interaction of the 
forces, which have tried to bring happiness to the tragic nature of human life via 
building an elaborate structure, which combines, belief in God, Nature, and Society. 
From the millenarian revolutions of the Middle Ages, to the Renaissance and the 
Enlightenment, to the social movements of the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, one can trace this historical progress of modernity. 

However, one should not be deceived by this progressive picture, since in our 
post-modern condition, we are suddenly faced with a resurgence of aspects of all 
these movements in a way that no line of progress, or no simple categorisation may be 
able to reflect its entirety. Millenarianisms, messianisms and mysticisms of the past 
are being expressed sometimes in concert, and sometimes in conflict, with the most 
novel and sophisticated forms of ideological, organisational, institutional and 
technological innovations. Intense struggles have begun in various cultural forms 
against both the tendencies to take humanity back to cultural parochialism and 
communal fanaticism, as well as against the forces, which push for the extreme forms 
of utilitarianism and pursuit of personal and group interest in the markets. 

Our post-modern condition has privileged us to see the course of modernity as 
"a constant dialogue between rationalisation and subjectivation". This dialogue, which 
began in Western Christianity with St. Augustine's Confessions, and continued 
through Lutherans and Calvinists to influence modern humanist philosophers has 
created, albeit unintentionally, a resistance to the total control of human existence by 
one or another form of ideology. This process is also discernible in the modern 
resistance of Islamic political philosophy against modern relations of domination. 
Such a resistance has become possible only by occasional recourses to Utopia through 
new interpretations of traditions. It is true that this dialogue has enhanced human 
socialisation and integration by giving rise to ever-more sophisticated ideologies and 
collective forms of consciousness; but it is also true that it has always created equally 
sophisticated counter-ideologies or Utopias to remove the legitimacy of the dominant 
ideologies. And that is why "the appeal to God", which was debased by the 
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philosophers of Enlightenment for its subjugation of man to divinity, has returned in 
the philosophical expressions of meaning, which locate God within man, and man 
within God. 

Modernity and Religious Resurgence 

I have already argued that the resurgence of religious movements, such as the 
Islamic Revolution, in our post-modern condition must be understood within the 
context of new and selective interpretations of the old religious and literary texts and 
narratives. Interestingly, within these modern religious movements, there are appeals 
both to individual freedom and to communitarian beliefs. This is consistent with the 
teaching of all great religions, where emphasis on the individual freedom in search of 
truth in various mystical traditions, has existed along with stress on the necessity of 
the subordination of ordinary believers to the established beliefs and traditions. 

Touraine has seen the return of "religious-inspired ethics" in our time as "the 
community's revenge on modern individualism, and as "the individual's revenge on the 
social and political mobilisation associated with modernisation.'1 One may argue that 
continuation of the struggles for individual freedom and cultural diversity has been 
the manifestation of this historical revenge. Modern individualism is perhaps the heir 
of the religious resistance against the normalising force of the instrumental reason, 
which have been systematically exerted via the political power of centralised and 
bureaucratic State, and the economic power of social stratification and division of 
labour. The inherent "dualisms" of religion, which give rise to "cosmological 
worldviews" in which "the omnipotence and goodness of God" is always mediated by 
the resistance of some form of evil, are capable of being interpreted in emancipatory 
terms. The fall of Adam from Eden, for example, may be interpreted as a consequence 
of the original sin, and alternatively as man's emancipation from the total but 
passionless perfection of Paradise. The confrontation of the Satan with God on the 
issue of prostration to man is also subject to dualist interpretations. 

These dualisms have affected modern thought by creating the possibility for 
questioning the claims that identify traditional thought with the loss of humanity and 
the modern thought with its rise. This is perhaps why many contemporary social 
movements, such as the Islamic Revolution, have tried to address the issues of 
domination, exploitation and alienation by recourse to religious tradition. In many 
cases, these movements have approached the question of freedom from a religious 
perspective. The will to freedom, as originally inspired by religion, has thus become 
an inspiration for the contemporary Islamic movements but also for other movements 
that identify themselves as movement of liberation. These movements seek to resist 
the tendency of the existing power structures at global and local levels to establish 
totally administered societies; and as such, they tend to transform societies. 

The religious nature of the thought of Pascal and Descartes - who laid the 
foundation of modern rationalist knowledge - questions the "identification of rationalism 
with an anti-religion mode of thought." A mode of thought that, According to Touraine, 
"all too easily moves from being a social critique of the Church and religious practices to 
being a materialism, which fails to see that the religious Subject has been transformed into a 
human Subject.' 

In the apparent anti-religion of Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau also, one may 
trace the religious influences, which justify protest and rebellion in the name of peace, 
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protection by laws, and the defence of community. In their rejection of the role of God 
in politics, they were in fact rejecting the pretensions of the political power to be 
ordained by the Divine Grace. But when new political powers, needless of religious 
legitimacy, established their absolute powers, it was still the recourse to religious 
concept of freedom that could provide for avenues of protest. As Touraine holds, 
therefore: "The revolutions that did away with the absolute monarchy in England, in the 
former English colonies that became the United States of America, and in France, were 
defined by an overlap between Enlightenment thought, and Cartesian and Christian dualism.'1 

The same spirit of religion is present in the Islamic movements of our time 
with various degrees of articulation. Just as Judaism and Christianity, Islam in modern 
time has been affected by and interacted with the modern ideology of instrumental 
reason. The early influence of the Aristotelian rationalism on Islam had created a 
reaction, which sought to preserve the esoteric meaning of the Revealed Word by 
recourse to mysticism, contemplative philosophy and reunion with God. Just the 
same, the modern philosophical rationalism has created in modern Islamic thought 
new mysticisms of dissent, which have attempted to reinterpret the absolute Truth. 

These new interpretations have also been expressed in various forms of 
recovering the meaning of life in the idea of God and the love of unity with Him, and 
in individual and collective freedom, which makes this transcendence possible. As 
such, these dissent movements may well be revolutionary and violent, although more 
often than not, they tend to be inward looking and isolationist. Whether in this or that 
form, these movements should be seen as a quest for freedom for man from the power 
imposed by man against man through ideological hegemony in the name of faith. 
These movements tend to harness the forces of reason, human dignity and religious 
vitality, but are not necessarily conducive to political or religious repression, although 
such a danger is always potentially present. 

Regrettably, there has been little appreciation of new religious movements, 
such as the Islamic Revolution, as genuine forms of political and social protest with 
demands for recognition of difference. The main obstacle to this understanding has 
been the deep root that the iron law of progress has spread in our modern 
consciousness by the ideology of liberalism. The liberal ideology has gained a huge 
success in inducing us to believe that the advance of reason is possible only through 
positive, rational and scientific thought. However, this modern metaphysics has more 
successfully displaced the religious metaphysics in the Western world - the rising 
ground of the ideology of modernity - than it did in the non-Western world. And this 
may be seen as the reason for the infatuation with scientism in Europe in the wake of 
the Renaissance. 

Although exogenous to the non-West, nevertheless, the modern liberal 
metaphysics penetrated these parts of the globe on the back of the Western colonial 
expansion. It was radically questioned though since the nineteenth century in the 
writings of Marx, Nietzsche, Freud, Husserl, Weber, Durkheim and Heidegger, but its 
influence and power was not significantly reduced until the 1960s and 1970s. 
According to this modern metaphysics, positive science, in parallel with its 
achievement of what was seen as technological advancement to subordinate nature to 
human will, would also succeed in creating the technology of wilful advancement of 
human spirit, reason, justice and freedom. This technology was to be perfected in the 
construction of the modern State, and in the invention of the national imaginary. 

The Marxist critique of the liberal ideology, while exposing various mythical 
suppositions that predicated the idealist understandings of State and Society, could not 
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free itself totally from the fundamental assumptions of modernity. It produced its own 
metaphysics by introducing a deterministic understanding of economic infrastructure 
as the foundation of all forms of cultural life, including all forms of political 
expression. This form of thought that had its roots in Hegel's historicism, was 
responsible for the belief in economic modernisation, and the advancement of 
technological culture as the source of a social and political revolution, which would 
clear the way for the end of "pre-history". It was also responsible for the theoretical 
justification of a new paradigm of understanding the human history; a paradigm that 
was defined in terms of traditional-modern dichotomy, and was gradually understood 
as a fact of nature. Thus the Marxist critique of modernity was in fact the continuation 
of the nostalgia for meaning, inherited from the religious tradition. However, in light 
of modernity, it was expressed in terms of the belief that history had a meaning, and 
that this meaning was to be discovered in its progressive and directional pattern, 
which had to be, in turn, invented. 

The belief that society is a historical arena of the battle of rational forces of 
production against the irrational forces of profit meant that only economic 
development would bring about the conditions of this triumph. And the belief that this 
battle would end unquestionably in the triumph of the rational forces of historical 
evolution, made the industrial proletariat into the strongest force to implement the will 
of history. Of course, this historicist dichotomy of modern versus tradition has been 
more prominent in the Communist States, which tried to cling into a literal 
interpretation of historical materialism. But, this does not mean that the same 
paradigm did not remain the foundation of understanding of history and its mission in 
the Western democracies. It was the Western democracies that, since the colonial 
period, have spread this concept across the globe through direct rule, and indirectly 
through the writings of the philosophers of Enlightenment and the fantastic literary 
works of the nineteenth century, particularly the novel. 

The evolutionary concept of history could be crudely summarised in terms of 
the imaginary of progress, which would transfer humanity from traditional 
superstitious life to the modern scientific world. A progress, which was inevitably 
accompanied by economic growth, which was, in turn, possible only through nation-
building and development of the feeling of belonging to a nation. At a deeper level, it 
was already evident from the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century 
literature that this progress involved the danger of loss of meaning to the push for total 
technicisation and administration of life. 

Although the influence of the philosophy of Enlightenment was vital in 
creating the imaginary of progress in terms of the triumph of instrumental reason and 
positivist scientism, it was the French Revolution that introduced the idea of "a 
historical actor". The idea that "the individuals and social categories had a rendezvous with 
destiny or a historical necessity." It was the French Revolution that, with resort to 
collective action, tried to enact the imaginaries of "religion of humanity" and 
"progress of reason" in terms of nation-building and economic modernisation. 
Accordingly, the forces of modernity ought to be liberated from the tyranny of the 
ancien regime, and a national will had to be forged in the form of a strong State, 
which would modernise life universally by marginalising, or if necessary destroying, 
"local traditions and loyalties". 

In our post-modern time, this nostalgia for national will and strong State has 
subsided in the countries at the very centre of the world capitalist system, where it has 
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become possible "to dream of the withering away of the State". ' But, it has gained 
strength in the countries away from the centre. In the so-called Third World, we can 
see two main trends, both of which are bent on building strong States. One is intent on 
using the strong State to create a national renaissance, and gain independence through 
modernisation. And the other aspires to a strong State in order to reject modernisation 
as such, as the source of dependence and a hindrance to a true renaissance, which is 
perceived to be cultural and religious. It is in this latter type of recourse to modernity 
that we can hear the echo of Tocqueville in his Democracy in America, who saw the 
popular attraction to modern revolutions more in terms of "the irrepressible human need 
for hope", than in terms of economic and political modernisation. 

Even in the Europe of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, this 
bent on human spiritual and emotional need for meaning and hope, that was to be 
expressed in collective action, was somewhat evident. This essentially religious 
nostalgia for freedom in community was characterised by Hegel in his The 
Phenomenology of Spirit. Here, the great thinker searched for the meaning of the Self, 
and cherished the hope of becoming Other. And in an effort to distinguish self from 
the subject, he identified spirit with "self-knowledge" in the face of the alienation of 
the Self, and with "Being" that, for him, was the essence of "retaining identity with self 
in its Otherness". 

Modernity and the Concept of Collective Identity 

With Hegel, the ideology of modernity made a return to collective identity. 
Collective life and particularly the collective spirit of the great religions were 
identified as the ultimate determining forces of human development, and not the 
abstract subject. The subject itself was thus seen as a product of collective 
achievements of humanity throughout history.3 Hegel thus attempted to overcome the 
Cartesian dualism of the mind and body and the Kantian dualism of subject and 
object. His was a revolutionary attempt to transform political philosophy into a totally 
new metaphysical universe. He thus transformed the philosophical foundation of 
modernity from one to which reason was central to one in which history was 
fundamental. 

Hegel criticised Kant's notion of abstract morality, and instead connected 
morality deeply with the ethics of institutions, and active participation in gaining 
freedom. To him being a citizen was important not because it recognised individual 
freedom; it was important because it identified the citizen with the civil society, and 
through that provided him with a social freedom. This social freedom, which was to 
be realised by the State, was of more substance than the abstract freedom of the 
individual. Hegel's turn to the State was in fact a return to Rousseau. But it was only a 
partial return, as it was also a partial return to Locke, whereby freedom was identified 
with obeying the State laws as long as they did not violate the right of the citizen to 
protest. These partial returns to the past meant that Hegel was forging his own 
creative interpretation of the past traditions in order to offer new paths to the future. 
His creation was a new philosophy of history, which was to dominate political 
philosophy for a long time in both its theist and atheist traditions. Both the Marxist 
philosophical tradition and the tradition of transcendental philosophy have been 
influenced by Hegel's philosophy of history. 

1 Ibid, p. 65 
2 Cited in ibid, p. 76 
3 Ibid, p. 77 
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Hegel's imaginary of history was much more complex that his predecessors. 
For Hegel, history was not only a one-way linear course through which humanity was 
progressing on a path of evolution. It was "a sequence of emblematic figures and 
cultures", which represented "the action of the universal".1 The universal was thus 
placed within history in the form of a finality, which was defined as spirit. According 
to Hegel, this spirit had been objectified throughout history in great figures and 
events; the figure of Christ and the event of French Revolution are examples of 
objective spirit. But the universal spirit-in-history was to be objectified at an 
individual level only in figures such as Christ, who could transcend the social to 
become one with God in the realisation of their destiny in death. On a social level, the 
objective spirit is to be manifested in a supra-individual entity called the State.2 

Hegel thus created a kind of mysticism that preserved religion as a private 
experience of faith, but left the preservation of social morality to the State. For Hegel, 
freedom was an ethical and, hence, a social phenomena, rather than an intellectual 
issue concerning the individual's natural rights. As Touraine has pointed out, Hegel, 
in succeeding both Herder and Luther, was anticipating "the culturalists who reject the 
abstract universalism of reason." He thus considered every culture to have the 
capacity and right to "participate in the progress of reason". Hegel was fundamental to 
the post-modern tradition of thought in his attempt to reconcile the two modernist 
intellectual traditions, namely the Cartesian religious spirituality, and the 
Enlightenment's religion of humanity. 

In a study which deals with the relation of Hegel's Philosophy of Right with 
modern revolutions and the classical tradition of political thought in Europe, Manfred 
Riedel has suggested that Hegel should be read in the context of Plato's Republic, 
Aristotle's Politics, Hobbes's Leviathan and Rousseau's The Social Contract2 Riedel 
has rejected a conception of Hegel, popularised by Karl Popper, in which he is 
presented as a precursor of later totalitarian ideologues. Riedel emphasises the 
connection of the principle of freedom with the philosophy of right in Hegel's 
understanding of revolution. Accordingly, this connection was established in order to 
defend a concept of freedom that motivated the French Revolution to rise against the 
"old scaffolding of injustice", which held up the "feudal regimes" of Europe in the 
eighteenth century. Thus, Hegel should be understood as a philosopher of revolution 
who tried to rationalise the need for social and political change.3 

Hegel's concept of society was of critical import for the political theory 
because it created an awareness of the "historical result of the modern revolutions", 
which was the formation of a "civil society". A form of social organisation that rested 
primarily on the political concept of "freedom and equality of the individuals", but 
that in the wake of the industrial revolution was increasingly depoliticised in the sense 
of seeking autonomy with respect to the State. 

Hegel's philosophical achievement was evident above all in his formulation of 
a new social and political theory, according to which individual freedom was 
"publicly mediated". Thus he offered his philosophy of history in his critique of the 
philosophy of natural right. In the light of this new theory, a new interpretation of the 
history of civil society was already in the making. Civil society henceforth could not 
be viewed simply as a product of a social contract agreed between "rational, articulate 
individual agents", but as a "network of relations" formed over time between social 
actors, resulting from their needs. These needs included not only the need to 

1 Ibid, p. 76 
2 Interestingly, this aspect of Hegel's philosophy was to find wide reception among modernist Muslim theologians 
like Morteza Motahhari, and was used in philosophising the idea of an Islamic revolution. 
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reproduce economic life and labour relations to survive physically, but also the human 
need for recognition in the process of reproduction of social life in ever-new cultural 
and political forms. 

But Hegel's heritage, as carried over by Marx, exposed the fundamental 
contradiction that was still inherent in Hegel's vision of historical reality; namely the 
belief that the process of achievement of emancipation of the individual had to go 
through his subjugation to a strong revolutionary State. Inspired by Hegel, Marx 
criticised the rule of law based on the concept of natural rights and the ethics of the 
market, which had displaced all notions of reason, peace and justice. But he was 
mainly concerned with the inhumane condition of labour under industrial capitalism 
of the nineteenth century, which was justified by the liberal ideology of individualism. 

In his "1844 Economic and Political Manuscripts", and in his "Theses on 
Feuerbach", Marx spoke of "alienation" and "exploitation", caused by 
commodifwation of labour, as running against the nature of human needs. Labour as 
part of man's life-energy was to regain the fulfilment of his humanity; but, instead, it 
was turned into the source of his torment and misery. The liberation of the worker 
from alienation and exploitation was, therefore, a natural historical destiny for which 
the proletariat was only an agent. The enormity of the influence of the ideology of 
modernity on Marx is most evident when he defines the proletariat not as an 
autonomous actor but an agent of the forces and relations of production. And his 
tragedy is in his quest to make this determinism into a source of the freedom of 
proletariat from both the tyranny of nature and that of social relations of exploitation. 

Marx's thought was so radically dedicated to the natural determinism of 
history and so fundamentally pessimistic with the wisdom and ingenuity of individual 
and group actors that it largely ignored the revolutionary potentials of religion.5 Both 
in The German Ideology and in the Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, 
Marx asserted the supremacy of the natural-historical will, which was to determine the 
destiny of man. He wrote: "In the social production of their existence, men inevitably enter 
into definite relations, which are independent of their will, namely relations of production 
appropriate to a given stage in the development of their material forces of production. The 
totality of these relations of production constitutes the economic structure of society, the real 
foundation, on which arises a legal and political superstructure and which correspond to 
definite forms of social consciousness... It is not the consciousness of men that determines 
their existence, but their social existence that determines their consciousness.'6 

It fell upon Lenin and Lukacs to emphasis the role of the class-consciousness 
of the proletariat, which was to be realised in the vanguard party. However, according 
to Lukacs in his History and Class Consciousness, the proletarian consciousness is 
not much more than the identification of the "historical necessities" at any given time 
by the vanguard party, and the effort of the party to align the interests of the working 
class with these necessities. As such, it is the revolutionary intellectuals, who by 

1 Touraine, A. 1995, p. 78 
Riedel, M. Between Tradition and Revolution: the Hegelian Transformation of Political Philosophy, Cambridge 
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obtaining class-consciousness would lead the proletariat to transcend the "subject-
object" division of the class society, and thus transform social reality. 

Yet, the impact of this kind of interpretation of history was so real that it 
fuelled the major Communist revolutions of the twentieth century from Russia to 
China to Cuba and to Vietnam, in which the vanguard parties successfully seized 
political power in the name of the proletariat. The force of this new ideological 
offspring of modernity was so real that Lenin and following him Stalin carried out the 
project of construction of a socialist State in Russia by embarking on the literal 
elimination of the social classes. Unfortunately, to the extent that they were successful 
in levelling the social classes, they inevitably strengthened the absolute power of the 
State. Nonetheless, the impact of the Marxist revolutionary tradition on the post
modern achievements of various social movements cannot be denied. After all, in 
many of the so-called Third World societies, new movements in pursuit of freedom 
and human dignity arose in interaction with this modern revolutionary tradition. It is 
unrealistic to deny the positive achievements of the Marxist revolutionary tradition in 
the Third World because of the instances of absolutism that have been perpetrated in 
the name of this tradition. Just the same, it is wrong to dismiss the Islamic Revolution 
because of the absolutist tendencies that it has created. 

It was the political blindness of the Marxist and other Western theories of 
revolution to "class subjectivity" and the role of cultural, economic and political 
motivations that failed the leftist revolutionaries all over the world. This blindness 
was due to a kind of closure of meaning that had excluded the understanding that the 
contemporary revolutions were guided more by the interpretative understandings of 
history, rather than by the objective conditions. It will also be blindness, or at least 
myopia, to assume that the success of new revolutions in the Third World will fail to 
provide moments of true liberation with concrete material and spiritual gains for the 
revolutionary actors. Such assumptions are based on the vestiges of the belief that the 
people of the Third World can hope for freedom only if their movements were guided 
by the guiding principles of the Western movements as interpreted by the secular 
intellectuals. 

The Nostalgia for Meaning 

The nostalgia for meaning, that motivated the Islamic Revolution, was also 
apparent in the Western nations in the early twentieth century. It arose in the wake of 
the success of the modern State to establish the legitimacy of its power, at least in 
part, upon the positive sciences as the guarantor of modernisation. Science was thus 
inherited from modernity to replace the meaning of life, which the metaphysics had 
tried to locate in the obscurity of religious traditions. It was Husserl who identified, in 
his Crisis of European Sciences, the danger of the loss of meaning as a result of the 
claim of the positive sciences to exclusive authority over human understanding and 
knowledge, and as such over human progress. Husserl warned that; "merely fact-
minded sciences make merely fact-minded people". For Husserl, such a science excluded 
the burning question of our time: "the meaningfulness and meaninglessness of human 
existence"; because its primary requirement was that the scholar must carefully 
exclude the questions associated with "reason or unreason of their human subject matter 
and its cultural configurations."2 Thus, a science that in the name of objectivity and truth 

' Lukacs. G. History and Class-Consciousness, Merlin, London, 1971, p. 71 
2 Husserl, E. The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology, trans. David Carr, 
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excludes the knowledge of spiritual and cultural world from its domain can not take 
account of the multifarious nature of life, the human consciousness and the inner 
spiritual needs of the human beings. 

According to David Holbrook, neither scientific logic, nor the factual 
observations of the positive sciences "are able to say anything about ends and values, and 
certainly not about ultimate meanings."1 In the countries of periphery of the world 
capitalist system, particularly in the Muslim countries, the trust in such a science has 
never taken a strong root. Even in the West, scientific progress has encountered 
scepticism. But still, in the West (and in the so-called Third World with much more 
pain), the States go on pretending that "social problems can be solved by an economy of 
abundance with a high productive capacity, increased efficiency and productivity."2 

In his emphasis on the role of meaning in politics, Holbrook raises an 
interesting question about the validity of the arguments that have replaced economy 
with pleasure as the central issue in addressing the modern human sense of alienation. 
Here, he echoes Victor Frankl who, in his concept of will to meaning, emphasised the 
primacy of meaning over pleasure in human life. In Frankl's view, the pursuit of 
pleasure in itself is self-defeating." Holbrook thus emphasises the importance of the 
"phenomenological methods such as the interpretations of symbols" as the contribution of 
what he calls "life-sciences" to the project of pursuing the satisfaction of the human 
need for meaning.3 As such he follows Heidegger's Being and Time and Merleau-
Ponty's Phenomenology of Perception in proposing that the study of political man 
should consider humans as beings-in-the world rather than natural objects. 

He also echoes Rollo May's message in Power and Innocence, namely that 
political violence, and all forms of aggressive expression of discontent, result from "a 
deep lack of a sense of meaning". In his references to Abraham Maslow and Ernst 
Cassirer, Holbrook pinpoints the extreme attraction of transcendental experiences 
such as "peak moments" and "the exploration of the meaning of existence in symbolism."5 

And finally, Holbrook traces even in the non-religious existentialism of Sartre's Being 
and Nothingness, a political philosophy that aspires to "moral choice and action" of 
humans in order to overcome nothingness and achieve freedom.6 

It is this kind of understanding of the essentiality of meaning in the life-world 
of human beings that reveals to what extent merely objective analyses of the social 
and political movements of our time obscure the true nature of these movements. It is 
not thought that reveals the world to our consciousness by making it an object of 
understanding, as Descartes and Kant tried to do. Nor is it the laws of nature and 
history that determine the totality of our subjective being, as the Enlightenment 
philosophers would have us to believe. Both of these paradigms of interpretation of 
the world lead to postulating an imaginary dualism between subject and object, which 
then makes itself appear real. It is more sensible to remain aware of the interpretative 
sources of our understanding of the world, which is essential to the attempt of 
individual and collective beings to understand the world via imaginary constructs and 
symbolic structures, which situate us within the world. 

As Merleau-Ponty has pointed out, the meaning of things and events does not 
take shape totally independent of our understanding; nor is it formed completely as we 
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3 Ibid, pp. 184-186 
4 May, R. Power and Innocence, Norton, New York, 1972 
5 Holbrook, "Politics and the Need for Meaning", 1978, pp. 188-189 
6 Ibid, p. 190 

190 



consciously intend. It is rather through our existence in the world that we discover the 
meaning of the world; but this discovery is itself a heuristic process, which entails 
creating the world for ourselves in order to understand it. This understanding of the 
world is then not based on reason but on perception. Perception, thus, always 
predicates any form of rational understanding. ' 

This world of "perception", which corresponds to Husserl's concept of "life-
world", is a place where the constructed duality of subject-object can be overcome by 
integrating man's body, or his physical and moral existence, and not only his body or 
soul, in the world. It is at this level that man develops a sense of the world that is 
dialectical, and that pre-exists any positive science. The task of knowledge at this 
level is thus not to attempt to eliminate the ambiguity of the world in order to give it 
perfect clarity. Rather, knowledge must reflect this ambiguous quality of the world in 
its understanding of it.2 It is this quality, which makes it possible to understand that all 
mythologies, religions, sciences and laws have their roots in the inchoate structures of 
meaning that pre-exist them in the world symbolics and imaginaries, or in Merleau-
Ponty's word, the world of "pre-consciousness". 

Language is the primary ground for the formation of collective meanings; 
meanings that make themselves manifest in legitimate social and political institutions 
through collective consent. And yet, it is these initially meaningful institutions that 
turn into dominating structures when they lose their meanings for human beings, and 
as such become ripe for change. What defines the human need for meaning is thus not 
only the capacity of meanings to allow human collectivities to construct their social, 
political and cultural worlds, but also their ability to enable human beings to transcend 
these created structures in order to create new structures. Here, as Merleau-Ponty 
suggests, transcendence implies that "endless social change is part of the human 
condition", which in turn implies that history can never come to an end.3 

Therefore, the manifestation of meanings in the cultural traditions, and social 
and political institutions, does not mean that institutions and traditions become 
eternally meaningful and hence will, forever, be respected by the humans. In fact, the 
transcendence from which all new traditions and institutions spring up may well 
become an obstacle to freedom, when the traditions and institutions lose their 
meanings to their solidification and sedimentation. Thus, "the dialectic of transcendence 
and sedimentation is an essential element of human existence. Man creates and is then trapped 
in his own creations. He negates his creations in transcending them; and this process repeats 
itself endlessly.' 

The will to revolution on the part of collectivities is therefore associated with 
the dialectic of transcendence and will to meaning, which has been variously 
described in social and political science as the tendency to anti-structure or anti-
society, and which is inherent in all forms of human collectivity. Whereas in modern 
Europe this process of transcending the sedimented structures involved the creation of 
the ideology of modernity; in our post-modem condition, this transcendence is being 
attempted by creating a plurality of ideologies, such as novel forms of religious 
modernism, various shades of nationalism, and of course feminism, environmentalism 
and multiculturalism. 

All these new ideologies, which are no longer Western as such, aspire to the 
goal of freedom, which was also the aspiration of the Western ideology of modernity. 

Kurks, S. The Political Philosophy of Merleau-Ponty, the Harvester Press, Sussex, 1981, p. 
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Their affinity to the ideology of modernity is reflected in their revolutionary intent 
and form. They all relate to collective action in order to transcend the imposing 
structures of the past traditions. But, just as the ideology of modernity did not do 
totally away with the past traditions of the Greek and Christian thought, these post
modern ideologies never free themselves completely from the past. They search for 
freedom from the weight of the past, but their nostalgia for a meaningful freedom, 
always gears them into the past, a past which is interwoven with their present 
situation. As such, the past continues to be lived in the present, and "outlines the 
shape of the future". 

This kind of analysis exposes the fundamental weakness of most class-
analyses of modern revolutions, which consider revolutionary consciousness as a by
product of strictly objective socio-economic factors. As Merleau-Ponty suggested, the 
revolutionary class-consciousness is not to be understood as a mere product of 
"objective conditions"; rather it is a "choice", which is not made purely at the level of 
consciousness. Class-consciousness as such is not achieved through understanding of 
the social and political institutions as rational "systems of impersonal forces", but 
through understanding of the institutions at the level of emotions and experiences, 
since the people carry the institutions within themselves.2 This is why in the moment 
of revolution, the collective consciousness - which really motivates people and drive 
them to action - is often lived through the experience of collective imagination and 
construction of popular Utopias, rather than formulated in the form of sophisticated 
scientific theories. One has to agree with Merleau-Ponty when he compares 
revolutions to works of art. "Both are projects in which man asserts his freedom by 
transcending the present, but without knowing exactly where he is going.' 

The participants of the Islamic Revolution of Iran must have experienced their 
revolution in this manner. Certainly, the revolution was experienced as an intention or 
will to transcend the existing structures in a leap into future; an intention that 
sometimes consciously and sometime non-consciously created "its instruments and its 
means of expression" out of its own traditions. This intention was driven by a 
collective will to freedom, but was not realised exactly as intended. The Islamic 
Revolution must thus be seen as the collective action of a people with a shared 
experience in a common situation where they encountered common obstacles to their 
freedom, but were yet to form a consciousness of the freedom they desired. 

Charles Taylor - in his Sources of the Self: The Making of the Modem Identity 
- has treated the issue of the loss of meaning in terms of the crisis of modernity. He 
has examined modernity in the context of the cultural conflict of our time over "the 
disengaged and instrumental modes of thought and action.'4 As such, he agrees that 
modernity sought to give "depth, richness and meaning to life", but failed to address 
successfully the conflict between subjectivity and the instrumental reason. This view 
is also echoed by many other critics of modernity who have brought into question the 
predominance of instrumental reason and utilitarian capitalism in modern 
technological life. 

Taylor's critique of modernity points to the utilitarian tendency to destroy the 
"matrices" in which meaning could flourish by disembowelling or marginalising 
traditional or "less instrumental" ways of life and interaction with nature. At the 
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cultural level, this means, following Weber, that world is encountered today with a 
sense of emotional neutrality fit for a utilitarian way of life, rather than with a sense of 
awe and excitement, which could animate life with magic, with the sacred and with 
transcendence. An instrumental view of life and nature, therefore, cuts them off from 
"the sources of meaning", and splits "reason from sense", and divides the community. 

Taylor questions the naturalism of Enlightenment that overemphasised the 
divorce of modernity from religious morality on the ground that religion was the 
source of ignorance and potentially destructive tendencies. Instead, he sensibly 
suggests that "potentially destructive ideals" of religion and moral philosophy, as those 
of any form of thought, could be "directed to genuine good"; as has been the case for 
"the ethics of Plato and the Stoics". And as has been the case for non-believers, who 
would feel the "powerful appeal in the gospel", if they opened themselves even to 
alternative secular interpretations of the sacred book. This is because even the secular 
worldviews, willing to reach a deep understanding of the world, could not avoid the 
dilemma of reconciling reason and meaning. 

Taylor was right, when in his critique of the Western ideology of modernity, 
he wrote: "We tend in our culture to stifle the spirit. We do this partly out of the prudence, 
(acquired) particularly after the terrible experiences of millenarist destruction of our century; 
partly because of the bent of modern naturalism, one of our dominant creeds; partly because 
of partisan narrowness all around. We have read so many goods out of our official story, we 
have buried their power so deep beneath layers of philosophical rationale, that they are in 
danger of stifling."3 And he deservedly embarks on uncovering these "buried goods" in 
order to make them into sources of empowerment, and into a breath of fresh air that 
would revive the "half-collapsed lungs of the spirit". 

The Irrationality of Reason 

Here, I go back to Friedrich Nietzsche in order to make it further clear how the 
crisis of modernity, manifested in the loss of meaning, came to inspire revolutions and 
social movements of our time. Nietzsche identified the malicious hypocrisy of 
modernity, which lied at its heart, namely its pretence to rationality and reason, while 
giving rise to most virulent forms of irrationality and unreason. This hypocrisy was 
most prominent in the capitalist mode of production, which in identifying itself with 
impersonal and universal laws of the market had produced the most intense forms of 
possessive and egotistic individualism throughout the nineteenth century. 

Nietzsche witnessed how capitalism clung to concepts of consciousness and 
instrumental reason to repress the energies of life: the bodily desires and the "will to 
power". He, however, saw the source of this hypocrisy in the presence of the vestiges 
of the idea of God in the mentality of modernist philosophy, which, he believed, was 
evident in the guilty conscience of modernity for its blatant rejection of God. 

Nietzsche asserted that God was dead and, in his Beyond Good and Evil, urged 
modern philosophers, whom he admired for killing God, to go "beyond murder, beyond 
good and evil, and rediscover or create a natural existence which is free of all asceticism and 
all alienation." And his method for the creation of this natural existence was to liberate 
the self by "a combination of desire and reason, domination and self-control" through a 
return to "Dionysus"; a concept that was used by Nietzsche in his The Birth of 
Tragedy to mean the energies of life. 

1 Ibid, pp. 500-501 
2 Ibid, p. 519 
3 Ibid, p. 520 
"Touraine, A. 1995, p. 110 
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Nietzsche's critique of modernity was anti-social in the sense of fighting a 
society dominated by utilitarianism and economic interests. His appeal though was to 
life forces, which were to be manifested in the superman and the generative energies 
of a new nationalism. He despised the intellectual obsession of modern philosophers 
with the value of truth, certainty and positive science; and instead he offered 
alternative values, which could define new normative structures. He set out to debase 
the normal values of modernity by appealing to "the untruth". He asked: "What really 
is it in us that wants the truth? Why not rather untruth, and uncertainty, even ignorance?'1 

Nietzsche searched for the origin of "truth" in "error", of "will to truth" in 
"will to deception" and of the "unselfish act" in "self-interest". In doing this, he was, 
in fact, questioning the conventional wisdom of his age, whereby knowledge was to 
be searched in scientific clarity, free from the "confusion of desire and illusion". In 
doing this, Nietzsche anticipated the philosophical tradition that would follow him in 
the works of Martin Heidegger, Michel Foucault and Jacque Derrida, a tradition 
directed, at various levels, against scientific rationalism, reason and universal truth. 

Nietzsche also questioned the validity of the findings of the philosophy of 
consciousness at his time, and by this anticipated the traditions of phenomenology and 
hermeneutics and psychoanalysis. In rejection of the conscious and value-free 
objectivity, he appealed to the pre-conscious, instinctive perceptions in inserting 
specific values in logical judgements. According to Nietzsche: "Just as the act of being 
born plays no part in the procedure and progress of heredity, so being conscious is in no 
decisive sense the opposite of the instinctive - most of a philosopher's conscious thinking is 
secretly directed and compelled into definite channels by his instincts. Behind all logic too, 
and its apparent autonomy, there stands evaluations, in plainer terms physiological demands 
for the preservation of a certain species.'v 

Here, Nietzsche's search for alternative meanings in philosophical evaluations 
may be seen as an early contribution both to the tradition of modern hermeneutic 
understanding of the texts and the development of psychoanalysis, where language is 
seen as a living faculty that constitutes consciousness. Nietzsche thus anticipated 
Lacan, Castoriadis and Ricoeur in seeing language as a distortive, ambiguous and yet 
vital symbolic structure that advances and preserves life by creating social 
imaginaries. 

Nietzsche also emphasised: "Our fundamental tendency is to assert that the falsest 
judgements are the most indispensable to us. That, without granting as true the fictions of 
logic, without measuring reality against the purely invented world of the unconditional and 
self-identical, without a continual falsification of the world by means of numbers, mankind 
could not live. That to renounce false judgements would be to renounce life, would be to deny 
life."3 

Here, Nietzsche's allusion to the vital role of "false judgements" was a 
forerunner of Heidegger's notion of "prejudice", further developed by Hans-Georg 
Gadamer in his philosophical hermeneutics. Gadamer argues against the classical 
notions of hermeneutics, which emphasised the doing away with prejudices and 
distortions in order to reach a valid understanding of a text. Gadamer, following 
Nietzsche and Heidegger, asserts that the interpreter's "prejudices", as part of his/her 
own present situation, are already "constitutively involved in any process of 
understanding." This is so because, as Gadamer points out in his Truth and Method, 
prejudices as "the biases of our openness to the world", are closely involved in 

1 Nietzsche, F. Beyond good and Evil, in Hegel, Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Encyclopaedia Britannica, Inc. 1990, p. 
465 
2 Ibid, pp. 465-466 
3 Ibid, p. 466 
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constituting "the initial directedness of our whole ability to experience." Therefore, 
prejudices and traditions as part of the past provide "the positive enabling condition of 
historical understanding", and as such insert themselves in the "ground the interpreter 
himself occupies" when he sets out to understand the "texts or events that make up the 
objects of interpretation". 

This view, as David Linge has pointed out in his introduction to Gadamer's 
Philosophical Hermeneutics, offers an opposition to Neo-Kantian philosophers. Like 
Nietzsche, Gadamer criticises the Kantian view that defines knower as the "essentially 
situationless, nonhistorical subject of transcendental philosophy." But at the same time, 
Nietzsche acknowledged the essentiality of the notion of "synthetic judgement" in 
human understanding as a form of his own notion of "false judgement". He wrote: 
"Synthetic judgements a priori should not be possible at all: we have no right to them, in our 
mouths they are nothing but false judgements. But belief in their truth is, of course, necessary 
as foreground belief and ocular evidence belonging to the perspective optics of life.' 

Nietzsche exposed the weakness of claims scientific philosophy to achieve 
certainty even in the knowledge of nature, let alone the knowledge of man. He also 
ridiculed the romantic nostalgia for the natural life. He wrote: "You want to live 
according to nature? O you noble Stoics, what fraudulent words! A being, such as nature, is 
prodigal beyond measure, indifferent beyond measure, without aims or intentions, without 
mercy or justice, at once fruitful and barren and uncertain. Think of indifference itself as a 
power - how could you live according to such indifferences? To live - is that not precisely 
wanting to be other than this nature? Is living not valuating, preferring, being unjust, being 
limited, wanting to be different?' 

Nietzsche sounds unequivocal in his rejection of Christian morality in his 
emphasis on the death of God; but his own guilt feeling about killing God leads him 
to call for humans to take the place of God and continue His work. His theory of 
desire thus resembles Freud's theory of Oedipus where the killing of father leads to 
the inevitability of assuming his position in order to continue his mission. With all his 
anti-religious rhetoric, Nietzsche in fact did not break totally with Christianity; and in 
his Beyond Good and Evil and The Genealogy of Morals, he appealed to the figure of 
Christ as the example of association of "suffering and willing". 

In short Nietzsche's critique of modernity is in the name of freedom of the life 
forces of power, desire and sexuality from the domination of social norms, political 
order and religious moralism. However, this critique does not identify with any 
concrete individual, social group, or movement. Its appeal is to the unconscious forces 
of anti-structure, which may be manifested in charismatic figures or movements with 
ecstatic appeal. As such, it goes a considerable distance to anticipate the ecstatic 
release of energies in our post-modern condition, whether in unprecedented orgiastic 
forms of sexual and artistic expression, or the ecstatic religious revivalist movements. 

Despite his objections to the prevailing moral standards of his time, which he 
described as destructive, Nietzsche grudgingly admitted that religion had a "creative 
and formative influence". He wrote: "For the strong and independent prepared and 
predestined for command, in whom the art and reason of a ruling race is incarnated, religion is 
one more means of overcoming resistance so as to be able to rule: as a bond that unites 
together ruler and ruled and betrays and hands over to the former the conscience of the 
latter;...and if some natures of such noble descent incline through lofty spirituality to a more 
withdrawn and meditative life and reserve to themselves only the most refined kind of rule, 

1 Gadamer, H.G. Philosophical Hermeneutics, tr. University of California press, USA, 1977, pp. xiv-xv 
2 Nietzsche, F. 1990, p. 469 
3 Ibid, p. 467 
4Touraine, 1995, p. 113 
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then religion can even be used as a means of obtaining peace from the noise and effort of 
cruder modes of government, and cleanliness from the necessary dirt of politics...Religion 
and the religious significance of life sheds sunshine over these perpetual drudges and make 
their own sight tolerable..." 

In his attention to the forces of the unconscious, Nietzsche has a lot in 
common with Freud. It was in fact ahead of Freud when he referred to "the peculiar 
narrowness of interpretation of the origin of action as an intention." Instead, he insisted: 
"The decisive value of action resides in precisely that which is not intentional in it. And that 
all in it which is intentional, all of it that can be seen, known, conscious, still belongs to its 
surface and skin - which like every skin, betrays something but conceals still more." 

Nietzsche and Freud were representative of a mode of thought that carried 
over the intent of revolution as a social subversion from Marx, the philosopher of 
alienation. Their attack on modernity was based on their deep distrust of the modern 
positive sciences of nature, which were to extend their authority to the domain of the 
subject in functionalist sociology. Their mainly philosophical theorisations were taken 
up by subsequently in defence against the attempts of functional sociology in 
dehumanising discontent as a destructive, deviant and anti-social behaviour. Their 
philosophical heritage thus became the voice of concern about the push of 
functionalism to empty dissent of all its life-preserving and life-enhancing energies. 

Following Marx, the theorist of socialism, the sociologists like Weber and 
Durkheim had tried to deal with the issues of social subversion, deviance and anti-
structure in a less subversive manner. No doubt, they recognised the vital energies of 
the forces of revolution and subversion as sources of social change. But their 
essentially critical views of modern scientism were gradually turned into a tradition of 
theorising by functionalist experts who believed that sociology's main task was to 
maintain social order. 

Even Nietzsche and Freud were not immune to systematic exploitation of their 
theories by ideologues and psychologist experts, who saw themselves responsible for 
maintaining order. However, Nietzsche's and Freud's fundamental resistance to 
socialisation made them the source of a political philosophy and a psychoanalytic 
theory, which have been fundamental in illuminating the sources of discontent, and 
social and political subversion beyond a mere systemic understanding of the political 
and the social. And it is by going back to them through their intellectual heirs that we 
can locate the sources of the crisis of modernity and the new collective movements of 
our time. 

Subversive Sources of the Post-modern 

Nietzsche and Freud tried to liberate power from the repression of authority; 
but they realised along the way that the repressive authority was in fact the psyche 
that was inserted in a maleficent way in the social relations. The process of this 
insertion was thought to be via the unconscious desires and fears, which had 
penetrated the practice of society through language and culture, and as such had 
become naturalised. Therefore for them, liberation was not possible through simplistic 
recipes of the rationalist philosophers. Nor was it possible through a universal and 
total revolution, which would claim to free man from all bondage in order for itself to 
become a new bondage. Nor was it possible through a normalisation, which would 

Nietzsche, F. 1990, p. 488 
' Ibid, p. 478 
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seek to cure or contain deviance and subversion by restoring equilibrium to the social 
system. 

Complete liberation was in fact impossible since man was torn apart between 
desire for pleasure on the one hand, and fear of death on the other; between the need 
for transcendence and the need for security and law. It was impossible to reach a state 
where man would stop reproducing himself culturally and linguistically, as it was 
impossible for man to stop reproducing himself biologically. And as such, it was as 
impossible for human beings to free themselves totally from their cultural prejudices 
and restrictive traditions - and still continue to exist as human - as it was impossible 
for them to purify their genes from all its previous impurities - and still survive as a 
species. Therefore, the path to freedom must run through a perilous path of pleasure 
and pain, subversion and order, unity and disunity, rationality and irrationality. And 
furthermore, there would be no hope for a total unity of the individual actor and the 
social system, between pleasure and law, and between the rationality of a 
technological world and the inner spiritual and transcendental elevations. And yet, 
there must be hope for finding means of incessant transformation of values to enable 
the society to incorporate the subversive powers of desire and transcendence, and 
become revitalised. 

Subversion should thus be seen as reinvigorating and revitalising, rather than 
destructive, for the society; and therefore, it must be celebrated rather than being 
repressed or castrated. Modern capitalism could not be a site for integration of the 
individual in the social as a means of reducing tension and optimising the individual 
and social functions, as Talcott Parsons and Chalmers Johnson would suggest. It was 
rather, the arena of a mode of repression whose existence was as constitutive as was 
the need for its subversion. As Touraine has suggested: "This image of a capitalist 
society is consonant with the way in which that society experiences itself."' 

The capitalist society experiences itself in terms of its social norms and its 
values. In this society the pursuit of the individual interests of human beings are 
connected with the forces of the market. The market is a site of struggle where law 
and discipline intervene to contain or repress the disorder and violence that arise form 
this struggle. In this ironically peaceful battlefield, human beings, as "beings of 
desire", will have to learn to become "social beings" through submission to discipline, 
law and order. The capitalist order is maintained on the cutting edge of the battle of 
non-social and even anti-social forces of desire for money, power and pleasure, which 
it encourages, and the forces of social order that it keeps in order regulate and control 
this desire. This is essentially true of today's market economy, as it was true in 
Freud's day. 

In his Civilisation and Its Discontents, Freud suggested that in the modern 
society, the presence of the super-ego denied the simple correlation between the id 
and the ego. In this, the ego was seen as the social being that repressed the id, and the 
id signified the site of the unconscious desire. The intervention of the super-ego, or 
the moral force of conscience, meant that the repression of the id is sublimated into a 
moral order, and as such would become meaningful for the subject. The subject then 
would not experience the repression of the id by the ego directly, because through the 
intervention of the super-ego, the moral order would fulfil or defer certain demands of 
the id. It does this by sublimating into meaning the suffering that comes with the 
denial of the potentially subversive desires of the id. 

According to Freud, a decisive step towards civilisation was the move of 
certain community to restrict "their possibilities of gratification". And he added: "The 

Touraine, 1995, p. 119 
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liberty of the individual is not a benefit of the culture. It was greatest before any culture, 
though indeed it had little value at that time, because the individual was hardly in a position to 
defend it...The desire for freedom that makes itself felt in a human community may be a 
revolt against some existing injustice and so may prove favourable to a further development 
of civilisation and remain compatible with it...A great part of the struggles of mankind 
centres around the single task of finding some expedient solution between the individual 
claims and those of the civilised community..."1 

Thus the destiny of the individual is not the simple submission of pleasure to 
law by means of socialisation of instincts; the power of the psyche lie in its capacity 
to transcend and defy total order, and hence total submission. It is this capacity that, 
when sublimated, makes the individual to give consent to a meaningful integration 
into the society and the acceptance of the existing order. And it is this capacity as well 
that, when faced with unsublimated and hence coercive repression, pushes the 
individual to seek identity with the fellow-repressed in dreaming of an ideal, and in 
taking action to construct a Utopia. 

In order to find out how the sublimation of suffering leads to a human struggle 
for survival in the gap between pleasure and death, we have to look to the productive 
field of culture and discourse; a field that gives rise to religions ethics and moral 
ideologies. It is by looking into this field that we can appreciate that human beings 
can never internalise the social discipline completely, and that they are always 
potentially the agents of liberation and hence subversion of social order. It thus 
becomes clear why at the moment of revolutionary upsurge, the laws of existing order 
become so easily transcended without creating any guilt feeling or moral restraint. 
This transcendence becomes possible both because of the loss of the meaning of the 
political order, which secures its legitimacy, and because of the meaningfulness of the 
new order, which is sublimated by a subversive Utopia. 

In Freud, therefore, we can find a critique of modernity that, like Nietzsche's, 
resists the push for socialisation brought to the West by the Enlightenment, the French 
Revolution and the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries nationalisms. But at the 
same time, it acknowledges the essentiality of this socialisation for the survival of 
each culture. In our post-modern world, we are faced with the rise of ever new forms 
of nationalism and religious revivalism, which try to find their own ways to 
sublimation and meaning by defying and transcending the existing orders and by 
creating new orders. 

Nietzsche and Freud broke with the ideology of modernity, which in its 
Marxist and Liberal versions, had tried to define human beings in terms of their social 
roles and positions: in terms such as workers, capitalists, subjects and citizens. 
Instead, they presented a view of man that fitted the coming post-modern age. In this 
view man is a "being of desire", driven by the forces of the unconscious. He is a being 
of desire for freedom and autonomy, a being that is engaged in a life and death 
struggle against both nihilism and the totalitarian tendencies of the modern utilitarian 
society. Thus, man's desire for freedom appears as a will to resistance against the 
forces that seek to destroy the creativity of the energies of life and of the Eros. 

It is this being that in all its complex and contradictory existence, inhabit our 
post-modern world. Whether in the countries in the centre of the world capitalist 
system or in the countries of periphery, this new being is on the rise. This new being 
is a hybrid of multiple cultures, whether as a product of global immigration from the 
periphery to the centre, or as a product of the interaction of cultures through 

Freud, S. Civilisation and Its Discontents, in The major Works of Sigmund Freud, Encyclopaedia Britannica, Inc. 
1990, pp. 780-781 
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information super-highway. But this hybridisation does not mean that the man of the 
post-modern condition has acquired a clear self-awareness of his intimate connection 
with others. This hybridisation therefore has not repressed nationalisms; in fact, as I 
hinted before, it has given rise to new nationalisms. 

The new human beings have proved wrong the ideologues of modernity in 
their anticipation that industrial growth, scientific and technological development, and 
universal values of reason would lead to universal peace, economic abundance, and 
the creation of a universal culture of humanity. As Touraine has eloquently explained: 
"The actors of history are more than agents of modernity. The great idea of the modernists -
that there would be correspondence between system and actor in modern society as the actors 
internalised society's norms - has been inverted and overtaken by historical reality. The old is 
used to create the new, and particularisms are used to...resist universalism, despite the 
widespread intellectual conviction that modernisation meant a transition from particularism to 
universalism, from belief to reason." 

Deleuze and Guattari's Anti-Oedipus is but one fashion of extending Freud's 
psychoanalytic theory to provide a subversive account of post-modern social and 
political developments. Deleuze and Guattari have used schizophrenia as a guide for 
connecting desire to the workings of social and political institutions in the post
modern culture. Like other psychoanalytical theorists, they see the Western culture, or 
more accurately "the symbolic order of capitalist production", as the key element in 
repressing desire in our post-modern condition. 

In his critical analysis of Deleuze and Guattari's work, Anthony Elliott has 
noted their attempt to undermine the traditional conceptions of revolutionary action. 
For them, politics is "embedded in desiring and in social production", and as such cannot 
be "rationally refashioned".2 To overcome cultural oppression, therefore, the suppressed 
libidinal forces must turn against the social system through schizophrenic processes. 
"To turn the process of schizophrenia against the logic of capitalist production might just 
allow us to construct alternative social relations - relations that permit a spontaneity and 
intensity of desire free from cultural constraint.' 

But, psychoanalytical critique of global capitalism in search for emancipation 
has outgrown these purely individualistic attempts to construct alternative realities. It 
has had to take account of far-reaching changes in social, cultural and political 
conditions in our time. It has had to pay attention to "the proliferation of generalised 
communication; the dispersal of economic production and consumption; global, multinational 
capitalism; the multiplication of new political movements and identities, (and) the fracturing 
of knowledge and information.' 

Coining the concept of "social imaginary, Cornelius Castoriadis has also 
offered a new way for the conceptualisation of the issue of the socialisation of the 
psyche. He defines the social imaginary as the seat of originary representations and 
significations that constitute the self by instituting society. For him the drives, desires 
and passions behind these significations are "a productive core which permits human 
subjects to create and reproduce society anew."5 Castoriadis thus connects the imaginative 
creativity of cultural production to the socially "instituted imaginary representations", 
which are themselves part of the historical traditions. 

'Touraine, A. 1995, p. 138 
2 Elliott, A. Psychoanalytic Theory: An Introduction, Blackwell, Oxford, UK, 1994, pp. 144-151 
3 Ibid, p. 148 ' 
4 Ibid, p. 156 
5 Ibid, p. 161 
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The Islamic Revolution: A Post-modern Movement 

The philosophical legacy of Nietzsche and the legacy of Freud's 
psychoanalysis provide theoretical tools to be used for a new understanding of 
revolutions and movements of our time. It is no longer possible to reduce the 
multifarious nature of the post-modern condition to economic production, 
consumption and self-interest. Nor is it possible, as for example Charles Tilly does in 
his From Mobilisation to Revolution, to reduce the complex cultural forms of 
revolutions to systematic acts of collectivities, which use their opportunities to 
organise and mobilise people. There is undoubtedly merit to Tilly's insight about the 
instrumental and functional use of the available social and political resources by 
organised interest groups to mobilise masses for a revolution. But at least some 
revolutions, particularly revolutions inspired by religious imaginaries, express far 
more than the pursuit of self-interest, and far less organisation is behind their power of 
revolutionary mobilisation. 

Certainly in the case of the Iranian Revolution, the imaginative projections of 
the cultural and religious traditions to the future were far more effective in motivating 
people to mobilise and take up action than organisation under concrete demands for 
political and economic reforms that the secular political groups proposed. No doubt, 
socio-economic and politico-economic factors were instrumental in giving force to the 
rhetoric of various revolutionary groups in order to sensitise and mobilise people. But 
only those groups were successful in using these factors in any effective manner that 
connected them with a meaningful worldview or truth claim that could be shared by 
the widest sectors of the society. The truth claims of the Islamic Revolution was 
constructed on the basis of a religious worldview, which used the shared cultural 
symbolism and new interpretations of traditions to express worldly collective 
aspirations in transcendental terms. 

Movements like the Islamic Revolution of Iran are indeed local affairs, 
reflecting the rise of collective passions for new nationalisms. But more than that, 
they are global post-modern movements, which challenge what they see as unjust and 
unfair in the world order. The Islamic Revolution, by virtue of its global environment, 
was inevitably globally oriented. It may thus be characterised as a moment of the 
global post-modern culture. 

For the Islamic Revolution, the overthrow of the Pahlavi regime was only the 
first step to bring the zeal for establishment of a new cultural power face to face with 
what it perceived as its true adversary: the West, and particularly the United States. 
The Shah was an object to get rid of, not so much because his regime created political 
and economic problems for the people, but particularly because he was perceived to 
have inflicted a serious injury on the Iranian pride and sense of dignity. The 
revolutionary actors saw in the Shah the image of a foreign agent who was prepared to 
surrender the country to its cultural adversaries by undermining its main source of 
cultural value, Islam. 

The Islamic movement was not an indication of imperviousness of Iranians to 
modernisation as such. It was a movement against a Western-inspired modernisation 
that had left Iranians spiritually defenceless against the dominant global powers. 
Otherwise, this movement has been more than willing to use modern political, cultural 
and economic techniques in its struggle. But its real source of power is not to be 
located in its techniques that in any case would not match that of its adversaries. Its 
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real source of power was in its appeal to religious traditions in order to restore 
meaning and a sense of spiritual worth to the living experience of Iranians as a 
modern nation. It set out to do so by making claims to defending the human dignity 
of those who felt rejected by hypocrisy, insensitivity and corruption that had marred 
the Western appearance in the Muslim world first under the guise of colonisation and 
later under the rubric of modernisation. 

Islamic societies, like all peripheral societies in the "world-system" today, are 
internally engaged in one or another form of struggle between the need for 
rationalisation of industry and technology, on the one hand, and the need for some 
sort of ethics and value system, on the other. And it is becoming ever clearer that the 
need for meaningful values could actually enable these societies to define themselves 
as an existence worth of reproduction and perpetuation, and thus could interfere with 
the process of rationalisation and technologisation. 

This need for value entails a quest for putting meaning back into life. This 
need is normally as intense, if not more intense, than the need for physical survival, 
because physical survival often loses its urgency when an individual or community 
faces the problem of the loss of meaning, as Durkheim has eloquently explained in his 
analysis of the social causes of suicide. The need for meaning has thus become the 
main vehicle of struggle for survival not only for the Muslim nations, but also for 
many social movements elsewhere in the world. 

The ideological image in which a society constructs itself is so important to its 
continuity that if this image is lost or devalued, the society must restore it or create it 
anew, lest it would not be motivated to reproduce itself culturally and hence 
materially. Cultural reproduction of a society is essential in producing the ethics that 
make material reproduction socially meaningful. The economic relations of 
production and consumption would be meaningless without an ethics of the market, 
which can be reproduced and renewed. 

Likewise, the restoration or rejuvenation of the moral system would be of no 
enduring sense without a political philosophy and a set of legitimate institutions. Or, 
more accurately, the construction of an ideology, which can legitimise the social 
imaginary, would be impossible without the institutions that would conceal the 
repressive nature of authority by making it meaningful to the people. Only such 
institutions can create laws to which people consent and not coerced. Although there 
are major differences between the ways in which the Islamic and Western societies 
experience modernity and the means by which they attempt to tackle its crisis, they 
are essentially fighting the same battle and for the same end. 

The Birth of the Subject 

The approach of Western societies to the present crisis of modernity has 
involved what Touraine calls the "birth of the subject", which is manifested in various 
new social movements; movements that challenge the attempts of the existing polities 
at total social integration and unbridled utilisation of the environment. Touraine 
hopes for more than the negative liberalism of Isaiah Berlin and Richard Rorty. He 
rightly proposes that social movements still can pursue the hope of combining 
"freedom and equality", as well as "personal creativity and social justice". He defines the 
subject as neither "a supra-social principle", nor as "the individual in his particularity", but 
as "a mode of constructing social experience". 

'Touraine, A. 1995, p. 235 
2 Ibid. p. 234 
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The birth, or more accurately rebirth, of the subject thus means for him a 
return to "the bourgeois spirit", the spirit that resisted the total capitalist political and 
social domination in the West during the eighteenth century. It also means a return to 
the workers movement; the movement that during the nineteenth century, when 
bourgeoisie submitted to rationalised capitalism, defended the rights, dignity and 
autonomy of the workers against "scientific management" and the "logic of productivity". 

In this sense, the "subject" should be understood as a form of collective action, 
which is primarily a cultural struggle to challenge the power of instrumental reason 
over social values. The role of the subject is to constantly debase the ideology of 
rationalisation to prevent its domination over the power relations that exist between 
the human subject and the rationalising forces of the State and the economy. This is so 
because in the last analysis, it is these power relations that determine the cultural 
orientation and hence the values of a society. So much so that gaining control over 
these values is essential to any successful preservation of the creativity and 
productivity of social actors. It is this creativity and productivity of the social actors 
that will preserve the spirit of anti-structure and anti-establishment, which are so 
vitally needed for upholding the freedom of individual in the post-modern condition. 

Touraine's concept of new social movements includes the feminist, 
environmentalist and gay movements. It stresses the challenging nature of these 
movements against the dominating power of the established order. As such, it presents 
certain similarities to Habermas's concept of the struggle of new social movements 
against the total "colonisation" of the "life-world" by the "system", which he 
expounded in his The Theory of Communicative Action (1985). It also resembles the 
ideas of Anthony Giddens in his Consequences of Modernity (1990) and Modernity 
and Self-Identity (1992), whereby Giddens stressed the correlation between the push 
for globalisation of the modern culture, and the resistance of individualism in various 
forms of collective identity. 

However, Touraine goes further than these writers in his emphasis on the 
interference of the "subject" as "social movement" with the social environment in a 
bid to resist and, if necessary, reshape the norms and forms of social and political 
organisation. He goes beyond Habermas' optimistic rationalism about the possibility 
of an action totally mediated by expressive communication. He also goes further than 
Giddens' individualistic view of self-identity, which emphasises the individual ability 
to freely choose desired "life-styles" in the consumer society. Touraine differentiates 
his "subject" from Giddens's "self-identity" and Robert Bellah's "changing images of 
individualism" by stressing the role of the subject as social movement in inspiring 
dissidence and putting up resistance against the "apparatuses of power." 

But, in the face of the huge revolutionary movements in the Islamic world, 
Touraine is fearful that the struggle of the subject against rationalisation, which for 
him, is a continuation of the subject's struggle for freedom from the sacred order, 
would fall back upon religious communitarianism, dogmatism and absolutism. 
Touraine's fear is understandable; because modern nationalisms whether inspired by 
technical rationalism, or by religious enthusiasm, have presented strong anti-
individualist tendencies, which have led to violence, repression and manipulation of 
minds to shape personalities with a sense of duty to the established order. And, for 
this reason alone, one tends to agree with him in rejecting the anti-individualist 
tendencies that repress desire and deny the human need for freedom from the reign of 
various forms of dogmatic belief. "Modernity means the disappearance of all models and 
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all transcendence, and therefore of religious political or social forces which create 
civilisations defined by the imperious norms of ethics.''1 

Therefore, the liberal societies of the West must be congratulated for their 
allowance for the expression of civil society; a society that has created a kind of legal 
balance between the collective and the individual. So much so that revolutions calling 
for the total destruction of the social order have become virtually extinct in Western 
democracies. But this congratulation must remain qualified as the flaws in this 
liberalism are being exposed both internally and externally. The liberalism that is still 
heavily burdened by the impersonality and rationality of the laws is facing problems 
both on the home front and on the international level. 

At home, liberalism is confronted with the incipient movements for greater 
freedom, which push for the removal of all the social taboos, and in their very 
creativity, threaten the liberal values by questioning the failures of liberalism in 
tackling violence, criminality and anomie. And at the international level, it is faced 
with rival cultural ideologies, which question the Western liberalism due to its failure 
to apply to others the same standards that it applies to itself. As such, it has become 
internally divided and externally aggressive. And, it is for this reason that it has 
become subjected to conflicting forces that pull it in different directions. 
Countervailing forces at home, which demand a return to "community spirit", and the 
massive cultural forces from the outside, which try to assert themselves as alternative 
models of reality for the good of humanity. Both of these forces have creative 
potentials for reviving society and save it from stagnation. They also have the 
potential to become the locus of new totalitarian ideologies. 

In the face of all this, therefore, Touraine's fear of the movements, such as the 
Islamic Revolution of Iran, which appear to have led to the rise of absolutist regimes, 
is justified. But if we accept, as Touraine does, that the classical dichotomous 
understanding of the modern society, which saw it either as individualistic or 
wholistic, must be rejected; then we must be prepared to accept that each society must 
follow its own experience in order to renew and revive itself. We must also accept 
that, to be genuine, such experience will have to go through a dialectical interaction of 
forces of individualism and wholism. It is only through this painful process that a 
society might be finally able to see itself as a network of relations of power, which is 
manifested in various forms of culture, economy and politics. It is therefor in the 
context of these relations of power that culture, economy and politics could become 
meaningful at the level of the interaction of the individual and the social. 

It is within the context of this intricate network of power relations that we 
must look forward to and hope for the emergence of a human subject who would 
assert his/her individuality in interaction with the institutional structures around 
him/her. It is therefore senseless to hope for the emergence of the subject in a context 
from which it is totally alienated. The hope for the rise of the "subject" in various 
forms of post-modern social movements in the West is a real hope, because it is still 
possible to say that the individuals are not totally alienated from their social and 
political institutions. There is in fact a fundamental commonality in the cultural 
traditions of the West, which is based on the Christian tradition and the tradition of 
modern revolutions, and is reflected in modern social and political institutions in the 
form of law. It is this fundamental commonality that provides a background against 
which social actors can organise and mobilise movements of difference and change. 

The rise of a pluralist Islamic culture in Iran on the back of a revolution could 
also provide a common cultural background from which to organise and mobilise new 

1 Ibid. p. 258 

203 



movements of liberation against the political and religious establishments, but not in 
total denial of the community. The aspiration of the Islamic Revolution for the total 
transformation of the Iranian society reflected the total frustration and alienation of 
individuals with the meaninglessness of the structures of political and social order and 
the sense of community that this order preached. However, it did not mean a total 
denial of community. In fact, it was an aspiration for a renewal of community in a 
more meaningful fashion. 

Touraine's worries about the new Islamic movements arise from the fear that 
these movements might become the "site" for the rise of new totalitarian regimes. 
And hence, his reluctance to see in them the potential ground for new forms of 
resistance to the global apparatuses of power. This fear as I noted earlier is justified, 
but it ought not to deny the potential emancipatory value of the individual and 
collective movements for freedom that are already rising in Iran in the name of human 
dignity and the subjective creativity. Interestingly, these movements are rising from 
the ashes of the Islamic Revolution, and under a coercive political regime that has 
been trying very hard to present itself as a total force of rationality and the logical end 
of this revolution. 

Similar to the Western-type social movements of our time, the actors of the 
new movements in Iran are individuals demanding personal and collective freedoms 
in the name of the same principles that inspired and motivated the revolution. The 
wild, ambitious, but vague imaginations for freedom, that animated the revolution, are 
gradually sinking not necessarily in the dominant apparatuses of power; but in the 
more concrete imaginations of freedom, which have achieved measurable results 
within the existing models of social reality. At times, they even seek to alter the social 
relations, but they are yet to bring down the whole structure of violence and 
repression that is perpetrated under the coercive force of the dominant religious 
ideology. These movements emerged in the process of post-revolution battle of ideas 
within the adherents of the Islamic revolutionary ideology, and have been expressed 
in the language of religious and ideological conviction. But they have end up with a 
language of a kind of secular ethics, which is gradually penetrating political, legal, 
and economic institutions. 

The new movements in Iran echo the voices of the victims of the ideology of 
the pursuit of self-interest, which is also heard in the Western societies. It is so 
because in addition to political repression and poverty, they also suffer from the same 
problems of the liberal societies of the West, such as addiction, depression, 
schizophrenia and suicide. It is in this context that these movements pursue the goal of 
the freedom of human subject beyond the Western classical notions of individualism, 
which identified the subject with self-consciousness. In this sense, these movements, 
in their incessant struggles against apparatuses of domination and totalitarianism, 
present essentially similarities to the new social movement in the West, which 
struggle against the predominance of instrumental rationality and utilitarianism. But 
whereas the Western social movements use one or another form of secularised ethical 
language, the new movements in Iran resort to a language of religious ethics that is 
becoming increasingly secularised. 

Demand for the dignity of human subject, and rationalisation and limitation of 
the sphere of influence of religious and political institutions are being increasingly 
voiced in the new religious, political, philosophical and artistic discourses in Iran. 
These intellectual discourses can potentially provide a powerful tool for 
understanding of Iran's developments in the post-modern age. These discourses are 
more positive, more empirical and more essential for understanding the current 

204 



developments in the context of the global culture and politics than many previous 
concepts such as the class and class-consciousness. (See Chapter 8 for more detail on 
the post-revolutionary intellectual movements in Iran.) 

Self, Beyond Self-interest 

It is imperative for the analysts of the Islamic Revolution of Iran not to reduce 
the study of the revolution and its outcomes to economic analysis based on the 
calculation of indicators, such as growth rate, balance of trade and rate of inflation. 
Although such data are quite important, they cannot be used on their own for 
explanation of this revolution. Any meaningful analysis of the Islamic Revolution 
should alternatively, but in concert with political economy, consider the role of 
religion and ideology as fundamental factors in giving rise to the imaginary of a 
dignified human subject in the context of a distinct and collective identity that is 
worthy of recognition. 

It is as much absurd to deny the power generated by the forces of collective 
conviction in motivating resistance to the power of the economy and the State, as it is 
to deny the power of desire to resist the domination of a rigid moral order. But 
individuals participate in social movements as much in their quest for individual 
freedom, as in their desire for belonging to an alternative community, which is 
perceived to be better than the one that they reject. Social movements lose their 
meaning if they are dissociated from social actors, as much as individual actors 
become meaningless if they stand outside all collectivities. 

Yet the social actor, as Touraine suggests, is "the antithesis of the Self'. A social 
actor does not merely comply with its social role, which he/she has acquired via self-
consciousness, as Parsons would have us to believe; rather "an actor reconstructs the 
social field on the basis of demands, including the demand for subjectivation, which 
introduces a non-social principle into society."1 Similarly, social action is not totally 
governed by rationality of the social system; rather it defies the system by its capacity 
to transform the society. 

The movements in the Islamic countries must be understood in relation with 
their encounter with the crisis of modernity, where modernity is experienced not as an 
"endogenous" phenomena, but as modernisation, which appears as totally 
"exogenous", and as such alien. The crisis of modernity in the West has thus been 
translated to the crisis of modernisation in the Islamic world. The crisis of 
modernisation has had a double face. Not only did it carry over the problems of 
modernity faced in the West, such as the instrumentalisation of reason; it also led to 
the decline or many cases destruction of the local cultures, which were perceived to be 
the "enemies of freedom". 

It was under this slogan than the Western ideology of modernity helped 
various colonial powers to mobilise their people around a massive cultural attack 
against the colonies. It was also in this context that the colonies and s<?Aw-colonies 
tended to return to their traditions as a shield against this cultural attack. Whereas 
religion was attacked in some Western societies due to its identification with reaction 
and absolutism, in the colonies, religion was sought as a source of empowerment 
against the western onslaught. Touraine poses the right question when he asks: "How 
can colonised and dominated countries not distrust a rationalisation they identify with the 
history and culture of the powers whose might oppresses them? How can they not invoke 
their history and culture in order to resist a hegemonic power which identifies with modernity 
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and reason, and which regards as universals forms of organisation and thought that 
correspond to its own interests?"' 

Dominated societies reject modernisation not because of its modernity, but 
because of its aggressive and destructive history. In returning to their traditions, they 
do not reject freedom, but they seek a freedom bound with the affirmation of their 
collective memories and identities. This is why these societies are so obsessed with 
cultural identity, which they feel responsible to protect. For instance, Iranians by and 
large do not find their religious traditions to be antithetical to freedom; nor do they see 
it as inherently conducive to a totalitarian theocracy. These sentiments are not 
dissimilar to religious sentiments in many Western societies. Iranians as a Muslim 
nation have learnt that Islam is not an enemy of technology and economic 
development. For many Iranian religious modernists, religion, if rescued from narrow 
interpretations, may even be instrumental in creating a fundamental balance between 
the need for rationalisation of science and technology, on the one hand, and the need 
for spirituality, meaning and connection with cultural values, on the other. Iranian 
history makes it evident that religious traditions when mobilised to support freedom 
can enhance the struggles of individuals and collectivities against dominating powers, 
and protect the individuals against manipulations of the market. 

It should be also clear from the foregoing arguments that any individual and 
collective resistance to internal and external domination is bound up with one or 
another form of religious or cultural tradition. But the modernisation that came to the 
Iran, and many other Muslim societies, sought to sever these societies from their past 
traditions without offering any reasonable means of continuity in its place. As such, it 
was far less successful than modernity in the West in providing tangible benefits for 
the modernised. Total break with cultural traditions meant that modernisation 
appeared to the members of the invaded cultures as an exogenous force imposed 
through war and conquest. But, as Touraine notes: "As the modernisation movement 
gained strength, modernity began to affect cultures and societies which were incapable of 
adapting to it, or which underwent it rather than using it. What had once been experienced as 
liberation became alienation and regression."2 

In our global situation in which conflicting cultures need more than ever to 
interact and communicate freely, the defence of identities sadly keeps them ever more 
far apart. In this situation, the cultures with access to higher military might make 
more and more references to their access to scientific knowledge and superiority of 
reason. Meanwhile, the defensive but struggling cultures, which boast to their 
religious traditions, are referred to as backward and fanatic. It would be wrong to 
dismiss the movements in the Islamic world simply as traditionalist, when they are in 
fact trying to incorporate modernity into their cultural traditions. It would also be 
wrong to keep up the conflict between the West and the Islamic world, where the 
Western cultural universalism manifests itself as a threat to the local culture and as 
such gives rise to new dangerous particularisms. 

The Western cultural-ideological push against the colonies under the title of 
modernisation has undermined the image of the Western liberal and socialist 
ideologies as ideologies countering the dominance of the State power over the society. 
Immanuel Wallerstein has noted the fundamental alliance between basically Western 
ideologies of liberalism and socialism in the context of the "world-system" in 
strengthening rather than weakening the States. These ideologies arose following the 
French and Russian Revolutions on the back of the pledges of weakening the State 
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with respect to the civil society, or withering away of the State with respect to the 
classless society. But as Wallerstein has suggested, they have in fact led, particularly 
since the mid-nineteenth century, to the "real increase in the State power" and its 
"intrusiveness", both in the Western democracies and in the Communist States. He 
has noted the rise of a "world revolution" against the Western ideologies, which he 
dates from 1968 to the fall of Communism in 1989. According to Wallerstein, the fall 
of Communism was in fact the collapse of the liberal ideology whose unravelling had 
started since the late 1960s in core capitalist nations. 

Wallerstein has also noted the defensive role of religious ideologies in the 
countries in the "periphery" of the "world-system" vis-à-vis. the cultural assault of the 
Western ideologies. But, like Touraine, his view of the new Islamic movements is 
bleak. For him, movements such as the Islamic Revolution of Iran, although not 
intrinsically fundamentalist, fall outside the "cultural orbit" of the "world-system", 
and as such offer no chance of communication, and hence no chance for conflict 
resolution. However, he speaks of a new era in the world development, where the call 
for democracy is no longer identified with liberal ideology due to the economic and 
political unfairness of this ideology in the global scale. The rejection of liberalism as 
an ideology is the rejection of the present "world-system" as undemocratic, "because 
economic well-being is not equally shared, and that is because political power in not in fact 
equally shared." 

For Wallerstein, this rejection means that the world is moving away from the 
course anticipated by classical modernist predictions, namely that progress would be 
identified with the rise of nation-States and social integration. Instead, he predicts that 
people are now turning away from the States to "group solidarities" and "South-North 
immigration". Indeed, massive global immigration and return to culturally based 
collective solidarities seem to be a feature in the world, but this has not stopped the 
emergence of the new forms of social integration around new nationalist and religious 
aspirations. 

Samir Amin has also noted the effects of the "new world-order" on the 
development of international relations. In a mainly politico-economic language, Amin 
has pinpointed the United States as the carrier of what he calls "a global conception of 
world-wide economic, political and military hegemony"4 He emphasises the rise of the 
"U.S.-Third World conflict" in the international political agenda, as the "East-West 
conflict" subsides and while the "intra-West conflict" is expressed mainly through 
non-violent economic competition.5 Amin particularly mentions the significance of 
Islam as a cultural "anti-Western" source, but he remains suspicious about the Islamic 
movements in the Third World as an effective resistance against the U.S. hegemony. 
There is no doubt that the Third World countries can be of no real threat to the U.S. 
security; but the United States, nonetheless, confronts them as such. And this is why, 
as Amin suggests, the American hegemony over the Third World has often been 
maintained by military posturing and "genocide". 

Andre Gunder Frank has also alluded to the failure of modernisation in the 
Third World societies not as a result of the resistance of these societies to modernity, 
but as a result of the economic and political policies of modernisation, which mirrored 
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a distorted image of the West.1 In this light, even the collapse of the Communist 
system could be seen as a result of the failure of the Western ideology of modernity. 
The ideology of modernity, according to Frank, has characterised the whole world as 
the domain of rationalisation, industrialisation, bureaucratisation and the rise of the 
nation-States following the English, American and French Revolutions. Thus the 
movements that brought down the Communist States should be viewed as part of the 
post-modern global movements dealing with the crisis of modernity. 

Charles Tilly has noted the global rise of the modern national States as the 
primary cause of revolutions. Tilly has criticised the sociological and social-
psychological theories of revolution, such as those of Crane Brinton, Ted Gurr, James 
Davies and Chalmers Johnson for their lack of appreciation for the essentially 
political nature of revolutions. He writes, in line with Barrington Moore and Theda 
Skocpol: "The form and likelihood of revolutions depend closely on transformation of States, 
which through wars and flows of capital bear strong marks of changing relations to other 
States. War, international relations, State formation and revolutionary change are a tightly-
connected system."2 

Tilly's analysis tends to virtually ignore any force on the part of the social 
actors in revolutions, as he attributes revolutions strictly to the State expansion and 
the tendency of the State to strain the population in order to wage war or take other 
measures for expansion. However, his formulation of the interconnectedness of States 
and revolutions in the context of a global system confirms the international, rather 
than local, significance of the modern revolutions that I have been discussing. 

Moving from an essentially Millian, utilitarian viewpoint, Tilly formulates the 
formation of the Third World States as a process of "decolonisation", which has 
landed them in "administrative structures, fiscal systems and armed forces designed on 
Western lines". For him, revolutions in the Third World essentially follow the same 
course and are motivated by the same incentives as those of the Western revolutions. 
He is basically concerned with the utilitarian interests as the driving force of the 
revolutions and the ability to organise and mobilise resources as the vehicle for 
revolutions. He takes interests for granted, and emphasises "the causes and effects of 
different means of action on those interests". 

In the last analysis, Tilly streamlines interests theoretically by arguing that 
pursuing interests comes down to conflicts between the interests of those in power and 
those opposing the power. And hence, he suggests that the common problem in 
tackling all cases of conflict of interest is to obtain enough resources to be able to 
pursue one's own interest. As such he, again in line with Skocpol, argues that 
revolutions are structural rather than motivational. 

Fred Halliday has also noted that it is only with the emergence of the concept 
of modern State that modern revolutions could be conceived.5 He has also noted the 
global orientation of the new Third World revolutions including the Islamic 
Revolution of Iran, where the revolution addressed itself not only to Iranian Shi 'i 
Muslims, but to all the oppressed of the world, Muslim or non-Muslim.6 In the case of 
the Islamic Revolution, this international orientation stemmed from the capacity of 
Islam as a world religion to present itself as a moral philosophy transcending national 
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boundaries. Halliday does not pay a serious attention to the cultural and motivational 
forces of the Third World revolutions, but acknowledges that since the rise of the 
post-war independence movements in the colonies, the world has become "split into 
two camps", and hence the Third World revolutions became possible.1 

In referring to the tendency of the Third World revolutions, such as the 
Chinese Revolution, to integrate into the world capitalist economy, Halliday confirms 
the idea that the Third World countries are part of the global economy. It is so despite 
the fact that the political integration of the Third World societies in the world-
economy might be quite farfetched given the cultural and ideological hostilities 
between the societies in the centre and those in the periphery. 

Halliday tries to find out why the Third World revolutions, that often originate 
from socio-economic problems, end up under the domination of ethnic and religious 
ideologies, which for him are "frightening"? He ends up concluding that the answer to 
this question may be found in the anti-democratic and anti-human rights nature of the 
Third World revolutions.2 Halliday's concerns with the lack of democracy and human 
rights in the Third World revolutions is well-founded, but it should not deter us from 
looking for answer to his question in the cultural and ideological intricacies that are 
involved in motivating and driving these revolutions. 

Another analyst of Third World revolutions, Elie Kedourie, has considered the 
Third World revolutions from a totally different perspective. He has questions the 
significance of the concept of imperialism in the revolutions of the Third World.3 

Indeed, in the reformulation of this concept, Hobson and Lenin denfined imperialism 
as a period of advanced capitalism where huge monopolies dominated the world. It 
has also come to mean the process of the post-colonial expansion of the Western 
capitalism since the end of nineteenth century, particularly in Asian and African 
societies, whereby the Western powers dominated and exploited the Third World 
territories through more complex and indirect policies of neo-colonial type. As such, 
anti-imperialist struggles became the main theme of the liberation and independence 
movements of the Third World, which sought to stop "imperialist exploitation" and 
achieve "self-determination". 

The concept of the "Third world" itself was a post-colonial concept whereby 
the First World, understood as the capitalist West, was distinguished from the Second 
World, the socialist camp, and from the Third World, which meant the rest of the 
world. Kedourie, however, sees the formation of these concepts as mental productions 
of individuals such as Hobson, Lenin and Mao for political purposes. And as such, he 
does not appreciate their existence as part of the autonomous production of collective 
imaginaries in search for new models for resistance to relations of power and 
domination. He thus does not consider these imaginaries as mental structures that are 
used for construction of an ideal self-image, whereby alternative ideologies and 
Utopias are created in order to undermine the legitimacy of the hegemonic ideologies. 

Also in dealing with the Shi'i, Islamic doctrine of the Mahdi, Kedourie takes a 
similar view whereby the revolutionary re-interpretation of this doctrine by Islamic 
modernists is seen as a plot of anti-Jewish extremists who are transforming the 
quietist character of the Mahdi. Thus, he does not acknowledge the modern 
revolutionary interpretations of the Mahdistic tenet as a genuine process of formation 
of new imaginaries for modelling an alternative political order against an order, which 
is perceived to be alien. Indeed the re-interpretation of the concept of the Mahdi was 
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instrumental in the formation of the ideology of the Islamic Revolution, which 
successfully undermined the ideology of the existing political and religious 
establishments. (See Chapters 5 and 6 for more detail.) 

Ernest Gellner, the eminent Western Scholar of Islam, has taken a similar view 
of what he calls "cult of martyrdom" and "martyrdom hysteria, which is ever latent in 
Shi'ism." For him, Ayatollah Khomeini and other radical Shi'i ulama activated this 
latent Shi 'i characteristic in order to seize power for the "religious lawyers". In order to 
build up his argument though, he begins with a dubious premise; namely that "Iran is 
an exception in the Shi'i world". It is not clear what he means by this since outside Iran 
there is hardly any Shi'i world as such. Nonetheless, in an Orientalist fashion, he 
readily issues a statement depicting the whole of Shi'ism as the locus of "political 
mysticism and absolutism". 

In criticising Ayatollah Khomeini in a language evidently ridden with political 
hostility, and far from any scientific impartiality, he seeks to introduce him as an 
innovator and heretic, who turned Shi'ism upside down for personal gain. He 
acknowledges that the concept of martyrdom, as connected to what Shi 'is believe to 
be the unjust killing of the third Imam Hussein in the seventh century, had been used 
traditionally to provide "an escape for the oppressed". But he suggests that under the 
conditions of modernisation, Shi 'ism has acquired an "explosive revolutionary potential" 
because it is fuelled by lack of economic gain from which Khomeini has profited.2 

As such, Gellner views Islam and Shi'ism as a set of rigid and absolute 
structures of belief that can be readily interpreted by the eminent scholar in order to 
identify its few simple meanings. As I mentioned, he defines the political attitudes of 
Sunni and Shi 'i Islam in classical Orientalist fashion. He broad-brushes the history of 
Shi'ism as one of support for monarchy, and writes: "Khomeini has in fact developed a 
new position, which combines Sunni law-worship and this-worldliness with Shi'i 
intransigence and absolutism" in order to build "a republic of the lawyer clerics".3 

His emphasis on the cult of Khomeini's personality in politicising Shi'ism 
following the Sunni model is such that he ends up entering the debate between the 
Shi 'i clerics by calling Khomeini a "kharijite".4 This title was used originally to 
identify those who broke away both from Shi 'ism, which supported the hereditary rule 
of the blood descendent of the Prophet, and with Sunnism, which recognised the 
caliphate, during the struggle for political power following the demise of the Prophet. 
Instead, the kharijites advocated something akin to an egalitarian republicanism. As 
such, Gellner attacks Ayatollah Khomeini almost from the position of his clerical 
opponents, who have variously accused him of heresy and Sunnism. He tries to show 
that Khomeini in fact changed the original political philosophy of Shi 'ism, which, at 
the maximum, was no more than a caretaker legal authority in the absence of the 
Hidden Imam, to one that advocated the direct political rule for the experts in the Shi 'i 
law. 

Although Gellner's interpretation of Khomeini's theory of velayat-e faqih (the 
authority of the jurist) contains part of the truth, his understanding conceals more than 
it reveals. It does not, for example, allow for hermeneutic dynamism, which is 
required to uncover the incessant changes in the Shi'i theology and political 
philosophy over its long history. Nor does it allow for new understandings of the 
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current processes of change that is affecting the monolithic interpretations of the 
ruling clerics of the concept of velayat-e faqih (authority of the jurist). 

Gellner defines and eternalises Islamic theology, including Khomeini's 
theology and political philosophy, in terms of a linear "shift towards a symmetrical, 
egalitarian, rule-oriented, scripturalist, anti-mediationist and anti-ecstatic pole of the faith.'1 

As such, he identifies the end of the ideology of the Islamic Revolution with the 
domination of Khomeini's discourse on the Iranian politics. He also correctly refers to 
Khomeini's ideology of revolution as a theological reformation. But in a monolithic 
interpretation of this ideology, which is plagued by Western stereotypes of Islam, he 
attributes this reformation entirely to the person of Khomeini, and hence foresees the 
demise of the revolutionary discourse in the demise of Khomeini. He writes: "In the 
end, it seems clear that the theological revolutionary, the ruthlessly brutal moralist and 
politician, the scholastic Solon of bathroom etiquette, and the forceful mystic and thinker, are 
one and the same coherent person. He reflects the deepest currents and strains of the society 
which has engendered him, and which he now dominates."2 Therefore, Gellner does not 
allow for the possibility of any positive developments in the post-Khomeini era, 
despite the new trends of reform in the theology, philosophy and political theory of 
Shi 'ism. (See Chapter 8 for more detail.) 

Ideology: An Objective Phenomenon 

One main reason for the static understanding of the Third World revolutions 
and particularly the Islamic Revolution of Iran is the misconceptions about the notion 
of religious and ideological convictions as subjective phenomena belonging to the 
superstructure. Such misconceptions have exercised influence on modern political 
philosophy particularly through narrow interpretations of the ideology of modernity. 
Ironically, they are part of an ideological-interpretative process that has played a 
constituting role in human understanding of the modern world, while denying the 
constitutive nature of ideology. An important legacy of this ideological process, which 
we have called modernity, has been the more readily recognisable ideologies of 
Marxism and liberalism. 

An early Marxist understanding of ideology defined it as a part of the super-
structural formulation of the ideas of the ruling class, which was used for the 
legitimation of the authority of the ruling class. Ironically, an important part of the 
critique of superficial understandings of ideology has come out from among the 
Marxists themselves. Marxist ideologues like Lukacs, Gramsci and Althusser noted 
the structural and motivational force of ideology beyond its understanding as merely a 
collection of ruling class ideas by offering new interpretations of the original Marxist 
texts. 

George Rude, in his Ideology and Popular Protest, has discussed this 
transformation of Marxist understanding of ideology. In his discussion of Gramsci, as 
the one who took the theory of ideology even further than Marx, Lenin and Lukacs, 
Rude emphasises the distinction that Gramsci made between "historically organic 
ideologies", which are essential to social and political structures, and ideologies that 
are "arbitrary, rationalistic, or willed". It is the former type of ideologies that, according 
to Gramsci, have the "psychological" force to "organise" people, and create the 

1 Ibid. p. 148 
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context in which they gain consciousness of the validity of their struggle, and then 
move to action. 

Although Gramsci, like Rude, does not totally free himself from the Marxist 
notion of ideology as part of the "super-structure", he acknowledges "a relatively 
independent role" for ideology, very close to the role of material forces that belong to 
the "base". Gramsci's treatment of the concept of ideology is particularly important 
due to his recognition that ideologies do not necessarily come in the form of 
systematic formulations by the ideologues of the major social classes. For him, 
ideology also exists in "less structured forms", which are in "circulation" among the 
ordinary masses in the form of "folklore", "myth", and the day-to-day utterances of 
the lived experience. 

But, as Rude notes, the most important contribution of Gramsci to social and 
political theory is his formulation of the concept of "hegemony". He defined 
"hegemony" as the process whereby people give consent to a dominant authority via 
peaceful means. For him, the "civil society" is the seat of this consent, a consent that 
is achieved through "indoctrination" by means of education, religion and the media. 
Resistance to the ideological hegemony of the State, according to Gramsci, is only 
possible through the construction of "counter-ideologies" that would debase the State 
ideology, and hence the means by which the State maintains its control over the 
people. 

More recently, Nicos Mouzelis has offered a post-Marxist alternative to the 
conventional understanding of the role of ideology in social order and collective 
action. Mouzelis rejects the empiricist method of observing the statistical regularities 
as a sign of social order. Instead, he asserts that for explanation of the constitutive 
elements of social order, one should go beyond the quantitative observations and 
"discover the underlying generative mechanisms which, although real, are not 
empirical" (in the sense of being directly accessible to our senses). In other words, 
"social forms, conjunctures, and strategies are to be understood in terms of 
theoretically expressed tendencies that have a real structural status, but are not 
empirically transparent."4 

As an example of real, but "theoretically expressed" structural tendencies, he 
refers to what he calls the "mode of domination", which is to be considered as 
important an element as the mode of production in upholding social order. Thus 
"political constraints", such as "military and administrative technologies", are as real 
and material as the forms of economic organisation of the society. In understanding 
the concept of ideology, he follows the same line of reasoning whereby ideology is 
not considered a "residual category" of secondary objective validity belonging to the 
sphere of super-structure. According to him, more than material goods for physical 
survival, human beings produce "the political order that makes organised life in complex 
societies possible; as well as the cultural order that enables them to relate meaningfully to 
each other and to the non-human worlds surrounding them."6 

As such, Mouzelis attempts to develop a theoretical structure that is a 
synthesis of Marx and Weber. In his view, just as human beings develop the tools and 

1 Hoare, Q. & Nowell Smith, G. ed. Selections from the Prison Notebooks of Antonio Gramsci, London, 1971, pp. 
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technologies that make production of goods possible, they develop cultural 
technologies to make political order possible. The function of collective action for 
social change therefore is, at least in part, to replace more efficient "technologies of 
domination/coercion" for less efficient ones. In other words, the process of the 
formation of new ideologies is a kind of development of "the forces of domination", 
which is as important in giving rise to collective action as is the development of the 
forces of production.' 

In his discussion of the role of ideology, Mouzelis follows Gramsci in arguing 
that "counter-ideologies" of anti-structure are generated in "normal circumstances" as 
a result of "institutional contradictions". With the intensification of contradictions, 
these counter-ideologies threaten the hegemony of the ruling ideologies, and with it 
"the existing relations of domination".2 Mouzelis sets out to reject both the 
"Parsonian/functionalist" and the "phenomenological/hermeneutic" theories of action. 
But his arguments are much more forceful in criticising the former than the latter 
theories. 

Mouzelis' critique of the functionalist sociology, although not new, in based 
on the idea that Parsonian functionalism fails "to conceptualise collective actors" in 
their connection with economic, political and cultural institutions, or what he calls 
"the means of social construction". It does so because of its "one-sided systemic" 
bent, which undermines the "voluntaristic dimension" of collective action.3 But his 
critique of hermeneutics on the ground of its incapacity to go beyond what he calls 
"the micro-world of actors' inter-subjective understandings", reflects a superficial 
understanding of modern hermeneutics. 

Robert Wuthnow, following Clifford Geertz, Victor Turner and others, has 
offered a cultural analysis of ideology, which is meant to make it available as an 
object of empirical study, rather than a subjective phenomenon that escapes scientific 
understanding. He understands the role of ideology, in analogy with ritual, as a 
symbolic-expressive aspect of social life. In a dramaturgic understanding of ideology, 
he defines ideology, on a par with ritual, as part of the culture, which dramatises the 
moral order of the society. "It consists of symbols that express or dramatise something 
about the moral order."4 

By defining ideology as "a set of utterances", reflected in the language, "visual 
representations", "symbolic acts", and "events", Wuthnow presents ideology not in 
terms of beliefs, which are "subjective" and "cannot be observed", but in terms of 
utterances, which are "objective, behavioural, observable".5 In this sense, ideology, as 
part of the discourse and culture, is understood in terms of infinite linguistic 
possibilities governed by the rules of culture. This view comes very close to 
Wittgenstein's notion of "language games". 

Wuthnow posits a dialectical relationship between ideology and moral order in 
which three phases of ideological struggle for gaining hegemony are identified. "A 
phase of production in which the existing variation in ideologies is amplified, typically by the 
emergence of new ideological movements and in conjunction with some disturbance in the 
moral order. A phase of selection in which competition among ideologies - competition to 
provide plausible models of moral obligations - results in some ideologies or ideological 
forms being selected for and others being selected against. And a phase of institutionalisation 

1 Ibid, pp. 52-53 
2 Ibid, p. 77 
3 Ibid, p. 56 
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in which successful ideologies develop or take on additional features that make them less 
vulnerable to competition and less subject to radical alterations in the environment."1 As 
such, the movements such as the Protestant Reformation, the Enlightenment 
movement and the socialist movements that emerged in the nineteenth century could 
be considered as various manifestations of the social production of ideologies in 
search for more stable moral orders that would lead to social and political order. 

Of importance to my purposes here is Wuthnow's emphasis on the association 
of the collective production of ideology with the rise of social, religious and political 
protest movements that offer "innovative sets of symbols and rituals", which in turn 
disrupt the established moral order. As he writes: "The disruption of established moral 
expectations creates a situation in which new symbols can be advanced as interpretations of 
what the moral order should include.'"2 The success of these new symbolic structures, of 
course, depends on the availability of a competent leadership to provide acceptable 
new interpretations. 

Modern movements with millenarian aspirations, such as the cargo cults, are 
thus undoubtedly involved in one or another form of ideological production in order 
to alter the moral order. Modern political movements in the Third World, particularly 
those inspired by religious convictions, have also presented millenarian tendencies in 
anticipating the return of a Messiah or a Mahdi, and have formed strong solidarities 
around charismatic leaders who are optimistic about future and the return of a 
"Golden Age". Such movements, particularly when they are founded on popular 
religious beliefs with access to collectively validated symbolic structures, often begin 
to gather following as marginal forces that produce alternative ideologies. In time, 
however, they might grow to powerful forces that oppose existing social and political 
orders. Such was definitely the case in Iran where, under the modernising Pahlavi 
regime, jurisprudential Shi'ism grew from small religious networks to a powerful 
political movement that challenged the monarchic order. 

Wuthnow has also explored the connection between ideological revolutions, 
the quest for power and autonomy by social groups, and the rise of the world capitalist 
system. Ideological revolutions, he writes, are led by "elites with a rising degree of 
power and autonomy, often in areas that were previously peripheral to the world-system". 
Most importantly, Wuthnow agrees that ideological revolutions do not necessarily end 
up in the domination of one static form of ideology over society in the form of an 
absolutist regime. He emphasises that ideological and religious responses to socio
political and socio-economic circumstances are often expressed in more than one 
ideology. An example of this is the sixteenth century rise of various religious 
responses to social, economic and political changes in Europe in the form of Lutheran, 
Calvinist, Arminian, and Anabaptist movements, as well as movements within Roman 
Catholicism and the "scattered episodes of mysticism, and witchcraft".4 

Ideological responses to socio-political and socio-economic circumstances in 
Iran, particularly since the 1960s, have also been variegated and expressed in diverse 
forms of interpretations of the religious and literary traditions. (See Chapter 7 for 
detail.) The rise of these multiple ideological and interpretative responses should be 
considered as a result of the uncertainties of the public in search of an alternative 
moral order. These uncertainties inevitably entail debate over the validity of one or 
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another interpretation. This phenomenon is clearly observable in Iran today. (See 
Chapter 8 for detail.) 

Ideology: An Episodic Discourse 

Mansoor Moaddel has offered a model for understanding Iranian Revolution 
whereby ideology is used in the sense of an "episodic discourse", a discourse which 
consists of "general principles, concepts, symbols and rituals that shape human action in a 
particular historical period." Following Furet, he defines revolution as "a particular 
mode of historical action shaped by revolutionary ideology". In this sense, revolutions 
are characterised as the episodic rises of ideology where a rising ideology "takes over 
politics, transcends social differences among participants, moving them in a communitarian 
relation and orienting them to act directly against the State." 

Following Wuthnow, Moaddel reiterates that ideology must not be seen as a 
mere collection of ideas but as a force that shapes collective efforts for formulating 
strategies of action. Like Geertz and Turner, Moaddel provides an analogy between 
ideology, and symbolic structures, like rituals, whereby social and environmental 
constrains and obligations become meaningful and as such acceptable to the people. 
But in concert with B. Alexander's "Correcting Misinterpretations of Turner's 
Theory", he asserts that ideologies like rituals, beyond their integrative function, have 
the function of instigating social change in the direction of re-establishment of the 
sense of community. They do this by temporarily transcending the normal structures 
of society, which are perceived to have caused the loss of community, and by 
attempting to reconstruct social institutions in ways that restore the sense of 
community. 

Moaddel's "episodic discourse" comes into play in the construction of a 
particular form of ideological domination in an episode of the history of a society 
where a sequence of significant events make certain ideologies to rise and others to 
decline. The dominance of a particular discourse in a revolutionary action debases the 
previous dominant ideologies. Moaddel considers revolution as a structural 
phenomenon. But instead of explaining revolution in terms of the developments in 
global economic and political structures, he understands revolutions, in line with 
Furet, as "the appearance on the stage of history of a practical and ideological mode of social 
action totally unrelated to anything that came before.' Therefore, he attributes to ideology 
the role of an autonomous power that subjects revolutionary actors and their collective 
action to its own internal logic and dynamics, thus making suffering and death 
meaningful and therefore acceptable for the committed individuals. 

This understanding of discourse is similar in many ways to Foucault's notion 
of discourses of power whereby various forms of meaning and action are constituted 
within the discursive field of the operations of power. From this standpoint: "a 
rebellious desire to authority is part of the same historical network organised by power as that 
for which repression is denounced.' For Foucault, political and cultural change cannot 
occur beyond the prevailing discourses of power. Power is not necessarily oppressive; 
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rather, the realisation of any emancipatory project would be essentially mediated by 
power. 

Ideology as episodic discourse, suggested by Moaddel, is analogous to the 
discourses of power suggested by Foucault, and as such suffers from a similar 
weakness. As Anthony Elliot has noted, in Foucault's understanding of power the role 
of the social actor is all but reduced to an "epiphenomenon" in the cultural and 
ideological field, a field which is pervaded by power relations.1 Similarly, Moaddel 
tends to ignore the role of the subject in objectifying the discursive ideological field; 
and at times he seems to assume that ideology pre-exists the human agency, and thus 
is immune to its intervention. 

This view would inevitably lead to the assumption that revolutionary ideology 
must rise and fall within a certain episode, and thus its institutionalisation is absolute. 
Hence, it cannot take seriously the imaginative creativities that may alter the dominant 
ideologies and hence the prevailing relations of power. This may be the reason why 
Moaddel does not take account of the developments in the political and religious 
discourse in the post-Khomeini era, such as the rise of new styles of hermeneutic 
interpretation of the political doctrines of Shi 'ism within the religious revolutionary 
discourse. 

Nonetheless, it must be acknowledged that in analysing the pre-revolution 
development in Iran, Moaddel does pay attention to the role of Muslim ideologues in 
shaping the ideology of the revolution. He writes: "Islamic revolutionary discourse was 
not simply a pre-existing ideology resting on the political theory of Shi'ism or the idama 
institutional development, ready to be used by discontented groups and classes against the 
Shah. Rather, it was produced by diverse ideologues as a result of the dialectic between the 
State and its opponents in a broad episodic context.'2 

Moaddel is rare among analysts of the Islamic Revolution in giving credit to 
the clash of ideological discourses as a main contributing factor in the making of this 
revolution. He rightly argues that it was mainly the formation of an Islamic 
revolutionary ideology that threw the Shah's regime into crisis and not economic and 
political problems per se. In explaining the failure of Muhammad Reza Shah's 
modernisation policies in confronting the religious opposition in contrast with the 
success of his father, Reza Shah, he correctly points to the differences between the 
"ideological universes" that dominated the rule of these two monarchs. In other 
words, given the similarity of ideological positions of the two monarchs, the reason 
for the success of Reza Shah's anti-clerical policies could be understood as a result of 
the dominance of the ideology of a civil society in the cultural scene under him. 
Whereas the demise of this ideology in the reign of Muhammad Reza Shah made way 
for the dominance of religious ideological discourse in Iran's political culture. The 
liberal ideology of civil society, as Moaddel has suggested, was "ushered in" when the 
Allies invaded Iran in 1941.3 According to this argument, in Iran of the early 1940s, 
the dominant trend in political culture of the opposition belonged largely to the 
"ideological universe" of a liberal civil society. In the 1970s, however, there was a 
divergence between the liberal ideological trends among the secular opposition forces 
and the Islamic ideological movement that dominated the opposition at large. 

To be sure, the acquiescence of secular intellectuals and the weakness of 
religious ideology in the early 1940s were two important factors, which allowed the 
introduction of certain cultural policies Under Reza Shah; policies, which claimed to 

1 Ibid, p. 102 ibid, p. 1U2 
2 Moaddel, M. 1992, p. 375 
3 Ibid, p. 363 

216 



be modernising Iran and initiating a trend toward civil society. Despite criticisms 
offered by some secular intellectuals and political parities of such harsh policies as 
outlawing the traditional manner of clothing, forced unveiling of women and direct 
attacks on the religious authority, these policies were largely accepted as part of a 
general trend toward modernisation and development of civil society. However, it is 
very difficult to conclude from this, as Moaddel does, that under Reza Shah the notion 
of civil society, advocated by a secular liberal discourse, had already dominated the 
cultural scene in Iran. 

It is difficult to argue that under Reza Shah the core of a civil society, 
dominated by a secular discourse, had already been established, because the clear lack 
of a social constituency in support of civil society. This in itself could be understood 
as a main reason for the later success of the religious opposition to form a coherent 
ideology of revolution. Moreover, it is not logical to see the lack of a strong 
opposition to the policies of Reza Shah as an indication of the sensibility and success 
of these policies. In fact, these policies were harsh by any civil standards; and as such, 
the lack of a strong secular opposition to them could be attributed to the lack of strong 
sentiments for a civil society in the popular political culture. 

It is more sensible to argue that after the defeat of the democratic aspirations 
of the 1905 Constitutional Revolution, civil society had never found a firm grip on 
Iran's cultural and political developments. Moreover, Iranians had never consented to 
the separation of religion and politics in its liberal secular sense even in the 1910 
Constitution, which was otherwise virtually a selective translation of the French and 
Belgian Constitutions. Although there were instances of attributing the social and 
economic problems of Iran to the clerical intervention in politics, these instances had 
not led to the demise of the spiritual and institutional influence of the religious 
authority on the polity and society. However, it is fair to say that under Reza Shah, the 
notion of civil society had become the ideological and intellectual core of the secular 
opposition to the State in competition with the nascent religious ideology, which was 
still weak but was fast strengthening. Therefore with the strengthening of the religious 
ideological discourse under Muhammad Reza, there was not a shift of allegiance on 
the part of the public from liberalism to religious ideology, as Moaddel implies, rather 
the public faced a fresh choice that was made in favour of the latter.1 

The revolutionary condition in the 1970s arose when the Islamic revolutionary 
ideology found a firm grip on the already existing public grievances under the Shah. 
By posing the protest movement against the Shah in the language of the defence of 
religion against anti-religion, the Islamic revolutionary ideology succeeded to offer a 
transcendental view of the movement to the public. This transcendental outlook 
temporarily suspended the existing differences in class and group interests, and with it 
the divisions among various political parties, which shared in their opposition to the 
Shah. The Islamic ideology of revolution thus succeeded to ingrain an image of Iran 
in the public mind that portrayed it as a community of believers with a collective 
purpose. Although political groups of divers persuasions, particularly the leftists, 
never expressed sympathy or support for such an imaginary, their acceding to the 
religious leadership was perceived by the public as the mark of confirmation of the 
dominance of the religious revolutionary discourse. 

Thus, the reluctance of the secular political parties to weaken the revolutionary 
movement by criticising the religious ideology (due to political concerns for the 
religious sensitivities of the public) was instrumental in the predominance of religious 
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imaginary in the revolutionary movement. The Islamic concept of vahdat-e kalameh 
(the unity of word) and the image of a desirable Islamic ummat (community) 
epitomised the unifying and communitarian message of the Islamic revolutionary 
ideology, which was posed against to the taghut, a Quranic term adopted to 
symbolise the Shah as a boundless tyrant. From this dominant position, the Islamic 
political ideology produced a discursive field of symbolic structures, sacred texts and 
religious rituals, which were effectively used for free communication between the 
religious leadership and the people at large. As Moaddel has suggested, this situation 
was vital to the instigation and maintenance of revolutionary mobilisation against the 
Shah. (See Chapter 6 for more detail.) 

In short, Moaddel's important contribution to new interpretations of the 
Islamic Revolution of Iran lies in recognising two aspects of this revolution. Firstly, 
that like any other revolutionary action, revolutionary ideology was the primary 
driving force of the Islamic Revolution, with economic and political considerations 
playing a secondary role.2 And secondly, that the ideology of the Islamic Revolution 
was primarily fuelled by the cultural contradiction between the Islamic discourse and 
the discourse of Western liberalism.3 

Islamic Ideology: A Theology of Discontent 

Hamid Dabashi is another analyst of the Islamic Revolution who has used the 
concept of ideology as a constitutive force in explaining the Islamic Revolution of 
Iran. In his Theology of Discontent, he has drawn on various Western theoretical 
traditions, such as those of Marx, Weber, Mead and Ricoeur, to construct a theory of 
revolution that reflects the workings of ideology as a deep-rooted social force, which 
grows out of the collective imagination and the national psyche. 

In parallel with the forces of production, he has acknowledged the 
bureaucratic and administrative institutions of the State, as well as the cultural 
symbolic structures, as the elements that make or break the social and political order. 
He has also argued that the power relations that pervade social institutions and define 
the modes of domination in each society are produced by the existing discourses and 
texts, which are part and parcel of the projection of the desires of the self in the 
society. He views revolutions as "the acts of communal denial", engendered by the 
forces of radical ideological convictions, which when turned religious, add the 
"incentive of calling God on their side", and thus strengthen their claims to Truth.4 He 
has also noted the role of the imaginary of the West in the "Iranian psyche" as the 
epitome of "the hostile other" that has left Iranians with an "injured self'.5 

Dabashi has traced the process of the formation of the ideology of the Islamic 
Revolution of Iran in a detailed analysis of the texts of eight ideologues of the 
revolution. These ideologues are Jalal Al-e Ahmad, Ali Shari'ati, Morteza Motahhari, 
Mahmud Taleqani, Muhammad Hossein Tabataba'i, Mehdi Bazargan, Abolhassan 
Bani-Sadr, and Ruhollah Khomeini. 

According to Dabashi, the Islamic religious ideology was an inevitable from 
of ideology for the Iranian Revolution because alternative secular ideologies that had 
advocated a revolutionary struggle against the Pahlavi regime in their own right 
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lacked effective power for revolutionary mobilisation. Nor was it possible for the 
purely traditional religious thought to inform an ideology of a revolution in a modern 
society. As such, he argues that religious politicisation in Iran entailed the formation 
of a "cryptosecular" ideology out of the religious discourse, and a "cryptoreligious" 
ideology out of the secular discourses of Marxism and liberalism. This argument is 
based on the observation that the Iranian Islamic revolutionary thought has been 
deeply influenced by modern Western ideologies, and that the secular ideologies in 
Iran have been unable to free themselves from religious convictions. Hence, the most 
prominent of the Islamic ideologues, Ali Shari'ati, tried to redefine Shi 'i Islam in 
terms of a Utopian project on the model of the "Marxist Utopian motifs". And the 
Tudeh (Communist) Party of Iran used its share of sacred symbolisms and 
imaginaries to inspire intensive sentiments for hero worship and the cults of "saintly" 
personalities.1 

To be sure, the tradition of martyrdom, cult of personality and the hope for a 
Utopia were shared by the religious as well as secular ideologies in the pre-revolution 
Iran. These countervailing ideological forces shared in the tendency to break with the 
symbolic structures of the immediate past, which were being used to legitimise the 
existing monarchic regime. The Islamic ideology appealed to the early Islamic icons 
and events to inspire this break, and the Tudeh Party to the Marxist revolutionary 
icons and instances of anti-capitalist and anti-imperialist struggles. 

The Prophet Muhammad, Imam Ali and Imam Hussein were proclaimed to be 
original revolutionaries, whose path was continued by Khomeini, the idol-breaker, 
Shari'ati, the martyr teacher, and Motahhari, the martyr philosopher. Historical 
events, turned mythical, were identified as the foundational events of a new 
community. The image of the Mahdi, for example, became the tantamount with the 
hope for a much dreamed-of Utopia of absolute justice. And the events, such as the 
wars of the Prophet against the infidels, and the struggles of Ali and Hussein against 
the worldly caliphate of the Umayyads found potent symbolic values. To these were 
added the modern events, such as the 1963 uprising against the Pahlavi regime under 
the leadership of Ayatollah Khomeini. 

Similarly, the leftist revolutionaries found in the figures of Marx, Engels and 
Lenin the icons of original revolutionaries, and in the memory of the communist 
martyrs like Khosrow Ruzbeh and Bij an Jazani, the genuine heirs of the true legacy of 
a socialist revolution. In this case, the events such as the Paris Commune, the socialist 
revolutions of the twentieth century were identified as models for a true revolution in 
the path of world Communism and the Utopia of a classless and stateless society. 
Similarly, the local events such as the oil nationalisation movement of the early 1950s 
and the Guerrilla struggle of Siyahkal became foundational events, which were 
celebrated as annual rituals. 

The denial of legitimacy to the Pahlavi State by the revolutionary ideologies 
was as forceful as, if not more forceful than, the political and economic problems 
facing the monarchic regime in the 1970s. Thus, social and cultural fantasies of the 
revolutionary Utopias sublimated merely material problems facing the country under 
the monarchy into a moral force capable of motivating and mobilising the population 
against the regime. According to Dabashi: "sublimates of material life as they may be, 
phantoms of liberty, equality, and moral certitude (became) realities sui generis capable of 
drastically altering the same material life.' The ideology of the State was thus challenged 
by the collective social and cultural fantasies, which were capable of generating 
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meanings, meanings that motivated revolutionary action via the sublimation of the 
otherwise mute mythological and historical memories. 

The claim of the State ideology to legitimacy, as I have noted earlier, was 
based on its claims to the truth of its allegedly divine origins in pre-Islamic religions, 
and its approval by of the Shi 'i establishment. With the removal of the religious 
approval by the Shi 'i ulama, and the incessant agitation of the revolutionary forces to 
render the divine sources of the kingly power senseless, the State ideology was 
virtually disembowelled. But as it turned out, the claims of the secular ideologies vis-
à-vis the Islamic ideology was also doomed due to the inherent superiority of the 
Islamic ideology, which had God on its side, over the secular ideologies, which did 
not. 

The ideology of the Pahlavi State had become so rigid that it could not offer 
its opponents any means of transcending its immediate boundaries without destroying 
its whole structure. The history of the ancient Persian Empire, which it 
enthusiastically invoked for legitimacy, was denied cultural validity, which it required 
in order to generate an appealing imagination of the future. The pretences of the 
monarchy to Islamism were also in tatters due to its overemphasis on pre-Islamic 
traditions. Similarly, the socialist ideology had no means to connect itself to any 
underlying cultural roots that could help it to construct a symbolic structure capable of 
producing shared meanings. The symbolism that it offered evoked no shared 
memories and had little, if anything, in common with the lived experience of the 
people it purported to lead, and thus failed to render itself motivating and conducive 
to the creation of a mobilising force. By contrast, the Islamic ideology, as Dabashi 
suggests, drew on both, religious reinterpretation and ideological reinvention.1 In 
other words, it both produced new meanings out of the same familiar vocabulary that 
was once used to legitimise authorities, thus creating a credible Utopia; and at the 
same time, it invented an ideology of revolution that defied alternative claims to truth 
in their own game. 

The Shah celebrated the 2500 years of the Persian monarchy in the early 1970s 
as a mark of glory and grandeur, as a memory of national pride, and as a source of it 
own empowerment. Ayatollah Khomeini reinterpreted the 2500 years of monarchy as 
the history of tyranny and injustice, a continuation of the subversion of the right of the 
true holders of authority to power. The Shah tried to gain support from the traditional 
interpretations of the Shi'ifiqh, which rendered the faith apolitical and referred to the 
king as zellollah (shadow of God). Ayatollah Khomeini reinterpreted the same Shi 'i 
fiqh to transform it into a politically militant ideology offering the Utopia of a truly 
legitimate government of Islam. The Shah offered the image of the Aryan race as a 
model of national superiority for the Iranian psyche to aspire to. Ayatollah Khomeini 
introduced himself as the advocate of the poor and the disinherited {mostaz'afin), who 
defied racism and offered the return to an ideal community (ummat). The Shah, 
despite his claims to modernisation, clung to monarchy as the traditional form of 
political authority in Iran. Ayatollah Khomeini supported the modern idea of 
revolution and a modern form of polity, i.e. republic. 

It was at these symbolic levels that, as Dabashi notes, the Islamic ideology 
won the battle of legitimacy; and it was at this level that the Islamic Revolution was 
launched. In parallel, and with a stronger force, the Islamic ideology launched its 
battle against what it portrayed as the permanent source of hostility against it; a source 
that the revolutionary hope for building the Utopia must continue to confront if it was 

1 Ibid, p. 24 
2 Ibid, p. 25 
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to achieve its ends. This eternal enemy was constructed in the image of the West, and 
particularly the United States, the Great Satan. 

Rejecting the theories of "the end of ideology" (Daniel Bell, 1960) and "the 
end of history" (Francis Fukuyama, 1989), Dabashi, in line with Karl Mannheim 
(1936), argues that the end of ideology theories neglect the existential human need to 
redefine his existence in terms of new exigencies. "The language of that quintessential 
need, always speaking with suggestions and symbols, is irreversibly ideological...Translating 
private virtues into public convictions, ideologies are the primary movers of human history 
through the active agency of the most enduring human need for Self-and-Other-defmition."1 

As such, secular ideologies are as much relevant to human need to redefine his/her 
existence in terms of an image that gives it meaning and hence significance, as are the 
religious ideologies. 

Specific forms of ideology may rise and decline; but the production of 
ideologies and Utopias can never stop due to the human need for "re-enchantment" of 
the world after every "disenchantment". Dabashi refers to the entanglement of human 
societies in dualistic worldviews as the source of continuation of the history of good 
and evil. He writes in a Nietzschean fashion: "As in the Manichaean pre-eternal 
cosmology, world history commences when particles of good and evil begin to recognise 
themselves - and with themselves their opposites - in some universal frame of reference. 
Insofar as that recognition in terms of two opposing dialectics continues to be the 
quintessential mechanism of human self-knowledge, history continues. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I discussed the development of the phenomenon of modernity 
from its inception in the rationalisation of religion in the West to the its present state 
of crisis. In tracing the rise and fall of instrumental rationality, I relied on some of the 
important critiques of modernity in order to delineate the post-modern culture as a 
response to the crisis of modernity. I indicated that the ideology of modernity with all 
its promises and potentialities for creativity and enhancement of humanity, has 
suffered from a serious crisis, which is manifested mainly in the dysfunction of 
instrumental interpretations of reason and rationality. I pointed to the constitutive 
nature of ideologies, which on the one hand, offer emancipating and integrative 
potentials, and on the other hand, perform a dissimulating and distorting function. I 
argued that ideologies, despite their distorting social and political operations, are 
indispensable for the struggle of humanity in enhancing its means of the reproduction 
of society. I argued that any meaningful and for that matter successful reproduction of 
every society goes through a process of formation of new ideologies and Utopias that 
take the society beyond its existing structures, and as such produce the society anew. 

Thus, the successful reproduction of symbolic structures of a society, such as 
cultural, political, legal and economic institutions, some times entails necessarily the 
production of these institutions anew. It is in these junctures in the history of each 
society that revolutionary ideologies lead the way to meaningful construction of new 
social realities through creation of new imaginaries as models for building the future. 
These imaginaries, as I have suggested, are produced out of creative interpretations of 
the discourses embedded in the texts of tradition, narratives, fictions and other 
symbolic structures that constitute a culture. 

1 Ibid, p. 28 
2 Ibid, p. 29 
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I have used these arguments to suggest that the revolutionary politico-cultural 
and politico-religious movements in the non-Western world are essentially the locus 
of the same cultural and social fantasies that have inspired the new social movements 
in the West, such as the feminist, environmentalist and cultural movements. As such, 
they produce essentially similar ideologies and Utopias, which demand social change 
in pursuit of freedom, autonomy and recognition of distinct identities. 

I proposed the Islamic Revolution of Iran as a form of global response to the 
crisis of modernity in the societies that came in contact with the Western modernity 
first through colonisation, and then through modernisation. I also reviewed some of 
the existing views of the operation of ideology in the course of the Islamic Revolution 
and in its aftermath. 

I proceeded to demonstrate the resurgence of religion as a revolutionary 
ideology that proposes challenging alternatives to the existing global political order 
through cultural and political dialogue. I also noted the pathological plunge of this 
originally non-violent challenge into unnecessary violence. The senselessness of this 
violence makes it imperative to call for attention to the imaginary sources of the 
misunderstandings that exists between the Islamic and Western political cultures as a 
means for creating a critical dialogue between the Islamic challenge and the Western 
dominance. I suggest that such a dialogue could open new possibilities for true global 
political pluralism, which is much more creative than the present destructive and 
suspicions animosities. Modernist Muslim intellectuals in Iran are likely to play the 
role of the forerunners of a new era of reform in the Islamic political culture with 
global implications. 

Building upon the foregoing arguments on the role of ideology in the Islamic 
Revolution, I now turn to a discussion of the formation of the Islamic ideology that 
gave rise to the Islamic Revolution and its political outcome, the Islamic Republic of 
Iran. In Chapters 5 and 6, I will discuss the historical development of the Shi 'i 
political philosophy, and in Chapter 7, I shall concentrate on the ideas of the 
ideologues of the Islamic Revolution. 
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Chapter Five 

From Religious Sectarianism to Modern Nationalism 

Introduction 

The ideological imaginary that inspired the Iranian Revolution of 1979, and 
has continued to play a constitutive role during the institutionalisation of this 
revolution, was developed during a historical process of interaction between the 
utopia of freedom and justice and the discourses of domination and repression. The 
Muslim ideologues of the 1960s and 1970s made an impressive contribution to the 
development of a revolutionary ideology out of the doctrines of Shi'i political 
philosophy. But the process of the construction of this ideology began long before 
these ideologues entered the political scene. 

It is in the gradual development of Shi 'i political philosophy in the context of 
competition between the truth claims of at least four discourses of power that one can 
situate the genesis of the Islamic ideology of revolution. The Shi'i scholastic 
discourse, the political discourse of the State, the poetic discourse of Iranian-Islamic 
mysticism and the philosophical discourse of modernity were the main competing 
truth claims that came into interaction with each other in Iran in a long historical span. 
And it was in the context of the constant debate, dispute and contest between these 
discourses of power that the Shi 'i imaginary of protest took shape as the ideological 
formulation of the Utopia of freedom and justice. 

The discourse of State in the history of Shi 'ism is as old as the Islamic faith 
itself. The discourse of State in Islam was originated in Arabia by the Prophet 
Muhammad himself, who was both the spiritual and political leader of the Muslim 
community. It was a discourse of unity, which was concerned, primarily, with the 
unity of the Muslim community under one system of political authority. Its immediate 
audience were three main groups of converts, Mohajerin (Immigrants), Ansar 
(Friends) and the Quraysh (Mecca's powerful aristocracy). Mojahedin were the 
Muslim proselytes in Mecca who later migrated under Muhammad's leadership to 
Medina to flee persecution by the Meccan aristocracy. Ansar were the residents of 
Medina, the second group of converts, who gave Muhammad and the Meccan 
Muslims protection against the Meccan aristocracy, and who accepted Muhammad as 
their political and spiritual leader. And the Quraysh were the last group of proselytes 
whose conversion to Islam was practically forced after military defeat at the hands of 
the Prophet. 

For Shi'ism, the Prophetic State and the short-lived rule of Ali, Prophet's 
cousin and son-in-law, were the golden age of Islamic politics. But in the Shi'i 
imaginary, this golden age was "subverted" by the Umayyad clan of Quraysh who 
deposed Ali and established a powerful but "unjust" and "corrupt" dynastic rule. 
Thus, in its genesis, the Shi 'i political imaginary developed in the form of a discourse 
of justice and liberation. In this discourse, the State and its discourse of power 
appeared alien, illegitimate and repressive, and the restoration of the authority of the 
Ahl-al-Beyt (Prophet's Household) became a just and legitimate goal to be achieved 
sometime in the future. In time, Shi 'ism appropriated the messianic concept of the 
Mahdi, and developed the notion of entezar (waiting for the return of the concealed 
Mahdi). The ideological development of the Shi 'i imaginary in modern times was 
heavily loaded with the idea that the return of the Mahdi was imminent, and an 
Islamic revolution was needed to prepare the condition for the revolution of the 
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Mahdi. But this modern development could not happen outside the immediate Shi 'i 
tradition in Iran, which was a mainly quietist and scholastic tradition based on 
political abstention and religious scholarship. The practice of taqiyya (dissimulation 
of belief), which had developed under political repression, was the basis for the 
diversion of Shi 'ism from a primarily political cause to a religious practice based on 
fiqh (jurisprudence) and kalam (theology). 

The discourse of scholastic Shi'ism was a long-term consequence of the 
political dispute that began after the demise of the Prophet over the issue of 
succession. A movement that began as a political dispute grew in time into a 
theological and juridical discourse, which offered itself as a distinct religious belief 
with its own social, political and moral philosophy, which was derived from novel 
interpretations of the sacred texts and traditions. This discourse, nonetheless, 
remained in principle a discourse of dissent with respect to the discourse of the State, 
which was mainly to maintain the legitimacy of the Umayyad and then Abbasid 
caliphates. Scholastic Shi'ism gained political significance in Iran since the early 
sixteenth century with the rise of the Safavid dynasty and the adoption of Shi 'ism as 
the State religion. 

The discourse of mysticism in Iran may be best understood as an internal 
division within the scholastic discourse. Although Persian mysticism had its roots in 
the pre-Islamic pantheism, its development in the form of irfan was significantly 
influenced by the Islamic and particularly Shi 'i scholarship. The mystical tradition in 
Iran may thus be understood as a collection of heterodox poetic-philosophical 
discourses, which deviated from the orthodox Shi'i scholasticism offering esoteric 
interpretations of the sacred traditions. It was manifested in the formation of several 
Sufi orders, a new speculative philosophy, the mystical poetry of irfan, and the 
scattered millenarian movements throughout Iran. 

The process of competition and dispute between contesting truth claims 
became the main vehicle for the development of an Islamic revolutionary ideology. 
But this religious ideology could not have come of age as the mobilising force of a 
modern revolution had it not been for its encounter with the West and its discourse of 
modernity. The process of the formation of the ideology of Islamic Revolution can 
therefore become comprehensible in the context not only of the internal conflict 
between the traditional discourses of power in Iran, but also in the confrontation 
between Iran and modernity. 

No doubt, the transformation of the political philosophy of Shi 'ism in the 
modern time had a lot to do with the emergent social, economic, political and cultural 
problems that Shi 'ism as State religion, with much social and institutional influence, 
had to deal with. At the social level, there were problems created by new forms of 
social stratification. In the economic sphere, there were problems caused by the rise of 
world capitalist system and its expansion to domestic markets of Iran, still a 
traditional society. Political problems included those produced by the colonial 
expansion of the West and the tendency to draw a new geopolitical map of the world. 
And Iran's cultural problems were caused by the real and perceived threat of the 
Western culture to the indigenous culture. 

The Shi 'i imaginary of protest thus asserted itself in a discursive field of 
political, philosophical and spiritual competition between the imaginäries of justice 
and freedom on the one hand, and the imaginaries of domination and repression on 
the other. The analyses of imaginary constructs, such as ideologies and Utopias, 
therefore, can give fruit only in this discursive historical perspective. Given this 
context, I shall build on my previous arguments to review the historical background of 
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the interaction between what I call the ideologies of resistance and oppression in Iran. 
In this chapter, I shall trace various phases of the development of Shi 'i political 
philosophy from the beginning to the modern time. In the following chapters, I shall 
use this historical analysis in a detailed discussion of the development of the ideology 
of the Islamic Revolution in recent times. 

The Shi 'i ulama, as the main element of the continuity of the Shi 'i political 
tradition, have been part and parcel of the history of development of political 
philosophy in Shi'ism. Therefore, a large part of my review of the development of the 
Islamic revolutionary ideology will have to do with the intellectual developments 
within the ulama ranks in the context of their historical interaction with the State and 
society. For this historical overview, I shall rely mainly on a critical reading of the 
existing texts that I consider credible and have been more readily available. No doubt, 
my interpretation of these developments can only be one of many possible 
interpretations; and as such, it is open to critique, questioning and correction. 

The Significance of Islamic Political Philosophy in Iran 

Shi'i political philosophy was instrumental in the formation of an Islamic 
collective imaginary in Iran, an imaginary that penetrated the political culture of Shi 'i 
believers via new interpretations of the collective memories of Islamic history and 
mythology. The motivational energies that this imaginary released in the Iranian 
psyche created a strong momentum toward the formation of an ideology of revolution 
(Islamic Revolution) and a Utopia of State (Islamic Government). The motives behind 
this development arose from various sentiments or perceptions of reality. 

These sentiments or perceptions were based on varied motifs like hatred, 
humiliation, despair, envy, oppression injustice, and of course desire and hope. The 
source of some of these sentiments was in the past, particularly in the unfulfilled 
political aspirations of the Shi 'i Imams. There was a deep-rooted resentment on the 
part of Shi 'i believers with the subversion by the Umayyad and Abbasid Caliphates of 
the legitimate and divine right of the Household of the Prophet to lead the Muslim 
community spiritually as well as politically. Therefore, there was naturally a 
collective sense of hatred of the incumbent rulers who were perceived to be occupying 
the positions of political authority illegitimately. This perception was basically a 
result of the success of radical Shi 'i activists to identify the incumbents with the 
Umayyad and Abbasid Caliphs. 

Many other sentiments had their roots in modern times. For example, a strong 
sense of humiliation was felt by the general public as a result of the inferiority of the 
Iranian State with respect to modern Western powers. Despair was another strong 
sentiment affecting the public opinion in modern times as a result of the collective 
fear of cultural extinction by the West. Envy was a feature of the resentment of the 
lower classes toward the widening gap between the poor and the ever-affluent upper 
classes. In the modern cities and in the rural areas, the poor and the powerless 
perceived the rich and the powerful as "world-devouring" and "blood-suckers". 

The perception of being oppressed by the State also had modern roots. Here 
secular political agitators had done a tremendous job since the end of the nineteenth 
century. This feeling was enforced by the enhancement of the State military power in 
modern times. The public perception of injustice was another modern sentiment, 
which was closely connected with State's imposition of new cultural, social and 
economic pressures on the population. But there was nonetheless a strong collective 
desire for assertion of a new dignified identity worthy of recognition by others, and 
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the hope that this collective identity would defend the people, their cultural values and 
their beliefs, against a world, which was perceived to be sinful and dominated by non-
believers. This hope was therefore a hope for a kind of collective salvation in a 
situation that was seemingly desperate. This desire for salvation was, however, a 
worldly desire, because it was perceived in terms of a force that would bring Iran as a 
modern nation into a prestigious state of existence in the modern world. 

As Jean Baechler has suggested, sentiments can animate people and drive 
them into a state of rebellion against the existing social and political order. '. Baechler 
has rightly criticised the neglect of the autonomous role of such important factors as 
dignity and prestige in motivating the quest for power. Such neglect has been a feature 
of the modern politico-economic discourses, and particularly the Marxist discourse. 
After all, the Marxian notion that all conflicts have economic origin has resulted in a 
serious neglect in the literature of revolution of the motivational force of popular 
sentiments in driving revolutionary politics. 

One cannot attribute the quest for power and prestige either to purely natural-
instinctual drives of human beings, or simply to man's culture as against his nature. 
Although such sentiments as hatred, envy, power and prestige may have originated 
from human aggressive instincts, there is little doubt that politics as the social 
expression and organisation of these sentiments is anything but a product of the 
sublimating force of human culture, which is manifested in concrete cultural 
imaginaries. In modern Iran, culture and language - in the form of sacred texts, 
narratives and rituals - provided a symbolic environment where human instinctive 
desire for power was sublimated into the imaginaries of the future, which were 
perceived to make a better and more dignified life possible. 

A main factor contributing to the formation of the Shi'i revolutionary ideology 
was arguably the breakdown of the legitimacy of political authority, which had left 
the collective desire for power, prestige and a better material life unfulfilled and 
frustrated. Psychoanalytically speaking, the repression of these desires had displaced 
them into the unconscious layers of the collective psyche. The unfulfilled desires were 
thus manifested in cultural fantasies, millenarian expectations, hatred of the 
government, refusing to obey the laws, protesting against the outmoded relations of 
power, and occasionally acts of aggression. 

The breakdown of the legitimacy of the State in modern Iran was, in short, 
manifested in the form of a state of crisis in the relationship between the people, the 
religion and the State. No doubt this breakdown was a result of a long-term historical 
development involving internal rebellions and revolutions, wars with other 
civilisations, cultures and nations, the growth of the State and the peril of the loss of 
religion and culture. It came to a head when the Shi 'i political philosophy - through 
creative interpretations of the religious tradition - grew into a modern political 
ideology. This ideology, by virtue of its cultural roots, sublimated the unfulfilled and 
repressed collective desires into an imaginary of revolution, convincingly portraying 
itself as Good and the incumbent political order and its international allies as Evil. 

Even more importantly, this political ideology could identify itself with liberty 
and equality, and the ruling authorities with bondage and injustice. It heralded "a 
return to origins" and an "absolute salvation", which would celebrate a "golden age of 
innocence", and would defy the corruption of the cultural, political and economic 
dependence on foreign powers. It successfully identified the State as responsible for 
internal oppression, external disastrous wars and the endemic economic crisis. It was 

Baechler, J. Revolution, Basil Blackwell, New York, 1975, p. 93 
2 Ibid, p. 131 
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also successful in attributing certain politically neutral events, such as natural 
disasters, to the corrupt nature of the existing political regime. As such, it successfully 
posed itself as the recipe for reversal of the fortunes of the poor, the weak and the 
humble. And finally, it created a charismatic leadership with religious sanctity that 
was perceived to possess extraordinary virtues, and able to make the wishes of the 
believers come true. 

Of course, the development of Shi 'ism, as a political ideology fit to tackle 
modern problems did not mean the transformation of the nature of Shi 'ism in the 
modern secular sense. In other words, and despite the claims of some of the critics of 
the Islamic Revolution, in becoming an ideology, the political philosophy of Shi 'ism 
did not shift the primary theological and jurisprudential concerns of the Shi 'i faith. 
Such mistaken assumptions as referring to the politicisation of Shi 'ism as a shift from 
its purely religious doctrinal positions, have to do with the assumption of universality 
of the Western political developments, developments that have led to what we call 
secularism. 

To be sure, the development of modern politics in many Western societies 
involved the rise of liberal and socialist political ideologies via modern revolutions. 
These ideologies sought power for the people to resist the absolute and corrupt power 
of political and religious establishments. However, in Shi 'i Iran, colonialist expansion 
of the West ensured that no modern credible ideology inspired political movements 
with real political, social and economic benefits for the population. There, the popular 
and institutional influence and functions of religious authorities remained largely 
intact. Consequently for the majority of Iranians, the religious culture, as the core of a 
valid collective identity and national integrity, became the only value worth to fight 
and even die for. As such, in Iran, politics became primarily an instrument for the 
defence of Shi 'ism as the representation of cultural integrity and national identity of 
the population. 

The Shi'i Political Philosophy in Transition 

The historical significance of Islam in determining the outcome of political 
struggles in Iran has been largely attributed to the fact that Iranians adopted Shi 'ism as 
an ideology of resistance. Shi'ism's reputation for militancy derives from the original 
resistance of its followers to the Prophet Muhammad's official successors who 
conquered Iran. Subsequently, Shi'ism underwent drastic changes as a result of 
doctrinal innovations. One important doctrinal change was the formation of Twelver 
(Ithna 'ashari) or Imami Shi 'ism. This process had significant political ramifications, 
especially in providing for the doctrinal justification for the contemporary politico-
cultural influence for the Shi 'i ulama in Iran. The ulama were gradually recognised by 
the population as the main interpreters of the rulings of the Shi 'i sect of Islam. In no 
other Islamic sect did the clerics acquire such a monopoly of religious authority. 

In Iran, where the overwhelming majority of the Shi'i population live today, 
the ulama domination of religious leadership did not form as an immediate result of 
the ascendance of Imami Shi 'ism in the seventh century among the Iranians. In fact, 
until the sixteenth century, the Shi 'i believers were in minority in Iran. It was with the 
rise of the Safavid dynasty in the sixteenth century, the enforcement of Shi 'ism as the 
State religion and the marginalisation of other Shi 'i schools, that the ulama gained a 

' It may also be argued that even in the West the domination of the liberal and socialist schools of thought in the 
process of secularism should not be allowed to conceal the fact that secularism in West is deeply rooted in various 
variations of the Christian faith. 
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strong, social, political and cultural influence. Nonetheless, the theoretical and 
doctrinal foundations of the political significance of Shi 'ism go back long before the 
Safavids to the time of the rise of Islam. 

Nikki Keddie has attributed the rise of Islam in the seventh century to the need 
for "State formation" in Arabia. According to her, Mecca and Medina at that time, "as 
relatively advanced trading and agricultural cities outside the direct sphere of Byzantine and 
Sassanian Empires, were at the stage of State formation, and needed an ideology to unify the 
urban populace and the nomadic tribes around them into a State."1 Thus, from its inception, 
the Islamic movement under the leadership of Prophet Muhammad had a political 
character, its immediate task being to form a strong State. The intertwining of religion 
and politics, therefore, as many experts on Islam have noted, began with the Prophet 
Muhammad himself. He led his community politically as well as religiously. The first 
Islamic State was set up in Medina after the opponents of the Islamic movement were 
crushed in several battles (ghazavat) by the Islamic army under the command of the 
Prophet Muhammad himself. 

From very early on, the political philosophy of Islam attended to the major 
areas of social life including the role of the State in the economy, legal system, and 
norms of social morality. Therefore, the question as to who should rule the Muslim 
community after the Prophet was of crucial importance to the existence of Islam as a 
faith. In fact, it was around this burning issue, that the branch of Islam, which later 
was called Shi 'i, was formed. Immediately after the death of the Prophet in 632, a 
fierce struggle for succession began among the claimants of leadership. Two major 
groups emerged initially: those who advocated the election of a successor for the 
Prophet by the communal elite on the basis of the seniority of the candidate, and those 
who felt succession belonged to the male blood descendants of the Prophet. 

The candidate of the former group, Abu Bakr, succeeded the Prophet 
apparently with a majority support (his opponents conceded his leadership), and 
founded the tradition of the caliphate, which became the official form of Islamic 
government for centuries thereafter. This group later came to be called Sunni 
(followers of the Prophet's traditions) with the advent of Sunni fiqh (law). The latter 
group, or as they were later called Shi 'is, supported Ali Ibn Abitalib, Prophet's cousin 
and son-in-law, and advocated his leadership. This should have been a minority 
viewpoint at the time of Prophet's death. The Shi'is, however, did not give up their 
claim to power. "Their originally political claim to power within a few generations took on a 
religious content." As such, Shi 'ism incorporated new elements, which were not found 
in an explicit form in the Qur 'an and the Sunnat (the tradition of the Prophet). 

The early phases of the formation of the Shi 'i political philosophy, based on 
the Shi'i traditions as perceived by Shi'i believers in Iran, began with Imam Ali's 
unsuccessful bid for political power, which, according to the Shi 'is, was the expressed 
will of the Prophet Muhammad himself. On his return from his last pilgrimage to 
Mecca, in a place called Qadir-e Khom, the Prophet is believed to have designated Ali 
as the leader of the Muslim community after himself. Actually, Abu Bakr, Omar and 
Othman, three of the most prominent of Prophet's disciples and warriors, ascended to 
the leadership of the Muslim community as grand caliphs (kholafay-e rashediri) in 
what was considered by Ali's followers as a clear act of usurpation of power. 

Ali's apparent consent to the political authority of Abu Bakr, Omar and 
Othman is believed by the Shi 'is to have been out of his concern for preserving the 
political unity of the Muslim community after the demise of the Prophet. His action 

1 Keddie, N. R. Roots of the Revolution, Yale University Press, New Haven, 1982, p. 35 
2 Ibid. p. 5 
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was thus seen both as a pragmatic strategy conceived by an astute political thinker, 
and as a courageous act of selflessness and generosity by a mystical figure free from 
worldly attachments. This phase of the formation of political philosophy of Shi 'ism 
led to Ali's ascendance to political power as the fourth grand caliph. 

The five-year period of Ali's actual rule after the third Caliph Othman could 
be considered as a new twist in the early development of the Shi'i political 
philosophy. In this period, the concept of just government was shaped in the minds of 
the Shi'i believers. Nahj-ul-Balaqa, the collection of Ali's spiritual contemplations, 
his sermons and edicts, and his advises and decrees issued to his appointed governors, 
has mapped the rules and procedures of a political leadership concerned with 
principles of social justice over and above any other consideration. 

But the short-lived rule of Ali as caliph was problematic and strewn with 
conflicts from the beginning. The main conflict arose when Mo'aviyya of the 
Umayyad clan, who was connected with Arabia's aristocracy and had a strong 
political influence, challenged Ali's authority in the name of Islam. It was in the 
context of this drawn-out conflict that a third political group called Kharijite 
(renegades) emerged, which rejected both the continuation of the caliphate under Ali 
or the transfer of the political power to the Umayyad dynasty. The Kharijites 
advocated a more popular, non-elitist political leadership. The Kharijite political 
attitudes could be considered in today's political terminology as close to some form of 
republicanism. 

Following the battle of Saffain and the ensuing conspiracies, Ali was ousted 
from office by Mo'aviyya, and later was assassinated by the Kharijite Ibn-e Moljan. 
The Kharijte were also suppressed. But the rise of the Umayyad Caliphate did not end 
the claim of the Shi 'is to political power. Since the rise to power of the Umayyads was 
seen as a result of the conspiracy rather than legitimacy, the Shi'is remained powerful 
contenders of power. According to Martin Kramer: "what began as a dissident position 
on the matter of succession in the seventh century blossomed in time into a full religious 
tradition, distinguished from Sunni Islam by its own reading of theology and sacred history."3 

With the death of Ali and the establishment of the Umayyad Caliphate (661-
749) the Shi'is lost much of their hope in gaining leadership. Nonetheless, a last bid 
for power was made by the Shi'is in 680 when Imam Hussein, the second son of 
Imam Ali, challenged the Umayyad Caliph Yazid. It is reported that Hussein and his 
small number of followers, despite being heavily outnumbered by the Umayyad 
armed forces, engaged in a heroic battle in Karbala (now a city in Iraq) and were 
brutally massacred. Hussein's death, or as Shi'is put it shahadat (martyrdom), 
occurred on Ashura (the tenth day of Muharram, the first month of the Muslim year)' 
and until this day is passionately commemorated by the Shi'i believers. One of 
Hussein's sons who survived the massacre was able to carry on the line of Shi'i 
leaders (Imams). 

The uprising of Imam Hussein against the Umayyad Caliphate to restore the 
Shi 'i political leadership, and his tragic defeat, may be considered as a turning point in 
the making of the Shi'i political attitude into a religious doctrine. This period began 
with the experience of injustice and the attempt to restore justice by returning to 
power a legitimate politico-religious authority in the person of a members of the 
House of the Prophet (Ahl-ul-Beyt). It ended with the tragic realisation that such 
attempts involved great risks, and that they were unlikely to succeed at least in the 
near future. But in this process, a strong collective belief came of age: the belief that 
only the members of the House of the Prophet were legitimately qualified for the 

3 Kramer. M (ed.) Shi'ism, Resistance and Revolution, Westview Press, USA, 1987, p. 2 
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leadership of the community of believers. In time, Ali and his male descendants came 
to be regarded by their followers as infallible Imams. They were considered infallible 
(ma'soum) because they were believed to be immune to committing sins. This 
religious conviction carried within it a concrete political expression in the 
consideration of the infallible Imams as politico-religious leaders, and in the belief 
that the Imams had a hereditary right to political power. 

The increasing suppression of the Shi'i believers after the death of Hussein left 
little, if any, possibility of active political opposition to the Caliphs. The militancy 
which dominated Shi 'i struggle for political power since the death of the Prophet 
Muhammad, therefore, gradually subsided and an era of apparent political quietism 
began. Messianic ideas entered into Shi 'i belief and were expressed by the notion of 
occultation of the twelfth Imam. "The de facto depoliticisation of the Shi'i sect of Islam 
occurred as early as the mid-eight century when the sixth Imam Jafar al-Sadiq reportedly 
renounced, albeit temporarily, political rule, and the political functions of the Imam were 
indefinitely postponed."1 At the same time, he did not grant legitimacy to the Caliphs 
who were increasingly seen as the usurpers of the rights of the Imams. "The growing 
unpopularity of the Umayyads, who were closely tied to an early Arab aristocratic group and 
did not meet the needs of either the middle or the popular classes, led to an underground anti-
Umayyad (Shi '/) movement."2 

The formation of the Twelver or Ithna 'ashari Shi 'ism, which offered the 
twelfth Imam as the final infallible Imam may be considered as another major turn in 
the early development of the Shi'i political theory. Although there were other 
variations of Shi'ism, which believed in the authority of five and seven Imams 
(Zaidism and Isma 'ilism), the Twelver Shi 'ism was politically significant because of 
its politicisation of the concept of the Mahdi (the divinely guided one). This concept 
took shape around the belief that the twelfth or the last Imam was destined to go into 
concealment because the world was not yet ready for a divine government. However, 
it was believed that the twelfth Imam would return at an appropriate time in the future 
as the Mahdi to restore the rightful authority of the House of the Prophet and establish 
the divine government of God on earth. 

The messianic character of Twelver Shi'ism appealed particularly to the 
members of the lower classes. This was the case because the poor had long cherished 
the promises of the Qur 'an about social justice. Thus, it stands to reason that Imami 
Shi 'ism should have taken shape as a consequence rather than the cause of social and 
political dissent. In the words of M. Bayat: "Various movements of revolt, organised 
under the Shi'i banner against the nascent Sunni State, were essentially politically oriented."3 

Gradually though, as Bayat suggests, aspirations for social justice, transformed 
political opposition into a religious sectarian movement with serious doctrinal 
implications. 

The Early Stages of Imami Shi'ism 

A major point of departure of Shi 'i from Sunni Islam was clearly the notion of 
Imamate, "the institution of a succession of charismatic figures who dispense guidance in 
comprehending the esoteric sense of the Prophetic Revelation."4 Concepts of the Imamate 
have varied with regard to the number of Imams and the extent of their authority, 
hence the creation of different schools, such as Zaidism (believers in five Imams), 

1 Bayat, M. "The Iranian Revolution of 1978-79", Middle East Journal, Vol. 37, No.l, 1983, pp. 30-42 
2 Keddie, N. R. Roots of the Revolution, 1982, p 7 
3 Bayat, M. "The Iranian Revolution...", 1983, p. 34 
4 .Algar, A. Religion and State in Iran (1785-1906), University of California Press, Berkeley, 1969. p. 2 
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Isma'ilism (believers in seven Imams), and Twelver or Imami Shi'ism (believers in 
Twelve Imams). 

According to W. Montgomery Watt, it was only between 874 and about 920 
that Imami Shi 'ism took definite shape. This period was designated as the period of 
the Lesser Occultation (Gheybat-e Soghra). It commenced with the proclamation of 
the disappearance of the twelfth Imam, spanning the period that the Imam was 
believed to be in direct contact with certain deputies of his will, and ending with the 
proclamation that direct contact with the Imam had ceased. 

The era following the Lesser Occultation, which is believed by the Shi 'is to 
have continued to this day, is referred to as the era of the Greater Occultation 
(Geybat-e Kobra). As M. Momen has suggested: "no aspect of the history of Shi'i Islam 
is as confused as the stories relating to the disappearance of the twelfth Imam and the ensuing 
events."2 Montgomery Watt has noted: "Twelver Shi'ism could reasonably take shape only 
after the disappearance of the Twelfth Imam." Jassim M. Hussein, although admitting 
that Watt's suggestion stands to reason, adds that "there is ample proof that traditions 
claiming that the twelfth Imam would go to occultation existed before 874.' Miraculous 
stories aside, Imamism was shaped on the basis of four important elements, which had 
developed since the death of the Prophet Muhammad around the question of 
succession. 

First, there was the idea of charisma attached to the descendants of the Prophet 
through family ties.4 A corollary to this was the belief that the leadership of the 
community should be entrusted to these charismatic figures. Ali was seen as the 
significant embodiment of this charismatic leadership. The cult of the charismatic 
leadership of Ali made ground for the second major element of the early Shi'ism, 
namely the idea of "the transmission of authority by designation". An idea, which has led 
Montgomery Watt and others to the conclusion that according to the Shi'i political 
philosophy "the ideal form of the rule is autocratic. 

Third, there was the messianic idea of the Mahdi, which in turn can be 
perceived as a consequence of the fact that the Shi 'i charismatic leadership suffered 
defeat but retained its legitimate claim to political authority. The Mahdi, it was 
believed, would reappear some day to institute the realm of perfection and justice. The 
attraction of this conception of the Mahdi was that it gave a measure of hope to Shi 'i 
believers in opposition to the Sunni Caliphate. At the same time, it projected an 
apparently quietist and, at times, apolitical feature for the faith. This seems to be at the 
root of assumptions about the strong link between belief in the Mahdi and political 
quietism.6 

Fourth, there was the idiosyncrasy of adl (justice), which was not embraced by 
the Sunni Islam. Accordingly, God was perceived as "infinite justice", implying that 
He has left the people free to choose between good and evil deeds, and that He did not 
predestine all human action. This rationalistic interpretation, which later became a 
principle of Imami Shi'ism, was first put forward by one of the early Islamic 
philosophical schools, the Mu'tazilite. The Mu'tazilite held that "good and evil could be 

1 For differences between Twelver Shi'ism, Isma'ilism and Zaidism see Allama Tabataba'ie, M. H. Shi'ite Islam, 
London, Allen and Unwin 1975, p. 82 
2 Momen, M. An Introduction to Shi'i Islam, Yale University Press, New Haven, 1985, p. 161 
7 Watt, W. M. "The Significance of the Early Stages of Imami Shi'ism", in Keddie, N. R. ed. Religion and Politics 
in Iran, Yale University Press, New Haven, 1983, p. 21 
3 Hussein, J. M. The Occultation of the Twelfth Imam, Muhammad Trust, Great Britain, 1982, p. 19 
4 Watt, W. M. in N.R. Keddie, ed., 1983, p 22 
5 Ibid. p. 22 
6 Ibid. pp. 21-33 
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apprehended by reason, and that, since God as infinite justice, could not be responsible for the 
civil acts of man, man must be the creator of his own act." 

An important implication of this way of reasoning was quintessential^ 
political and doctrinal. Referring to God's adl, Shi'is could argue that the Sunni 
caliphate was not necessarily God-given - a premise, which became a basis for the 
claim that the Umayyad and later Abbasid caliphs usurped political power, which 
rightfully belonged to the Imams. A wrong had been done, and therefore it must be 
corrected. Obviously this allegory had the potential of being used in different political 
and doctrinal contexts. As a leverage for political opposition, it could be used by the 
Shi 'is activists against the State. And in philosophical and jurisprudential disputes 
about the nature of God and His intervention in the world, it could be evoked by the 
Shi 'is philosophers and jurists against their Sunni counterparts. 

The belief in God's infinite justice, the charismatic leadership of the Imams 
and the transmission of authority, along with the attribution of divine powers to the 
Imams and claims of their infallibility, demarcated the Shi 'i political, philosophical 
and legal understanding from that of the Sunni?,. But this conflict was intense 
particularly in the political sphere and over the issue of succession of the Prophet. As 
Michael Fischer has suggested: "To Sunnis, Abu Bakr, Omar and Mo'aviyya were good 
caliphs, men without whom the survival of Islam would have been in question. For Shi 'is, 
they are three of the key men who perverted Islam so that from then till the present, Islam has 
been unable to fulfil its promise as a just social system.' 

Early Shi'ism gathered support in Iran most probably because its 
understanding of the Umayyad caliphate as illegitimate appealed to the ethnic 
sentiments of Iranians under the Arab rule. This outlook, Keddie notes, provided for 
much of the support by means of which the Abbasid caliphate was able to replace the 
Umayyads in 749. The Abbasids had expressed concern about the tragic encounter of 
Ali's descendants with the Umayyads before they assumed power. This might have 
aroused the sympathy of the Iranian Shi 'is, who were still in minority. However, this 
trend was reversed as the repression of the Iranian Shi 'is continued under the Abbasid 
caliphate. 

Edward Browne was impressed by the persistence of the pantheistic notions of 
pre-Islamic Persian religions and the traces of Hellenic speculative philosophy in the 
"heretic" Islamic sects that flourished in Iran after the "imposition" of Islam by the 
Arabs. He thus pre-maturely described Iranian Shi 'ism as a "heterodox sect that like 
Sufism, Isma'ilism and mysticism was born on Persian soil ... (in order) to vindicate the claim 
of Aryan thought to be free, and to transform the religion forced on the nation by Arab steel 
into something which, though still wearing a semblance of Islam, had a significance widely 
different from that which one may fairly suppose was intended by the Arabian Prophet. 
This interpretation may have come from Browne's encounter with a rich and fairly 
sophisticated system of speculative philosophy, which had been developed by Iranian 
Shi 'i scholars in contrast with the mainly jurisprudential Shi 'ism. 

As for their political stance, Iranian Shi 'is gave up whatever hope they had 
invested in the Abbasid caliphate following their treacherous treatment of the Iranian 
warriors, like Abu-Muslim, who had helped them to overthrow the Umayyad 
Caliphate. By expressing an intense devotion toward Imam Ali and his descendants, 
Iranian Shi 'is continued to identify themselves, politically as well as spiritually, with 
their oppressed Arab co-believers rather than with the Abbasid caliphate, a process 

' Lambton, A. K. S. State and Government in Medieval Islam, Oxford University Press, New York, 1981, pp.36-37 
2 Fischer, M. M. Iran: From Religious Dispute to Revolution, Harvard University Press, 1980, Cambridge, Mass. 
p.21 
3 Brown, E. G. A Year Among the Persians, Adam and Charles Black, London, 1883, p. 123 
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that elevated the standing of Shi 'ism in the then predominantly Sunni Iran. This 
disposition gave rise to much tension during the Abbasid rule between the Iranian 
Shi 'is and the Caliphate. This tension intensified under Caliph Mutawakkil who rose 
to power in 847. He made Sunnism the official religion of the caliphate.1 

According to Montgomery Watt, the establishment of Sunnism as State 
religion was a major factor contributing to organisation and further theorisation of 
Imami Shi'ism." Naturally, any meaningful theorisation of Twelver Shi'ism could 
logically have taken place only after the death of Hasan al-Askari, the eleventh Imam, 
and the obscure disappearance of his son, Muhammad (known as the Mahdi), around 
874. According to Twelver Shi'ism, the disappearance of the Imam was a voluntary 
concealment and in this state the twelfth Imam was not subject to mortality. Watt has 
acknowledged that such a theory "was clearly a deliberate political act", particularly 
when the followers of the Imam also claimed that "he was represented on earth by a vakil 
(deputy) who was presumed to be in contact with the Imam." 

As Amir Arjomand has pointed out: "This chiliastic form of authority when 
successfully activated by a claimant toMahdihood (would) institute a charismatic structure of 
domination in which religious and political authority were fused.' The vakils who claimed 
to be in contact with the Hidden Imam (Emam-e Ghayeb) were prominent 
theologians: among them Kulaini, the author of Usul-al-Kafi - a major canonical Shi 'i 
text. The deputies of the Hidden Imam constituted the core of a growing group of 
theologians who further developed the Shi 'ifiqh. 

There was in fact a succession of four deputies, the last dying in 940. After 
this date the period of the Lesser Occultation ended and the era of the Greater 
Occultation began, which still continues. The passage from the Lesser to the Greater 
Occultation, which put an end to the office of the vakil, can be seen as another 
deliberate political act in a situation where open action by claimants to this office was 
no longer possible. A claimant to the office of vakil, for instance, was put in prison in 
945.5 

The Evolution of the Imami Jurisprudence 
A new twist in the early political development of Shi 'ism occurred in the 

period from the disappearance of the twelfth Imam until the rise of the Safavid 
dynasty. This period was marked by the total loss of hope for the return of political 
authority to its true owners in the foreseeable future. Nonetheless, the doctrine that the 
true political authority belonged to the Shi'i Imams was never lost to the Shi'i 
believers and would re-emerge every now and again in the form of millenarian 
movements under the leadership of claimants to Mahdihood. This period also saw the 
recognition of the role of the Shi 'i jurists under the titles of ulama, mujtahids and 
foqaha as the interpreters of religious law in the absence of the Imam. 

It is widely believed that Shi 'i jurisprudence was initiated in the eighth century 
by the fifth and the sixth Imams Muhammad al-Baqir and Jafar al-Sadiq as distinct 
from the jurisprudence of the Sunni Schools. But, the important developments in the 
Shi 'i law took place after the disappearance of the twelfth Imam. There are two oral 
reports {hadith) from Imam Jafar al-Sadiq in the tenth century collection of such 
reports by Kulaini in his Usui al-Kafi that urge Shi'is not to seek legal judgments 
from the non-Shi 'i State functionaries. One of these gives authority to make such 

1 Watt, W. M. in Keddie, N. R. ed. 1983, p. 26 
2 Ibid, p. 27 
J Ibid, p. 27 
4 Arjomand, S. A. The Shadow Of God And The Hidden Imam, University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1984, p. 14 
5 Watt, W. M in Keddie, N. R. ed. 1983, p. 30 
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judicial rulings to the relaters of the Imam's oral reports, who were competent in 
mastering religious knowledge. In Usui al-Kafi, "iman (faith), aql (reason) and Urn 
(knowledge) emerged as linked with salvation." 

The rise of the Buy id dynasty (932-1055) had a significant impact on the 
spread of Shi 'ism in Iran due to its Iranian origin and its adherence to Shi'ism. Sir 
Percy Sykes has noted that "this family sprang from a Persian tribe in Daylam, which 
claimed descent from Bahram-e Gure (a legendary pre-Islamic Persian king), and professed 
Shi 'i doctrines".2 The rise of the Shi 'i and Iranian Buyid dynasty in central Iran in the 
tenth century and their conquest of Baghdad, the Abbasid capital, initially encouraged 
the expansion of Imami Shi'ism. As Arjomand suggests, the rise of the Buyids 
facilitated "the proselytizing activity of the Imami sect, ... (and) produced a corpus of 
polemical, theological and legal literature ... (which) laid the foundation of thelmami rational 
theology (kalam)? 

It should be noted, however, that at this stage Imami theology was still an 
essentially Arab phenomenon and was being developed under the aegis of the Shi 'i 
Arab scholars many of whom had migrated from Arab lands to central Iran away from 
the caliphate heartland. Naturally, in this context, ethnic and cultural discord as well 
as disagreement on the question of legitimate political authority turned into a source 
of political and doctrinal tension and disputation, which marred the cordial 
relationships of the Imami theologians and the Buyids. The situation became 
particularly tense when the Buyids, largely because of political considerations, chose 
to keep an Abbasid figure-head as caliph in Baghdad and rule in Iran under the 
Abbasid auspices. 

With the downfall of the Buyid dynasty a number of Sunni Turk dynasties 
conquered and ruled Iran, notably the Ghaznavid and Saljuqid, which gained 
prominence in the eleventh and twelfth centuries. In this period the status of Shi 'ism 
further declined mainly as a result of ethnic and sectarian prejudice exercised by the 
rulers. Ironically though, religious and ethnic discrimination was instrumental in 
stirring patriotic sentiments blended with religious ardour. Nowhere was the fusion of 
Persian patriotism and Shi'i devotionalism better accentuated than in the greatest 
Persian work of epic, Abol-Ghasem Ferdowsi's Shahnameh, which was composed 
around a thousand years ago during the reign of Sultan Mahmud Ghaznavi and 
brought the author much hardship. That Shahnameh epitomised the superiority of 
Persians over Arabs and Turks, and that Shi 'i Ferdowsi glorified Imam Ali and his 
descendants in his book, was reason enough to outrage the Turk and Sunni Sultan 
Mahmud; a situation that entailed the persecution of Ferdowsi. 

Meanwhile, as a result of the consolidation of Imami scholarship "a body of 
men grew up who knew the oral traditions of the prophet Muhammad and the Imams, and 
were familiar with the legal reasoning employed byJafar al-Sadiq and his successors. The 
study of the oral traditions of the Prophet and the Imams became a central 
preoccupation of this group who came to be known as the ulama or mujtahids. 

The thirteenth century saw the invasion of Iran by the Mongols. Paradoxically, 
despite the devastation brought about by the Mongol invasion, the later Mongol rulers 
encouraged artistic and religious development. According to J. R. Cole, in the Mongol 
period the "Shi 'i jurisprudence became a well-developed speciality and major works were 
composed in this discipline." Scholars like Sheikh Saduq and Allama al-Hilli were 
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leading figures of this trend who added to the number of the Shi'i canonical texts. The 
result of the work of these men was a system of law, which gave Imamism a coherent 
and a distinct status. As Cole has pointed out, this legal system addressed most of the 
matters covered by law in the West: personal status (marriage, inheritance, etc.), 
criminal acts and commercial transactions. It also contributed to a system of 
philosophical theology. 

According to M. Murtazavi, the period of the rule of Mongol Ilkhanid dynasty 
over a vast empire witnessed a kind of religious pluralism, which created a fertile 
ground for the flowering of religious variance. This situation, although it encouraged 
the development of a well-disciplined jurisprudential Shi'ism, was also favourable to 
the spread of other religious viewpoints as well. A major boost was given, for 
example, to mysticism and Sufism, which had started in the Saljuq period and, as 
Arjomand has noted, did not fall in the sphere of the ulama authority, which governed 
the rationalised Shi'i jurisprudence. The Sufi orders subserviently followed a 
charismatic personality to whom they attributed miraculous powers (karamat). 
Whereas, the custodians of Shi 'i scholasticism were predominantly the Shi 'i ulama 
who were experts in Imami theology and jurisprudence. Some of these men like 
Khadja Nasir-ad-Din Tusi were prominent politicians, giving counsel to the Ilkhanid 
rulers. Others like Allama Hilli were towering intellectual figures. As such, they have 
been suitably termed by Arjomand "clerical aristocracy". 

The spread of Sufism, however, occurred mainly at the popular level, as its 
association with miracles and magic appealed to the masses. According to Arjomand, 
the persistence of Sunnism and the growth of Sufism were the main barriers to the 
rapid spread of Imami Shi 'ism in this period. Even the rise to power of professed Shi 'i 
Ilkhan ruler Ghazan Khan (1295-1304) did not reduce the strength of Sunnism and the 
spread of Sufism. However, there appeared a piecemeal fusion of Shi'i tenets into 
Sufism, which resulted in extreme devotion of some Sufi orders to Imam Ali and his 
descendants. Nevertheless, solemn theology made headway at administrative level 
notably in the legal system. This process was more evident in the wake of the decline 
of Ilkhanid Empire and the rise of local dynasties. 

The Mongol Muzaffarid dynasty, which ruled in Fars in the fourteenth century, 
had certain notoriety in enforcement of the Islamic punishments (hodud). The poems 
of the great mystical poet Khadja Shams-ad-Din Hafiz, who lived in Shiraz under the 
Muzaffarid Shah Shuja, is marked by metaphoric criticism of the overemphasis of the 
State and the official religious establishment on public piety. At the popular level, a 
number of millenarian movements were organised by certain Shi 'itised Sufi orders, 
notably the Sarbidar and the Hurufiyya movements, which were inspired by the 
extremist interpretations of the messianic notion of the Mahdi. These movements 
sometimes led to the formation of short-lived small States. 

The late fourteenth century also witnessed the conquest of a large part of Iran 
by Tamerlane (Timur-i-Lang). The Timurid period, which extended well into the 
fifteenth century, was marked by the continuation of the spread of intense Shi'i 
devotionalism. This was evident "in the manuals of the guilds and, more spectacularly, in 
the building of the Gawharshad mosque on the site of the tomb of the eighth Imam in 
Mashhad by the Timurid Queen (Gawharshad)." The decline of the Timurid dynasty also 
gave rise to a number of small States run by the tribal warlords until the rise of the 
strong State of the Safavid dynasty. 

1 Arjomand, S. A. 1984, p. 30 
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The Imami Legal practice 

The early evolution of Imami Shi'i thinking on jurisprudence in its Arabic 
context can be traced back to Islamic law and practice as it developed in the early 
Islam. The Qur 'an was accepted by all Muslims as a source of law. The next most 
important source of law to gain wide acceptance among Muslims was ijma ' (the 
consensus of the community). As Fazlur Rahman has noted, this was the living 
tradition of Muslims who were still close to the Prophet Muhammad in time.2 

Qiyas or analogy was another important source of the Islamic legal system. 
For example, by using legal analogy of the prohibition of the use of date wine in the 
Qur'an, the Islamic legal experts established that grape wine was also to be 
prohibited. "This practice of analogical reasoning to derive legal judgements not explicitly 
found in the Qur'an, or in the community's collective memory of the Prophet's practice, was 
called ijtihad, or individual endeavour. One who practised ijtihad was a mujtahid."3 Momen 
has defined ijtihad as "the process of arriving at judgement on points of religious law using 
reason and the principles of jurisprudence (usul al-fiqh) Finally, oral reports {hadith), 
attributed to the Prophet and transmitted by one or two persons in each generation, 
were put forward as a source of law. These four sources of law were more or less 
accepted by the Sunni as well as the Shi'i Schools although with different 
interpretations. 

As Momen suggests: "When Twelver Shi'i Islam first emerged as a distinct entity 
separate from other Shi'i groups at the turn of the second-third Islamic centuries (eighth-ninth 
centuries AD), it was principally the ulama who took the lead in defining its doctrines and 
evolving its polemics." Obviously, as Twelver Shi'ism was chronologically behind 
Sunni Islam, in most of its legal and juristic forms and practices, it tended "to follow 
the latter very closely.' However, there were clear lines of demarcation between the 
two schools in terms of their attempt to answer the socio-legal questions, which were 
not directly addressed in the Qur 'an. 

Frustration of the political aspirations of the early Shi 'is, which had evinced 
itself in the Imami religious orientations also marked the Imami legal system. In 
contrast with the incumbent Sunnis, who attributed a reformist role to the Islamic law 
and viewed it as a modifying element superimposed on the existing practice, the Shi 'i 
legal philosophy proposed a legal interpretation of the Qur 'an, which would lay the 
foundation of an entirely new system of law. 

As N. J. Coulston has noted in his A History of Islamic Law, juridically as well 
as politically, the Shi 'i understanding of Islamic law proposed a novel version of the 
nature of Islam. According to this version, in contrast with the Sunni version, Islam 
was seen as "providing an outright break with the past practice". In practice, however, 
there were only a few sources of reference available to the Shi 'i jurists in order to 
develop a legal system entirely different to that of the Sunnis. Hence, their innovations 
were limited to laws regulating certain social transactions like marriage, divorce and 
inheritance. In the area of religious rituals minor differences could also be found. 

Nonetheless, Shi 'i jurisprudence was able to draw on an additional source of 
knowledge: the traditions of the Imams. This source, although it provided a more 
varied base for legal reasoning, in a practical sense, created hindrances as well. 

1 Cole, J. R. in Keddie, N. R. ed. 1983, p. 33 
2 Fazlur Rahman, ISLAM, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1979, p. 70 
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Momen notes that the 57z/ 'i ulama initially used an uncritical method to derive the law 
from a collection of oral reports concerning the tradition and knowledge of the 
Imams. "It was Ailama Hilli who established (in the fourteenth century) the methodology 
and terminology of the critical study of the hadith literature."1 Hilli, following the Sunni 
models, rationalised Shi'i jurisprudence by introducing analytical and deductive 
reasoning into the theological and legal practice and literature. However, this 
reasoning took place almost entirely within the context of the tradition and knowledge 
of the Imams. 

The aim of the practice of ijtihad seemed to be confined to interpreting, 
through rationalising the hadith, what Imams would have decided in any particular 
case. Historically, this limitation has curbed much of the innovative capacity of the 
process of ijtihad. The Imami jurisprudence therefore acquired a scholastic theological 
component, which transferred the authority of interpretation of the religion to the 
experts in the Shi'i theology and jurisprudence. The major pedagogical centre for this 
enterprise was the madrasa. 

In his study of the madrasa system, Fischer has analysed the structure of the 
Islamic scriptural school and "its contribution to the formation of social consciousness 
through its product, a body of literate, scholarly-thinking men with their knowledge of the 
scripture, the written word."2 Referring to Derrida (1967), Fischer emphasises the 
"determining effect" of scriptural tradition as a major cultural medium on the "way 
people think". Portraying the evolution of scholarship in the madrasa system, he 
writes: "The form of pedagogy and the scholarly apparatus of the Islamic madrasa needed 
first to establish a textual canon and then to develop methods for deriving laws from the 
canon. Methods for dealing with inconsistencies in the texts and among commentaries on the 
texts, pedagogy for introducing elementary students to ritual duties and ideological 
justifications. Other pedagogies for initiating advanced students into both the canon and the 
legal techniques; rules of disputation that could serve either to stimulate exploration of a 
subject or to set boundaries on what was permissible to query and degrees for competence"? 

In time, the legal and interpretative power of the ulama enhanced their social 
position and their judgement on socio-legal issues came to be taken as the judgement 
of the infallible Imams. This tendency was challenged by the Akhbari school of 
thought that attempted to reassert the primacy of the infallible guidance of the Imams 
and attacked the increasing power of the ulama. According to Arjomand: "the Akhbari 
conception of Imamate, which was dominant in the eleventh century, ... was hostile to all 
extensions of the authority of the Imams after the concealment of the Twelfth Imam ... and 
conceded de facto religious authority only to the compilers of their traditions (akhbar). 
Indirectly, however, it enhanced the stratification of the Shi'i community into ordinary 
believers and the Seyyeds, descendants of the prophet, who could claim to partake of the 
charisma of the Imams through descent.'*1 

The Political Attitude of the Shi'i Jurists 

Although the significance of the ulama at this stage was mainly attributed to 
legal jurisprudence, they were also well placed to present themselves as the bearers of 
the political tradition of the Shi'i Imams whose legitimate claim to political power had 
been inhibited by temporal authorities. As such, they also obtained a de facto political 
significance. In principle, the Imami juridical norms, developed by the mujtahids in 
the eleventh century, accommodated the idea of the concurrent and independent 

1 Momen, M . 1985, p. 185 
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existence of juridical and political authorities. Algar has noted that both activist and 
quietist attitudes to prevailing political authority could be "deduced from Imami belief, 
but it is clear that the latter came gradually to dominate the mainstream of Shi 'ism." 
Teachings of Imam Jafar al-Sadiq, in particular, combined "a denial of legitimacy with a 

2. 

quietist patience and abstention from action.' 
This, in effect, meant that even the ulama would have difficulty in claiming 

political authority. The implication of this attitude was the deferment of the advocacy 
of a total overthrow of the existing order in the name of a legitimate alternative. With 
the emergence of the notion of taqiyya (concealment of one's belief) as an article of 
the faith, Abbas Klaidar notes, "the later Imams and the ulama refrained from directly 
challenging the established order.' 

The practice of taqiyya and the inhibition of open political activity deeply 
affected further development of Shi'ism, particularly in the urban centres. The 
tradition of Imam Jafar al-Sadiq himself in refraining from open political activity was 
complemented with the belief that this concealment had made it essential to train and 
preserve a hard core of believers for the continuation of the faith and for possible 
future political action. Owing to the fact that Shi 'i believers never had withdrawn their 
claim to political power, and that open political activity at the time of the Sixth Imam 
meant political naivete, such a practice seemed reasonable. 

In its scholastic form, Imami Shi'ism thus became an elitist doctrine - the 
religion of a special few - which demanded a high degree of individual knowledge, 
belief and will power. As such, it acquired characteristics similar to Christian 
monasticism stressing devotion to otherworldly salvation and acceptance of a 
minority status in this world. This mode of thinking was instrumental in allowing the 
devoted believers to express their inner selves in the form of philosophical speculation 
and mystical contemplation. However, this individualistic inner isolation found ways 
to affect the society and politics at large. It conveyed the solemnity of the lifestyle of 
the strict believers to the population through a dogmatic doctrine. According to this 
doctrine, Islam had been diverted from its true path at a spiritual level, and it was the 
duty of the believers to revive the truth by fulfilling God's commandments as they 
were originally meant. 

The impact of the emerging froms of the practice of taqiyya was particularly 
evident in the socio-political attitude of irfan, which has much in common with the 
Western concept of gnosticism. In this tradition, which was a logical extension of a 
long-term abstention from political activity, many great Shi'i thinkers devoted 
themselves to the study of theology and philosophy. The result was an era of 
mysticism and the development of an esoteric interpretation of religious texts and 
knowledge, which led to the creation of a number of great works in poem and prose. 
The denigration of serious involvement in worldly activities - a characteristic of this 
view - was supported by the concept of occultation and belief in the illegitimacy of 
any political involvement in the absence of the Hidden Imam. Furthermore, there was 
a spread of Sufi orders mainly among the tribes, which inspired an undisciplined 
popular religion in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Ironically, this trend gave 
rise to "a number of millenarian movements, all of which formally professed Shi'ism", and 
demanded political power. 

3 
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The Safavid dynasty rose to power as a result of one of these millenarian 
movements. The rise of the Safavid State radically altered abstentionist political 
practices and created a new setting for the development of Shi 'ism. Bayat argues that 
until the early sixteenth century, the Imami Shi 'i sect "existed primarily as an important 
progressive school of Islamic theology without transferring its allegiance to a political 
cause." However, with the establishment of Imami Shi 'ism as the State religion by the 
Safavid kings in 1501, political involvement was superimposed upon the faith; 
nevertheless, the doctrinal base of its abstention from direct involvement in politics 
remained strong. In time, Shi 'ism was transformed into an essentially political faith 
with contemplative, isolationist and quietist characteristics. 

In its contemplative dimension, one could find similarities in the Imami faith 
to what Weber observed as the religious feeling of the seventeenth century Lutheran 
believers, inherited from the German mystics. This religious feeling is described by 
Weber as "a feeling of actual absorption in the deity, that of the real entrance of the divine 
into the soul of the believer, ... characterised by a passive search for the fulfilment of the 
yearning to rest in God.' 

SafavidShi'ism: The State Religion 

Although Imami Shi'ism had found advocates in Iran very early on, its 
adherents there were in a minority, as elsewhere in the Muslim lands, up until the rise 
of the Safavid dynasty (1501-1722). With the advent of the Safavid Empire and the 
announcement of Shi 'ism as the State religion, a fierce conversion campaign began in 
order to establish Shi 'ism as the majority religion in Iran. The rise to power of the 
Safavid State and the recognition of Shi 'ism as the State religion could be considered 
as the historical link between the earlier and later phases of developments in Shi 'i 
politico-religious discourse. 

The Safavid period was of utmost importance as it saw two main 
developments in Iran. One was the establishment of the first centralised State in 
Iranian history since the fall of the Persian Empire. This was, in part, a result of the 
mainly indirect influences of the European Renaissance and the rise modernity in the 
West. The more immediate backdrop of the formation of a strong centralised State in 
Iran was the religious and political rivalry with the Ottoman Empire, which was in a 
more direct contact with Europe. Iran's main concern was that the Ottoman Sultan 
had now taken the place of the Abbasid Caliph, and claimed to be the principle 
political force representing Islam. The growing Shi'i population in Iran though 
regarded the Ottoman Sultan not any more legitimate than the Caliphs. He was also 
seen as the usurper of the legitimate superiority of the Shi 'i faith and a defender of 
Sunnism. 

The second major development in the Safavid period was the expansion and 
ultimately predominance of the authority of the Shi 'i ulama as the custodians of the 
faith. Even this phenomenon should be seen in the context of the rivalry with the 
Ottomans and the increasing influence of the Western modernity. The new State in 
Iran desperately needed the support of the Shi 'i ulama. The ulama would give the 
State a divine discourse of legitimation, which not only would enable it to attract 
domestic support and establish a unifying discourse of power, but also would make it 
appear in the global scene as a distinct identity. 

1 Bayat, M Mysticism and Dissent, Syracuse University Press, USA, 1982, p. xiv 
2 Weber, M. Protestant Ethics and the Spirit of Capitalism, trans, by T. Parsons, New York, 1958, p.l 12 
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The efforts of the Safavid monarchs to gain religious legitimacy for their State 
led to the infusion of religious and political establishments similar to the infusion of 
Sunni establishment with the Umayyad and Abbasid Caliphates. However, As 
Arjomand has shown in his book, The Shadow of God and the Hidden Imam (1984), 
the Shi 'i religious establishment in conferring legitimacy to the State gained important 
political, legal and social positions, which gave them functions far beyond mere 
ceremonial legitimation of the State. Offices of the sadr and the qasi were two 
conspicuous examples of the elaboration of the institutional functions of the ulama in 
the Safavid period. 

In this period, and especially under the leadership of the prominent faqih, 
Mulla Muhammad Baqir Majlisi, the Shi'i ulama defeated their doctrinal rivals, who 
had denied the essentiality of the ulama as the custodians and interpreters of religion. 
As already noted, Shi'ism although it was a minority religion in Iran prior to the 
Safavid period, nevertheless, had fervent followers there. For all its undesirability for 
the Sunni population, the imposition of Safavid Shi 'ism on Iranians resulted in the 
formation of the principal elements of a centralised State, emanating from a common 
collective identity based on a common religious faith. 

Another important aspect of the development of the Shi 'i religious discourse in 
the Safavid period was the predominance of the Persian language as the language of 
the transmission of the faith. Persian of course was the main spoken language in Iran. 
It had also been the dominant bureaucratic and literary language for centuries. But it 
was only the language of the native Persian population of Iran, which many other 
ethnic and religious groups had called home. The Turkic tribes who had settled in Iran 
had in fact ruled in various parts of Iran for centuries. Some like Seljuqs and 
Ghaznavids had even created powerful dynasties. There were also the Kurd, Beluchi, 
and Arab minorities, not to mention the religious minorities like Jews, and Christian 
Assyrians and Armenians. But the language of the transmission of the Islamic faith to 
present generations was predominantly Arabic. 

Safavid Shi 'ism did not question the principle of the predominance of Arabic 
as the language of the faith; but by encouraging the proliferation of Shi 'i narratives, 
poetry, tropes, idioms and rituals in Persian, it basically altered the language of the 
transmission of the faith. State-sponsored events, particularly large-scale annual 
rituals of commemorating the tragedy of Karbala, and the encouragement of the 
tradition of fictionalisation of the events surrounding the killing of Imam Hussein and 
his family and disciples, played an important part in the creation of a vivid collective 
memory for the ordinary Shi'i believers who had now comprised the majority of the 
population. Shi'ism as State religion and as the majority faith, and the Persian 
language as an instrument of cultural continuity thus became the cornerstone of the 
later development of the sense of nationality in Iran.1 

Moreover, the lack of a serious resistance to the official conversion to Shi 'ism, 
explains the tacit affinity of even Sunni Iranians with Shi'ism. With the heating of the 
market of Shi'ism, the Safavid period also saw the formation of a coherent body of the 
ulama. Just as the Christian clergymen wielded a lot of influence through their 
ministries and disciples on the formation of national sentiments in Europe, the Shi 'i 
ulama in conjunction with the Safavid State generated religious forces which formed 
the framework of what would later emerge as Iranian-Shi 'i nationalism. 

As I noted earlier, the Safavid State adopted Shi 'ism as the State religion most 
probably because of political considerations in its rivalry with the Ottoman Sunni 

Some historians have already noted Shi'ism. as a common and unique religion, as the source of nationalism in 
Iran. See, for example, Cottam, R. W. Nationalism in Iran, Pittsburgh, University of Pittsburgh Press. 1964, p.9. 
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State. It sought to adopt Shi 'ism as the basis of the legitimacy of an alternative Islamic 
State that would challenge the Ottoman State, which had reconstructed, solidified and 
expanded the disintegrating Islamic Empire of the Caliphate. Shi 'ism thus emerged 
after a long waiting period as an alternative basis for political legitimacy distinct from 
that of the Sunni Caliphate. This was a chance to save Islam from those, who had 
distorted it, and to rebuild it on proper foundations. Consequently, in the sixteenth and 
most of the seventeenth centuries, a "structural relationship" developed between 
religious and political institutions in Iran, a relationship, which was as elaborate as the 
pattern of State-religion relationship in the Sunni World.1 This relationship was 
founded on the religiously ordained power of the king. 

Thus, the Shi'i ulama, as the most learned men in the realm of religious 
knowledge, came to be vitally needed by the State. The ulama influence derived 
largely from the authority of religious learning as the source of literacy and the 
knowledge of both physical and spiritual worlds.2 The Safavids attracted many of the 
Shi 'i ulama from the Arab lands to strengthen the scarce Shi 'i knowledge in Iran. The 
spiritual functions of the ulama in legitimising the State, as Arjomand and others have 
noted, were carried out mainly in the form of the ritual of official praying (du 'a-gu 'i) 
and holding mourning ceremonies for the martyrs of Karbala. Hand in hand with this, 
emerged certain bureaucratic functions. As Arjomand has pointed out, the mosques 
and the educational system were integrated into the religious endowments and came 
under the administration of "the highest clerical functionary, the sadr". Furthermore, the 
qasi, appointed by the ruler, presided over the judiciary branch of the Safavid State. 
As Corbin indicated: "One significant consequence of the establishment of Shi 'ism, as the 
State religion by the Safavids, was that it gave birth to something like an official clergy, 
exclusively concerned with legality and jurisprudence."3 

Moreover, the transition of Shi 'ism from a sectarian faith to a majority belief 
created doctrinal tensions. The essence of Shi 'ism demanded a minority status for its 
adherents whose opposition to the existing political order involved an often quietist 
but unyielding political attitude. Theoretically, the real triumph of Shi'ism was 
possible only through the return and manifestation of the Mahdi. The establishment of 
a Shi 'i State by Safavids violated this pattern and partially obscured it. Justifications 
for the ulama association with the State did not change the doctrine of Occultation, 
but it certainly transcended its implications. The claim of the founders of the Safavid 
dynasty to descent from the seventh Imam, and their Sufi origin, expedited this 
process. 

Some Shi'i ulama "hailed the creation of the first Shi'i empire in history as the 
forerunner of the kingdom of the Hidden Imam. Many considered obedience to the new Shi'i 
State as incumbent.' The personal piety and charisma of the Safavid kings were also of 
great importance in maintaining their legitimacy. "Isma'il the founder of the Safavid 
dynasty was known as the perfect guide (murshid-e kamil)."5 Isma'il can be conceived as a 
representative of militant Sufism, who could find a stronghold among the tribes 
wandering in the area between the Ottoman territory and Iran toward the end of the 
fifteenth century. Qizilbash, a more powerful one of these tribes, had initiated serious 
rebellions against the Ottoman rule. 

The grand leader and founder of the Safavid Sufi order was Sheikh Safi-ad-Din 
Ardebili, who is not considered to have advocated extremist political activities. Even 

Arjomand, S. A. ed. Authority and Political Culture inShi'ism, Sunny Press, Albany, 1988, p. 80 
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today among some Sufi orders, Sheikh Safi is remembered worshipfully. It is likely 
that a militant and millenarian version of Sufism had identified with messianic tenets 
of Shi 'ism very closely; so much so that under Isma'il it merged with scholastic 
Shi'ism. In fact, the activation of aspiration for the advent of the Mahdi among the 
Safavid tribal constituency accounted for much of the worshipful support that Isma'il 
enjoyed during his conquests in Iran, and his battles with the Ottomans. Nevertheless, 
with the establishment of the Safavid State, with the growth of urbanisation, and with 
the enrichment of tribal Sufism by Shi 'i scholasticism, the millenarian extremism of 
the Safavids was transformed into a powerful "Caesar-o-papist" State. 

The long reign of Shah Abbas, the Great, the most glorified Safavid monarch 
(1587-1629), saw prosperity and stability in Iran despite the repressive nature of the 
polity. At the same time, lines of division appeared between the State and religious 
authorities, which was a natural consequence of the confrontation between political 
mobility and dogmatic rigidity. Under strong rulers like Shah Abbas practical 
necessities minimised dogmatic restrictions and pushed the ulama into acquiescence; 
but at the same time, the State provided the ulama with important governmental 
positions and a dignified social status, ensuring at least their tacit support. 

By contrast, "Shah Tahmasp's orthodox beliefs led him to confer the title of Nayeb 
al-Emam (Vicegerent of the Imam) upon the Sheikh al-Karaki... By deferring to the 
mujtahids in matters of religion and sacred law, he renounced all pretensions to religious 
authority, whose exercise was invested in the learned doctors of the Shi 'i dogma and the 
sacred law." The relationship between the State authority of the monarch and the 
religious authority of the Shi 'i ulama was thus a contradictory one, and remained 
unresolved because of the overwhelming power of the monarch. The source of the 
contradiction on the side of the monarch was his claims to divinity through 
pretensions to lineage from the twelve Imams, claims that were in apparent 
contradiction to the doctrine of Occultation, so central to the Twelver Shi 'ism. 

The contradiction on the part of the Shi 'i ulama arose from their structural 
dependence on the Safavid State, which had turned the sectarian tenets of Shi 'ism into 
those of a State religion that represented the faith of the overwhelming majority of the 
population. This in turn necessitated the legitimation of the temporal authority, which 
was indeed a clear defiance of the belief in illegitimacy of all temporal rulers in the 
absence of the Mahdi. However contradictory in its theoretical foundation, the success 
of the Safavids in establishing a new uniform religion and incorporating the religious 
authority in the body politic, can be perceived as an important element in their success 
in creating a centralised State. The Safavid State thus rationalised the form of political 
domination into an enduring and stable institutional structure suitable for the 
administration of a prosperous centralised empire, which lasted more than two 
centuries. 

The Doctrinal Victory of Dogmatic Shi'ism 

As I mentioned earlier, the Safavid period saw the doctrinal ascendance of the 
Shi'i jurists in the domain of intellectual thought in Iran. Naturally, doctrinal disputes 
were a feature of the process of the doctrinal ascendancy of the jurists. According to 
Arjomand, lines of division developed among the body of ulama that had become so 
indispensable not only to the legitimacy of the Safavid State, but also to its 
burgeoning bureaucratic apparatuses. A rift developed particularly between the ulama 
of Iranian background and those who had come to Iran from the Arab lands. 

1 Ibid. p. 179 
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Generally speaking, the Iranian ulama, who were mostly Sunnis prior to the 
conquest of Iran by the Safavids, formally professed Shi 'ism and entered the service 
of the Safavids as judges and clerical administrators. However, the Shi'i ulama who 
came to Iran from Arab lands were a group of religious professionals consisting of 
mainly of Shi'i jurists. The former group, as bearers of Iranian philosophical 
traditions, favoured mysticism and a philosophical interpretation of the faith. Its 
prominent figure Mir-e Damad founded the school of gnostic philosophy (irfan), 
known as the school of Isfahan. The latter group with a "narrowly dogmatic and juristic 
outlook" of Shi 'ism gained prominence as mujtahids (those with authority to practice 
ijtihad) notably under the leadership of Mulla Muhammad Baqir Majlisi.1 As Etan 
Kohlberg has noted, Majlisi was "the most powerful religious figure in Persia under 
Shah Sultan Hussein."2 According to Algar, Majlisi was "the first of a series of 
important and influential mujtahids who came to dominate not merely the intellectual and 
religious history of the country, but its political fortunes.'3 

As the juridical branch of the ulama grew in power in the seventeenth century, 
the Iranian proponents of philosophical tradition mounted an intellectual opposition 
against it. According to Arjomand, the Iranian clerics countered the Shi 'i mujtahids 
with a radically different interpretation of Shi 'ism. "In reviving Akhbari traditionalism, 
they discarded the legalistic exoteric rationalism of the mujtahids in favour of a gnostic 
rationalism that advocated inner-worldly salvation through the hermeneutic comprehension of 
the sacred texts."4 Naturally, the philosophical and speculative interpretation of the 
Qur 'an, and belief in a progressive understanding of religion, created a tense doctrinal 
struggle within the Shi 'i school. Bayat notes that the tension arose as a result of the 
incompatibility of some speculative views with the principles of the faith. 

Subsequently, the juridical mujtahids ruthlessly waged war against what they 
saw as religious heterodoxy, and achieved a fundamental doctrinal victory. "More 
inclined towards a legalistic approach to religion, and seeking to dominate the intellectual 
scene in Iran, the mujtahids imposed strict adherence to religious law, of which they declared 
themselves the sole guardians.' As the philosophical theology and mysticism drew on 
neo-platonic philosophy, the juridical party ruthlessly undermined it as the innovation 
of the Greek infidels. Arjomand dates the decisive triumph of the jurists over the 
speculative ulama at 1694. Hand in hand with the victory of the dogmatic party over 
the proponents of mystical and philosophical Shi'ism, went the institutional 
consolidation of the iS7u"z'jurists.6 What is known as orthodox jurisprudential Shi'ism 
ifiqh), guided by the foqaha (jurists) or mujtahids, has its roots in the 
institutionalisation of the juridical Shi 'ism in the late Safavid period. 

The doctrinal victory of the dogmatic Shi'ism and the enhancement of its 
practical functions in the running of the State bureaucracy became possible largely 
because the mujtahids succeeded in a relative rationalisation of the principles of the 
faith in order to make them workable on the social level. The scholastic and legalistic 
framework of the Shi 'ifiqh (jurisprudence), which repudiated the inward emotional and 
ecstatic piety of the mystics, was best positioned to cast off its rejectionist attitude 
toward the State to which it could make important contributions. The mujtahids also 
repudiated the relaxation of social morality, caused as a result of mystical and 
philosophical speculations. And by advocating strong measures under the supervision 
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of a new orthodoxy, they enforced their prescription for public piety through a revival 
of the collective Shi 'i rituals of eulogising the twelve Imams. 

In addition, the mujtahids strode toward rationalising the idea of the expectant 
waiting for the return of the Mahdi, the Hidden Imam, by interpreting it as a silent 
waiting. This was of significant political consequences, as it tended to legitimise the 
State-ulama political authority in the absence of the Hidden Imam by easing the 
impulsive and irrational passion and enthusiasm of the ordinary believers for an 
imminent return of the Mahdi. However, the mujtahids remained aware of the potential 
surge of chiliastic enthusiasm and hysterical emotions of the public, which could be 
aroused by the activation of messianic notions by the claimants to Mahdihood. As such, 
they tried to direct these sentiments in support of their own political influence on the 
royal court. The ascendance of weak personalities to the throne in the late Safavid 
period facilitated the increase in the political power of the mujtahids to the extent that 
they could directly influence the monarch's decisions. 

Therefore, towards the end of the Safavid period, the increase of the mujtahids 
power was facilitated by both the creation of an official Shi 'i jurisprudential institution 
within the polity and the weakening of power of the king. The early Safavid period was 
marked by the domination of the monarch over the clerical establishment, which 
resulted in State-ulama mutual co-operation. However, in the later Safavid time, when 
faint-hearted personalities such as Shah Sultan Hussein ascended the throne, "a power 
struggle, launched by influential members of the religious institution, ended with the emergence 
of two distinct centres of power, religious and temporal."1 This division of power had 
serious socio-political ramifications, which extended beyond the Safavid period and 
were reasserted in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in the Qajar period. 

The power of the mujtahid was derived basically from his spiritual and 
practical functions, which were of considerable importance to the community. These 
functions were manifested in doctrinal and legal forms. From the doctrinal point of 
view the mujtahids following Kulaini established that at the time of the Greater 
Occultation, the believer's primary loyalty must lie with the Hidden Imam. And that 
in this period the responsibility of the mujtahid was to provide immediate guidance in 
matters of practice.2 The status of the mujtahid was further enhanced by the provision 
that every believer must seek guidance from a mujtahid through taqlid (emulation).3 

"The institution of the mujtahid had the practical merit of ensuring a continuous leadership of 
the community and of providing a source of immediate authority that was neither too great to 
offend the claims of velayat (authority of the Imams), nor too restricted to be without practical 
effect."4 

Other practical functions of the mujtahids, which had legal base, included "the 
guardianship of the estates of the minors and orphans", the administration of 
endowments, shrines and mosques, and "various grants of an individual and voluntary 
nature". They also had the authority of the certification of documents. More 
importantly, the senior and more learned ulama were the recipients of Islamic taxes 

1 Bayât, M. 1982, p. 19 
2 See Muhammad ibn Yaqiub Kulaini, Usui Al-Kafi, translated from Arabic to Persian by J Mustafavi Tehran 
(nd.) 
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(Zakat and Khums). All these made for a rather large source of income for the 
mujtahids. In addition to all this, the mujtahids obtained specific judicial functions 
under the Safavids and thus shared with the State the administration of justice. 

Decline and Fall of the Safavid State 

The fall of the Safavids revealed that over two hundred years the centralised 
government had not changed the tribal fabric of Iranian society. In fact, the Safavid 
dynasty itself was overthrown in 1722 by the rebellious Afghan tribes. Some scholars 
have suggested that the main cause for the decline and fall of the Safavid dynasty was 
"the deterioration in the character of the monarchs"1 This widely accepted account has 
historical merits. But weakness of personality alone might not have necessarily led to 
the disintegration of the Safavid State. Rather, the decline in the power of the Safavid 
State may be attributed to the defects that appeared in the incorporation of Shi'ism by 
the State. 

One major problem was that, with official incorporation of religion into the 
State, the means for serious criticism of State policies through the religious authority 
were restricted. The incorporation of religion into the State, which was instrumental 
for the construction of the Safavid centralised State, became a problem because it 
gradually desensitised the religious authority to public sentiments. And thus, the 
function of the ulama in bridging the distance between the State and society lost its 
vigour. There are a lot of fictions about the ventures of Shah Abbas, the great, to go 
among the ordinary people in disguise in order to learn about the grievances of the 
public about the government. These stories were perhaps generated in response to the 
gradual disconnection between the State and society in the Safavid period. In time, the 
State appeared increasingly as a force of coercion and tax collection insensitive to 
social and economic plight of the people. As such, the Safavid State, by over
emphasis on Shi 'ism as the instrument of its legitimacy, began to lose its popularity, 
and its very legitimacy began to tumble. This can arguably be conceived as 
contributing to the disintegration of the centralised State that the Safavids had created. 

In effect, the process of rationalisation of religion in the Safavid period 
gradually degenerated into political intrigue, which at the end produced destructive 
consequences. By becoming an official part of the State apparatus, religion all but lost 
its status, as a structure of resistance to the State power, and as a voice for the 
expression of the grievances of the community of believers. By placing too much 
emphasis on upholding the codes of public piety, and spread of intolerance toward 
ethnic minorities and the believers of other faiths and sects, the Safavid Shi'i 
establishment contributed to the resurgence of ethnic and sectarian unrest. This 
situation was also conducive to an atmosphere of intellectual stagnation. 

Believers of the Sunni Islam, in particular, came under strong coercive 
pressure. This pressure ranged from social discrimination through political 
persecution and religious denigration. Annual ceremonies were organised, for 
example, for cursing Caliph Omar, respected by the Sunnis, but known by the Shi 'is to 
be Imam Ali's political rival, and the one who led the Islamic conquest of Iran. 
Sectarian and ethnic repression was perhaps a major cause in the rebellion of the 
Sunni Afghans against the Safavid State. Toward the end of the Safavid period, the 
undue influence of certain Shi'i ulama on the monarchs led to serious political 
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mistakes. The permissiveness of the ulama with close court connections also 
contributed to the corruption of the royal court and the neglect of the military. 

From a politico-economic perspective, the stability and cohesiveness that the 
Safavid Empire enjoyed in its earlier period were based on a new social stratification. 
This new social stratification was based on the military and bureaucratic power of the 
central State and the means of the appropriation of economic surplus. The State was 
basically composed of the royal court, the bureaucracy and the religious 
establishment. Economically speaking, it relied mainly on the long-distance trade of 
the merchants and the largely coerced labour of the peasant subjects of the empire 
who produced the basic foodstuff. The integrity of this empire was based on the 
success of the State to "collect the tribute and redistribute the surplus" effectively, to 
use Wallerstein terminology. ' 

Of utmost importance to the Safavid Empire was to keep the urbanised 
middle-class in a vulnerable political position in order to deny them the possibility to 
provide for the leadership of spontaneous rebellions by the primary producers. This 
end was achieved not only by the effective maintenance of the military and 
redistribution of the surplus, but also by the influence of the religious establishment to 
disallow such movements on the ground that they violated the religious legitimacy of 
the State. The failure of the later Safavid monarchs to maintain the military and a 
semblance of justice, and the deterioration of the status of the religious establishment, 
reduced the ability of the State in pre-empting tribal and peasant revolts of which it 
finally became a victim. 

The Decline and Rise of the Ulama Influence 

A new phase began in the political development of Shi 'ism with the rise of 
Nadir Shah Afshar to power and the decline of the authority of the Shi 'i ulama. 
Surprisingly, under Nadir Shah, the founder of Afshar dynasty (1736-1747), the Shi'i 
ulama came under severe State persecution. As Azar Tabari has noted: under Nadir 
Shah, "Shi'ism was demoted to the status of a fifth orthodox school alongside the four Sunni 
schools. Prominent Shi'is were persecuted and many of the ulama, under both the Afghans 
and Nadir Shah, fled to Najafand other sanctuaries in Iraq."2 

Ironically, the persecution of the ulama forced many of into migration. They 
immigrated typically to the Shrine cities of the Ottoman Iraq, such as Najaf and 
Karbala, away from the pressures of the Nadir's rule. Nadir's religious sectarian 
adherence is not known clearly. But it is known that, contrary to the Safavid policy, he 
did not rely on Shi 'ism as the basis for the legitimacy of his rule. Rather, he made a 
more general reference to Islam to gain a more universal religious legitimacy for his 
conquests in Muslim lands beyond Iran, typically in the Indian sub-continent. Under 
Nadir Shah, the religious policy of the State was determined by the goal of 
consolidating a "pan-Islamic empire". Nadir's "extensive military campaigns" were 
certainly one reason for "his firm and high-handed religious policy."3 At any rate, the 
developments under Nadir, as Algar suggests, "accelerated the process of divorce 
between the religious institution and the monarchy."4 

In suppressing the Afghans, Nadir, a member of the Afshar tribe, sought to 
restore stability through appropriation of power and wealth via military conquest. 
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Nader's strategy for military expansion, based on an authoritarian one-man rule, 
reminds one of Alexander of Macedonia. He was definitely a strong personality as far 
as his capacity for war and conquest was concerned. He realised the need for religious 
legitimacy, but relied on it only pragmatically. As such, he made use of the legacy of 
the Safavid prestige to ascend the throne. Initially, he supported Prince Tahmasp 
Safavi in his quest for the restoration of the Safavid dynasty and soon became 
"Tahmasp's principal commander and adviser."1 And thus, he added to his own 
military power and prestige. This opening provided him with much of the means, 
which enabled him to ascend the throne. 

As for the Shi'i ulama, the move to the areas under Ottoman rule, although it 
brought them a short-term disadvantage, in the long-term served them in curious 
ways. The important consequence of the immigration of the ulama to cities in Iraq 
was the promotion of their growing independence from the Iranian State. In the 
Ottoman Iraq, Keddie indicates, "the leading Shi'i ulama were not subject to economic or 
political pressure from the Iranian government.'2 Although, the ulama suffered a heavy 
financial loss as a result of the confiscation of vaqf (endowment) properties under 
Nadir, they nonetheless learnt to "subsist on their own resources, totally independent 
of the State."3 Relying on the religious taxes paid to them directly by the community 
of believers, the ulama preserved the fundaments of the their social influence in Iran. 
Thus, they even developed a potential advantage for launching a political challenge to 
the Iranian State in case of its deviance from the Shi'i religious traditions. Moreover, 
while in the Ottoman territory, the ulama criticisms of the Iranian State would be 
unhindered by the local authorities due to the deep-seated rivalry and animosity 
between the Ottoman and the Iranian States. 

As such, Nadir's period was of crucial importance in the further development 
of the political attitude of the Shi'i ulama. Nadir Shah attempted to break the State 
away from its reliance on legitimation by the Shi 'i ulama but without much success. 
The Safavid Caesar-o-papist system of rule received severe blows under Nadir, but 
was not eradicated. After Nadir's death, the Safavid legacy of reliance on religious 
legitimacy remained the most viable form of political legitimacy. 

New Modes of Religious Rationalisation 

The next important phase in the development of the Shi 'i political philosophy 
owed much to the relatively short period of rule by Zand dynasty (1750-1779). Karim 
Khan Zand, the founder of this dynasty, sought a compromise solution to the problem 
of legitimacy by maintaining an incarcerated Safavid figurehead as Shah Isma'il III 
while calling himself vakil al-ro'aya (deputy of the subjects).4 "The puppet Ismail was 
kept in captivity at Abadeh."5 Out of his thirty-year reign Karim Khan ruled 
undisputedly for over twenty years. According to Sir Percy Sykes: Karim Khan gave the 
exhausted Iran two decades of sorely needed rest."6 

The late eighteenth century also witnessed the brief resurgence of the Akhhari 
school of thought, which rejected the functions of the mujtahid as incompatible with 
the authority of the Imams. The Akhbaris believed that "each Shi'i could rely on, and 
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interpret, the traditions of the Prophet and Imams, and hence the ulama were not needed to 
officially interpret the doctrine."1 Another Shi 'i school of the late eighteenth century was 
Sheikhism, which also renounced the growing powers of the mujtahid. The height of 
the Sheikhism was also brief. But, it indirectly contributed to the intellectual 
development of another strong anti-mujtahid movement, Babism, which erupted in the 
nineteenth century. 

Most probably as a response to growing anti-mujtahid agitation, Aqa 
Muhammad Baqir Behbahani (1705 - 1803), "launched and sustained a vigorous 
religious movement, known as the Usuli movement."2 Behbahani, a relative of 
Majlisi, said that the mujtahid was needed to interpret the fundamentals (usul) of the 
faith. The Usulis finally defeated their doctrinal opponents. This was in fact a revival 
of the doctrinal ascendancy of the Shi'i mujtahids in new terms. Although this 
doctrinal victory did not yet carry any strong political connotations; nonetheless, it 
contributed intellectually to the further development of the Shi 'i political philosophy. 

According to Algar, a reason for the victory of the Usulis was that "the 
institution of the mujtahid", which they supported, had the "merit of ensuring a continuous 
leadership of the community and of providing a source of immediate authority."3 Neither the 
Akhbaris, who rejected the necessity of a living authority to interpret the religious 
dogma, nor the Sheikhis, who believed in an authority which claimed direct contact 
with the Hidden Imam, enjoyed the rationale of the institution of the mujtahid. The 
Usuli movement "revived jurisprudential rationalism" and became the dominant 
intellectual trend in the nineteenth century Shi'ism. "The need to follow the rulings of a 
mujtahid, who was less fallible than any temporal ruler, created a doctrinal basis" for appeals 
to the mujtahids over the head of the ruler.4 These powers were increasingly used by 
the mujtahids in the nineteenth century. 

This new mode of rationalisation of religion by the Usuli movement was in 
large part owed to its tendency to make the religious life and moral conduct accessible 
to the ordinary man. It did this mainly by giving the Shi'i faith a systematic and 
practical character. It avoided the idealist notions that valued the faith of the ordinary 
believers only if they could demonstrate through extreme ascetic spiritualism that they 
were "the vessel of the divine light" and totally absorbed in God. Instead, it gave the 
average believer the opportunity to feel himself/herself as worthy of the faith by 
following worldly ascetic conduct, such as certain routine practices, which did not 
require an extreme spiritual transcendence. 

The ordinary believer was thus required to pray regularly, obey certain 
regulations of personal and public piety, pay his religious taxes, visit the holy sites, 
and when circumstances arose contribute to the jihad, either by going to war, or by 
financially supporting the defence of the Muslim community. The believer was also 
required to emulate a qualified mujtahid of his choice in emergent duties that was not 
clearly defined in the routine practice, and leave the effort at extreme asceticism and 
acquisition of high religious knowledge to the mujtahids. 

Weber's observation of the Methodist doctrine is to a certain extent valid in 
the case of the Usuli doctrine. Just as Methodism, the Usuli faith rejected the 
necessity of monastic asceticism and mystical contemplation as an essential part of 
the duties of the ordinary believers. And by subjecting the believers to certain 

Keddie, N. R. 1982, p. 21 
Arjomand. S. A. 1984, p. 217 

3 Algar, H. 1969, p. o 
"Keddie, N. R. 1982, p. 22 

248 



personal and social moral obligations, the Usuli doctrine, like Methodism, "prevented 
a premature collapse into a purely utilitarian doctrine of good works in this world."1 

The Ulama and the Qajar Dynasty 

The Shi 'i political philosophy encountered modernity face to face for the first 
time under the long reign of the Qajar dynasty from the late eighteenth to the early 
twentieth century (1795-1925). Under the Qajar kings, the Shi'i ulama were 
encouraged to return to Iran and play the same legitimising role that they played under 
the Safavid dynasty. But this time, the ulama were much more independent from the 
government, and their economic independence along with their social functions and 
political influence provided them direct authority over the people. As such, the ulama 
began to establish a de facto political authority, which was expressed in their role as 
the defenders of the community against the atrocities of the State, and the conveyors 
of the grievances of the public to the government. 

Under the Qajar dynasty, the predominantly juridical Shi 'i ulama, empowered 
by the victory of the Usuli movement, established a relatively coherent social group 
with specific functions instrumental in the cultural and spiritual affairs of the 
population. They had already been detached from the State during the domination of 
the Sunni Afghans and the rule of Nadir Shah, and had maintained their prestigious 
social status independent of the State. Toward the end of the eighteenth century, they 
had also developed a relatively coherent political theory concerning the State power. 
As we have seen, the position of the jurists as de facto regents of the Hidden Imam 
had been established doctrinally after the defeat of the Akhbari movement and the 
universal recognition for the institution of the mujtahid. 

From this standpoint, the believers were bound to consider the institution of 
monarchy as ultimately illegitimate but tolerable as long as it accommodated the 
religious law. The contradiction, of course, was seldom stated explicitly because of 
the jurists' lack of power of coercion vis-à-vis the State. Nonetheless, this inherent 
contradiction was the source of most of the friction between the secular and religious 
powers throughout the nineteenth century. Theoretically, "the ruler, like every other 
believer who had not attained the rank of ijtihad, was obliged to be muqallid (emulator) to a 
certain mujtahid and to execute his rulings and pronouncements.'2 But, the mujtahids could 
not yet demand this obligation of the ruler authoritatively. The most they could do 
was to hope that the king would follow their rulings in religious matters. And 
religious rulings (fatva) were traditionally limited mainly to matters of jurisprudence, 
and did not extend to issues that had a direct bearing on government policies. 

Indeed, the mujtahids were not in a position to insist on the division of society 
to muqallid-mujtahid on a political level, which would mean forcing the absolute 
monarch to abdicate his power. Moreover, the theoretical basis for such a demand was 
insufficient. There was no solid formulation in the Shi 'ifiqh to legitimise any State in 
the absence of the Hidden Imam, even the ulama State. This needed a doctrinal 
innovation to authorise the ulama to rule directly; and given the practical dominance 
of the State over the ulama since the Safavid period, such innovative attempts were 
inhibited. 

To be sure, in the nineteenth century, Mulla Ahmad Naraqi issued certain 
juridical rulings, which were primarily concerned with the re-establishment of the 
legal authority of the Shi 'i jurists through political power. In his Awa 'id al-Ayyam, he 
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asserted that according to the hadith, just as the kings would have authority over the 
people, the ulama would have authority over the kings. Yet, he did not go as far as 
claiming a direct political authority for the ulama. Overall, there appeared a symbiotic 
relationship between the ulama and the State during the early Qajar period, providing 
for the growing religious influence on the society and increasingly on the polity. 

The founder of the Qajar dynasty Aqa Muhammad Khan, was the chief of the 
Qajar tribe, and as such repeated the pattern of a tribesman ascending the throne. 
Having proved more powerful than other tribal contenders to power, he subdued his 
rivals and formed a tribal confederacy around the end of the eighteenth century. Aqa 
Muhammad Khan's constant engagement in military activity and his conquests in Iran 
resulted in the establishment of an absolutist monarchy comparable, in terms of its 
military and bureaucratic features, to the Safavid State. The rise of the Qajar polity 
coincided with the Usuli ascendancy in religious domain. The proclaimed adherence of 
Aqa Muhammad Khan to the Shi 'i faith and his personal piety bore resemblance to the 
religious character of the founder of the Safavid dynasty, although there could be found 
marked differences as well. What should be emphasised here is that under Aqa 
Muhammad Khan the pattern of association of the State with the ulama was revived, 
but this time under the domination of the Usuli ulama. 

Fath-Ali Shah, the second Qajar monarch, adopted a policy of token deference 
to the ulama. If Fath-Ali Shah's apparent piety and his strong belief in Shi'ism was 
one reason for this policy, the other reason could be the Shah's perception that the 
State could not relate to the nation if it alienated the ulama completely. However, a 
policy of token submission of the State to religion could have only temporary success 
because it did not solve the fundamental conflict between the ulama and the State. 
The policies of Fath-Ali Shah's successors tended to give up the conciliatory mood 
and under the pressure of events the contradiction passed into open conflict by the end 
of the nineteenth century. 

In this conflict, there were certain factors, which placed the ulama on the side 
of the nation and at the same time alienated them from the State. The Usuli concept of 
representation of the Mahdi had made the social position of the ulama one of 
continuity. They were the guardians of religion and conductors of the spiritual life of 
the community. Their power was based on a messianic concept of authority: that of 
the Mahdi. "The continuity of the power of the ulama made for a close link with the 
community, to whom the State by contrast, appeared as alien and external, descending 
intermittently to exert taxes and to conscript soldiers.'J 

The ulama critical stance against the government intensified toward the end of 
the nineteenth century with the increasing influence of the Western governments, 
particularly Russia and Britain on Iran's cultural, political and economic life. The 
politicisation of the ulama in this period was increasingly linked with the 
intensification of the grievances of the Iranian merchants against the government's 
political and economic concession to foreign governments and businesses. 

The ulama were also in a better position to address the existential confusion of 
the ordinary people in the face of historical developments of the nineteenth century by 
providing a religious explanation of the meaning and purpose of life. The obedience 
of the believers to the ulama was therefore a voluntary act arising from the obligation 
they felt they had to God. By contrast, the State demanded subjugation of the people 
purely through coercion. The alienation of the people from the State and their 
inclination to side with the ulama was reflected clearly in the unofficial but sacred 
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institution of the bast (sanctuary): "Refuge from the illegitimate tyranny of the State was 
sought with the representatives of the only legitimate authority."1 

Thus, in the Qajar period, the common alienation of the ulama and the people 
from the State served to bring them more closely together. The ulama came out to act 
more or less as national rather than communal leaders. This was primarily due to the 
fact that the sense of national identity in Iran since the Safavid period was closely 
associated with Shi'i Islam. It should be noted that the political and economic 
developments under the Qajar dynasty, which contained new elements unprecedented 
in the earlier periods, played a decisive role in providing for modern forms of political 
activity, a phenomenon, which created new orientations in the socio-political and 
socio-religious attitudes of the ulama. 

This phase of Shi'i political development culminated in the participation of the 
ulama in the Constitutional Revolution of 1905-1911 under a reformed understanding 
of religion, which brought them into co-operation with the secular ideologues of the 
revolution. Some of the ulama even participated in the mainly secular ensuing 
Constitutional Government. Pro-Constitution ulama played an important role in 
putting pressure on the Qajar dynasty to accept the institution of a parliament and 
drafting of a constitution. This period saw the beginning of the development of 
Shi 'ism as a political ideology; politics, henceforth, grew from the position of an 
implicit and secondary aspect of the ulama concern to one of explicit and primary 
importance. 

New Socio-economic Developments 

The Qajar ascendance to power in Iran coincided with a period of intense 
rearrangement of the world order. The capitalist world economy, which had emerged 
in Europe since the sixteenth century had reached in Wallerstein words: "an 
equilibrium point in its relations with other world-systems: the Ottoman and Russian world-
empires." Iran's position as an empire had declined drastically following the collapse 
of the Safavid State, the invasion of the Afghans and the largely inconsequential wars 
of Nadir Shah. The relatively smooth period of Karim Khan's reign was limited 
territorially and temporally, and vulnerable to tribal insurgency. What is more, the 
structural balance established under the Safavids between the State and religion had 
been lost due to the persecution of the ulama during the invasion of the Afghans and 
the reign of Nadir Shah. The Qajar State was finding that it had to seek alternative 
means to consolidate its power both internally and in relation to foreign powers. The 
impact of the early expansion of the capitalist world-economy on Iran was made 
through military, technological and commercial superiority of the West. Soon the 
Qajar State found itself compelled to adopt the ways of the modern world by 
bureaucratising, raising a standing army, homogenising the culture and diversifying 
the economy. 

Three significant elements entered Iran's social context under the Qajar 
dynasty. First there was the attempt by the State to modernise the polity, largely 
because it sought alternative ways to consolidate its power. This move had the 
implication of lessening the dependence of the State on religious authority as the 
source of its legitimacy. Second there was a sharp growth in trade with Europe, which 
gave an unprecedented impetus to commercial activities and urbanisation. One 
important repercussion of the growth in trade with the West was the import of modern 
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Western ideas. Third, there was the increasing interference of colonial powers in 
Iran's policy making, with its impact on the course of development there. These 
changes could not go without impact on the traditional institutions, notably the ulama. 

Aqa Muhammad Khan's constant engagement in military activity and his 
conquests in Iran and Caucasus once again resulted in the establishment of a system of 
absolutist monarchy, comparable in its administration to the centralised Safavid State. 
"The relative security achieved by the early Qajars, combined with a revival of urban life, 
commerce and administration, provided the necessary setting for the activities of the ulama"1 

The replenished economy marked the advent of the Qajars with a kind of economic 
revival, which was unprecedented since the fall of the Safavid dynasty. The ulama 
relished the general stability and the relinquished hostility of the State, both of which 
gave them an open hand in pursuing their socio-religious functions. 

But, the stability that Aqa Muhammad Khan achieved was mainly based on his 
power of coercion rather than any sustainable reforms in the socio-economic structure. 
His early childhood castration - reportedly ordered by Karim Khan - is cited as a motive 
for his vindictive nature after he ascended the throne. And his assassination by his own 
men, which is believed to be a reaction to his unbridled cruelty, put an abrupt end to the 
reign of this infamous warlord. 

The process of the colonial expansion of Europe reached new heights in the 
nineteenth century during the reign of Aqa Muhammad Khan's successors. Aqa 
Muhammad Khan's conquests in the Caucasus were perhaps the last brave attempt to 
preserve Iran as a military contender in the world and prevent her decline to a 
"peripheral" status in the emerging world economy. But these conquests were reversed 
under his successors, and by the end of Qajar period, Iran as a crumbling hope for a 
new imperial power on the world scene reached its end. The decline of Iran as a world 
power, in similarity to the decline of the Ottoman Empire, conforms to Wallerstein's 
assertion that: "the geographic expansion of the European world-economy meant the 
elimination of other world-systems. 

Iran lost much of its military power in the two wars with Russia in the 
nineteenth century under Fath- Ali Shah - the son and successor of Aqa Muhammad 
Khan - and had to give up the territorial conquests of Aqa Muhammad Khan in the 
Caucasus. Nor did it have access to modern military technology and discipline to rebuilt 
its army. The State machinery was also weak and there was virtually no industry. Iran's 
attempt to secure the honour of its imperial thus failed particularly after the 
unsuccessful military confrontations of Fath Ali Shah with the Russian Tsarist State. 

Iran's interaction with the modern world meant transition from pre-capitalist 
economic structures to a capitalist division of labour without being able to adopt 
modern cultural structures. Traditional cultural structures remained strong or were 
affected only marginally. Even traditional economic forms, such as sharecropping, 
agricultural tenancy and coerced labour remained intact. Nonetheless, the increased 
volume of foreign trade produced a measure of growth in the economy. 

The long reign of Fath-Ali Shah (1797-1834), and that of Naser ad-Din Shah 
(1848 -1896), provided for a measure of political stability and the relative growth of the 
agrarian economy after the conclusion of the wars with Russia. But the defeat in the 
wars had led inevitably to the increasing influence of Russia on the Iranian polity and 
economy. This era also witnessed the beginnings of Iran's serious encounter with 
Britain at the height of the colonial period. The creation of a relatively peaceful 
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environment led to a period of sustained cultural activity as well. After a period of 
neglect men of letters and art found patrons among the nobles and notables. 

The economic growth, however, was slow, which was partly caused by the low 
rate of population growth in the course of the nineteenth century. Charles Issawi has put 
this rate at a little over 0.5 percent, which he attributed to the bad hygiene conditions. 
With repeated outbreaks of cholera and plague, the population of Iran grew slowly from 
"perhaps 5 to 6 million in 1800 to about 10 million in 1914."1 There were also 
variations in demographic movements across the nation. Issawi has noted the expansion 
of several towns and the decline in the proportion of nomads. According to Ann 
Lambton, the demographic change was due to famine and epidemics as well as 
commercial movements, internal migration, and "a marked growth in the size of many 
towns".2 

Economically, land was the main source of livelihood for the predominantly 
peasant population whose agricultural production laid the basis of the State revenue. 
Tax, levied on land, was exacted from the peasants predominantly via the land tenure 
known as tuyul, which was granted to the notables by the Shah. There was, in fact, 
various types of land - crown land (khalisa), private land (melk), endowments (vaqf), 
land without owner (mavat), and land fallen out of cultivation (bayer) - with different 
modes of ownership and exploitation. Tax farming was also widespread. 

As for the social structure, Iran of the early Qajar period, which consisted of 
"the traditional classes of landlords, ulama, military officials, merchants, craftsmen and 
peasants, became a more complex society and developed a small industrial, commercial and 
financial bourgeoisie and an industrial working class by the early twentieth century.'3 The 
general living standard under the Qajar rule was low and many foreign observers 
described it as miserable. One reason for this situation lay in the subsistence nature of 
the economy, which inhibited the increase in production. This was exacerbated by the 
high share of landowners in the crop, which gave them no incentive to invest in 
agricultural development. To cite another reason for the misery of the peasants, one 
may refer to the lack of appreciation of agricultural problems by the landowners simply 
because they did not live on the land. As Lambton has pointed out: "Landowners tended 
to be concentrated in the town and not, as in Western Europe, in castles and manorial estates.'4 

The condition of the middle-class merchants also deteriorated despite the growth of 
the volume of trade. It was so because the native merchants had to suffer under the 
pressure of competition from the foreign merchants from the more powerful countries 
who enjoyed an unfair advantage in the market. 

The Military Reform 

Well into the Qajar period, there were attempts by the State to modernise the 
bureaucracy and the army. One of these moves was the attempt at centralising the 
administration by Fath Ali Shah. He pursued the goal of establishing a central authority 
through a military polity. This attempt primarily aimed at diminishing reliance of the 
government on tribal military contingents by creating a standing army. For 
understandable reasons, this policy created a lot of conflicts. 

The conflict with the ulama arose when the government tried to allocate a big 
part of its revenue to the task of military reform. The process military reform in Iran 
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was in this respect largely similar to the same process in modern Egypt and Turkey. The 
tension intensified as Abbas Mirza, Fath-Ali Shah's Crown Prince, turned to Europeans 
to organise the new army. Furthermore, the extension of the army outside the clerical 
supervision tended to create a modern source of power independent of the influence of 
the ulama. 

There is evidence indicating the ulama agitation to provoke the second Perso-
Russian War in 1827, which resulted in Iran's defeat and the devastation of the standing 
army of 12000, which Abbas Mirza had organised in the first decade of the nineteenth 
century. Algar has noted: "In 1826 when Muslims inhabiting territories that had been 
captured from Iran in the first Russo-Iranian war were subject to religious persecution at the 
hands of the Russians, ... the ulama then delivered a judgement to the effect that it was the duty 
of Iran to go to war against Russia." Keddie accounts for the ulama resentment at Abbas 
Mirza's military modernisation as part of the opposition of vested interests: "Some 
ulama saw the Western instructors, drill and especially uniforms of modern armies as infidel 
encroachments that might lead to greater Western incursions." 

Another attempt of Abbas Mirza in modernising the State in the early nineteenth 
century concerned centralisation of judiciary. This move was also bound to encounter 
the objection of the ulama, as it would reduce the power of the religious courts, which 
were under their administration. Abbas Mirza's reformist efforts were aborted by his 
premature death. 

The Educational Reform 

Another serious reformer, Mirza Taqi Khan, better known as Amir Kabir (the 
great commander), Naser ad-Din Shah's Chancellor (1848-1851), also sought effective 
bureaucratic and social reforms, but he tackled the issue via strengthening of the central 
authority through rationalisation and technicisation of the government. "Creation of 
telegraph lines under him put provincial governors within instant reach of the central 
government and greatly enhanced its authority.' 

One major intrusion of Amir Kabir in the sphere of ulama interests was his 
attempt to modernise education by establishing a modern school on the Western model. 
At the time, the traditional system of education, consisting of the maktabs (religious 
elementary schools) and madrasas (religious colleges), was under the administration of 
the religious authority. Traditionally, the ulama, as the most intellectually advanced 
social group, had dominated the realm of education, which was funded by large 
charitable endowments. 

Amir Kabir also attempted to extend the government's administration to cover 
public works and social services, a project which absorbed a good part of the 
government's revenues, and hence meant cutbacks on the expenses of the royal 
household, the class of officials and notables. The court officials and the members of 
the royal family, therefore, resented Amir Kabir's reforms even more than the ulama. 
And hence, Amir Kabir fell victim to the court intrigue, which convinced the Shah to 
order his assassination. 
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The Unpopularity of the Reforms 

After the death of Amir Kabir, the attempts to modernise the polity did not stop. 
On the contrary, with the emergence of the world-economy, the reforms had to 
intensify. The modernising trends and the Western orientations entailed reconsideration 
of the government policies regarding the old elite and the notables including the 
religious dignitaries, endangering their social standing. 

On balance, the modernising policies of the Qajar monarchs gained little, if any, 
popular support as they took place mainly at the bureaucratic level. The extortionist tax 
policies and the neglect of the public works left an alienated and impoverished mass of 
population. Thus, the scene was set for closer association between the ulama and the 
masses. The ulama involvement in the enhancement of public works with the use of the 
charitable funds was vital in facilitating this trend. 

The modernising policies of the Qajar monarchs were not able even to satisfy 
the new social groups, such as the modern professionals, bureaucrats, technocrats, 
intellectuals, and wage labourers. Wallerstein's analysis of the situation of the English 
monarchs in the conflictual atmosphere of the rise of capitalism there is valid to a 
certain extent in the case of the Qajar monarchs. They were "the focal point" of two 
conflicting forces: the "new productive forces", which were making economic 
development possible, and the hierarchies from the past, which were the "pillar of the 
monarch's strength".1 

The Encounter with the West 

An important factor that facilitated the alienation of the masses from the State in 
Iran in the second half of the nineteenth century was the increasing association of the 
State with the colonial powers and the promotion of foreign as against national interests 
towards the end of the nineteenth century. "Western penetration" in Iran during the 
nineteenth century was a catalyst for the breakdown of the traditional social fabric of 
the society. As M. E. Yapp suggests, this "penetration manifested itself directly through the 
political and economic pressures applied directly by Britain and Russia, and indirectly through 
the striking example of the success of European economic, social and political ideas and 
techniques."2 

The British and Russian rivalry in the nineteenth century arose primarily from 
the fact that the efforts of Britain as the core State of the modern "world-economy" was 
faced with the resistance of Russia to avoid plunging into a peripheral status. Thus, 
Russia, relying on its relatively strong military power, confronted the British effort over 
the control of the areas close to its borders. 

True, Iran was not officially colonised by the West in the period of colonialism, 
whereas much of Asia and Africa were. But this was mainly because it happened to fall 
in a "geographical belt at which the dynamics of Russian and British expansion met." Iran 
was considered by the two powers as a buffer zone; therefore, they agreed to consider it 
as a certain kind of neutral ground divided to two spheres of influence. Nevertheless, 
Iran's subjugation to these colonial powers was unequivocal during the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. It was thus subjected to the intervention of Russia and Britain 
through war, subversion and diplomatic intrigue. 

1979, p. 47 
2 Yapp, M. E. "The Last Years of the Qajar Dynasty" in Amirsadeghi, H. ed. Twentieth Century Iran, Heinemann, 
London, 1977, p. 2 
3Cottam, R. 1964, p. 158 
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The genesis of Iran's subjugation to the West, as noted earlier, was its 
"humiliating defeat in the wars of 1803-1814 and 1828 against Russia, which forced theQajars 
to cede to Russia two fertile provinces and to levy low tariffs on Russian goods."1 The two 
wars with Russia drained Iran's economy and its military might. The sense of honour 
created in the nation by Aqa Muhammad Khan's victories in the Caucasus was lost and 
with that went the sense of national confidence and loyalty to the government. Sensing 
the crisis, Fath Ali Shah expressed interest in Napoleon's anti-Russian overtures, which 
was demonstrated in a new openness to French enterprises in Iran. But, the Russian 
victory over Napoleon left Iran virtually defenceless before Russia and then Britain.2 

True, the Russian advancement in Iran was counterbalanced by the British 
interference, but the British confrontation with Russia in Iran had hardly anything to do 
with the interests of Iran. In fact, the British colonial policy gave priority to economic 
and strategic interests of Britain over all other interests. For instance in 1884, the 
Iranian modernist Malkam Khan, acting as Naser ad-Din Shah's envoy, turned to 
Britain for some support for Iranian integrity threatened by Russian encroachments. 
However, Grenville, the British Foreign Minister of the time, made the British support 
subject to commercial and strategic benefits for Britain.3 

During the nineteenth century, as Mohsen Milani notes: "England and Russia, 
having divided Iran into their respective spheres of influence, obtained a multitude of favourable 
concessions from the ineffectual Qajar rulers. ...Concessions to foreign merchants and nations, 
and invasion of foreign goods gradually integrated Iran's local and regional markets into the 
world market." The growing involvement in international developments had a 
significant impact on Iran's socio-economic structure. The impact of this process on 
social stratification and class formation was evident in "the rise of wealthy entrepreneurial 
merchants and less significantly, a small working class consisting overwhelmingly of migrant 
workers employed in the neighbouring regions of Russia."5 However, for all the prospects of 
lucrative economic activities that the contact with the West created for the Iranian 
merchants, it stripped them from the beginning from the most important means they 
required to realise their desire for a fair competition. 

The Russians imposed on Iran a system of capitulation after they triumphed in 
the wars, which gave to their merchants a free hand in conducting their business in Iran. 
In effect, the Iranian government accepted, among other things, to exempt Russian 
businessmen from the taxes and duties that their Iranian counterparts were obliged to 
pay, and from many other restrictions under which Iranian merchants had to suffer. 

In 1841, Britain too concluded a treaty with Iran, which gave British merchants 
privileges similar to those enjoyed by their Russian counterparts. Abbas Amanat has 
noted that the increasing influence of foreign merchants in the Iranian economy forced 
many Iranian merchants out of the leading positions in various business fields and made 
them subordinate to foreign capital.6 A British governmental correspondence of 1851 
stated: "Great discontent prevails in the bazaars of Tabriz in consequence of the duties on 
goods imported by Persians having been increased; the mode of levying them is also greatly and 
very justly complained of"7 

Milani, M. The Making of Iran's Islamic Revolution, Westview Press, London, 1988, p. 44 
2Cottam, R. 1964, p. 158 
3 Algar, H. Mirza Malkam Khan, University of California Press, Berkeley, 1973, p. 137 
4 Milani, M. 1988, p. 45. Also Banani, A. The Modernization of Iran, Stanford, 1961, p. 8 
5 Arjomand, S. A. 1988, p. 34 
6 Amanat, A. ed. Cities and Trade: Council Abbot on the Economy and Society of Iran, 1847-1866, Ithaca, 
London, 1983, p. xvi 
7 Issawi, C. ed. 1971, p. 80 
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The Genesis of Iranian Nationalism 

The Iranian merchants, although they became wealthier as a result of the 
increase in the volume of foreign trade, felt the pressure of foreign capital and also 
noticed the governmental policies, which favoured the foreigners. The Qajar failure to 
address the rising nationalist sentiments of the native merchants further alienated them 
from the government and increased their hostility towards the ruling system. In this 
manner, the modern sense of nationality turned the Iranian merchants into a political 
force in opposition to the State despite the prospect of economic gains from the increase 
in the volume of international trade. The condition was thus ripe for the merchants to 
seek allies among the beleaguered ulama. 

As we have seen, Western penetration in many ways adversely affected the 
fortunes of the ulama. Nevertheless, it increased their political clout.' Some of the 
ulama became opponents of Western imperialism and a component of rising Iranian 
nationalism. These ulama increasingly expressed concern about the Western influence 
on the Qajar kings and the dominance of the foreigners in the economic sphere. 
Reforms in the State apparatus had already destabilised the relationship between the 
State and the religious institutions, turning the ulama into a potential political ally for 
the merchants. Also, the traditional association of the general public with the ulama 
became more meaningful as the ulama became increasingly dissociated from the 
government. John Malcolm indicated in his The History of Persia that people looked to 
the ulama increasingly as their protectors against the ruling system. The ulama, despite 
the weakening of their official position in the State, exercised social and political 
influence through traditional religious institutions. As Malcolm observed at the end of 
nineteenth century, the ulama "(filled) no office, (received) no appointments, (had) no 
specific duties, but (were) called, from their superior learning, piety and virtue by the silent but 
unanimous suffrage of their countrymen, to be their guides in religion, and their protectors 
against their rulers. 

The ulama dreaded the "Western penetration", the expansion of modern 
education and the rise of "alien" laws and culture, which also meant further decline in 
their own power and status. In opposition to foreign colonial powers and the Qajar 
kings, they drew on the belligerent merchants of the bazaar and the traditional 
population who perceived the roots of their misfortunes lay in the intrusion of the 
foreign "infidels". The ulama and the merchants found a common political and 
ideological platform based on a blend of nationalism and religion. 

Nationalism, as many observers have suggested, developed in modern Europe 
as an essentially secular force, and at least in some societies where religion had lost its 
capacity to bond the people and the State, it gradually appeared as a new faith 
displacing and weakening traditional religious beliefs.3 But, as Benedict Anderson has 
argued in his Imagined Communities (1983), modern nationalism had its roots in the 
imaginative fictionalisation of religious, cultural and other communal traditions of the 
past. The identification of church with the absolutist regime, particularly in France, had 
a lot to do with the decline of religious influence on the emerging nation-States in some 
European societies. But in other European societies, notably in England and Germany, 
the ties between modern nationalism and religious traditions remained strong. 

In Iran, the rise of modern nationalism presented a mixed tendency. On the one 
hand, the influence of Western humanist philosophers, and particularly that of the myth 

' Milani, M. 1988, p. 48 
2 Malcolm. J. The History of Persia, London, Vol. 2, p.316, cited in Lambton, A K S 1987 p 280 
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of the French Revolution, on the first generation of Iranian secular nationalists created 
anti-religious intellectual tendencies, which favoured the divorce of religion and 
nationalism in Iran. On the other hand, Shi 'i religion, due to its doctrinal incompatibility 
with the State, formed a real uniting base that, at least toward the end of the Qajar rule, 
complied with and enhanced a kind of religious nationalist ideology. The strong 
showing of the ulama in the 1905 Constitutional Revolution further strengthened the 
religiously based nationalist sentiments. It should be noted, however, that at the early 
stages of the Constitutional Revolution, the ulama opposition to the State concerned 
specific acts of the government, which were considered to be detrimental to national 
interests, and did not question the legitimacy of kingship as a whole. 

The interaction of religious nationalism with the nationalist imaginary on the 
model of Western secular ideologies gave the Constitutional Revolution a peculiar 
dynamism. In particular, the assertion of liberalism and socialism as two secular 
implications of modern Western nationalism created a state of jitters in the political 
alliances of this period. A case in point was the alliance of the ulama, the bazaar and 
the modern intelligentsia against the State in demand of a constitution. 

Ulama-Merchant Alliance: The Usuli Rationalisation 

As we have seen, the ulama-State relationship in the Qajar period was 
affected deeply by the momentous changes, which resulted from global developments. 
Iran's reaction to these developments, in terms of religion-State relationship, was 
twofold; one emanating from internal interactions within the religious establishment, 
and the other resulting from new social stratification caused by transition to a 
capitalist mode of economy. The impact of internal developments on the Shi'i 
religious institution primarily had to do with the question of religious legitimacy of 
the State. This was not a new issue, and as we have seen, had been operative in Iran's 
polity ever since the institutionalisation of Shi 'ism in the Safavid period and the 
allocation of important social functions and State-related activities to the Shi'i ulama. 

The collapse of the ulama-State structural relationship during the post-Safavid 
period brought hardship to the ulama, but did not destroy their cultural, institutional and 
psychological influence. The ulama influence emanated from their scholastic 
knowledge (which was institutionalised in various educational establishments in the 
main urban centres), their bureaucratic functions, and their role as norm-givers and 
supervisors of the spiritual life of the populace. The adherence of the first Qajar 
monarch, Aqa Muhammad Khan, to Shi'ism provided new opportunities for the 
reassertion of the ulama influence at the political level, but the course of events since 
his death rendered the revival of a Safavid-style polity impossible. A major 
development was the attempt of the Usuli movement, which escalated the process of the 
rationalisation of religion at doctrinal and political levels by reaffirming the position of 
the ulama as the representatives of the legitimate authority of the Absent Imam. It thus 
emphasised the temporal character of the monarchic States in the absence of the true 
government of God, which would be established by the returning Mahdi in the future. 

This doctrinal interpretation, which had created a sacred social position for the 
ulama, was combined with their role as the source of literacy and knowledge, which 
was achieved through long years of scholastic studies. Meanwhile, their role in 
performing various social functions at the local level, such as giving sermons and 
speeches to the crowds in religious occasions, performing marriages, setting moral 
standards for economic transactions, etc. brought them closer to the public. In 
addition, their efforts to divorce the religious courts from the State, gradually gave 

258 



rise to a kind of legal authority in de facto competition with, and at times opposition 
to, the State during the nineteenth century. 

The eventual failure of the Qajar State to absorb the Usuli movement in to the 
service of the State was at least partly due to the impact of the capitalist world-
economy on Iran. This impact, which was felt initially in terms of Western 
technological, military, and trade advancements, had urged the State to adopt the ways 
of the foreigners, loosen its ties with traditions and search for new sources of 
legitimacy. The process of the divorce of the State and the traditional sources of State 
legitimacy was detrimental not only to the ulama, but also to the local commercial 
bourgeoisie. Thus, the interests of the commercial bourgeoisie and the ulama, on the 
one hand, and those of the State including the royal court, the officials and the 
aristocrat landowners, on the other, were destined to clash. 

Like the ulama, the traditional middle-class merchants, who formed the 
backbone of the Iranian commercial bourgeoisie, had economic as well as moral 
concerns. The moral concerns of the traditional merchants with the loss of religion in 
the face of the cultural influence of the West might have even outstripped their purely 
economic concerns. The religious worldview of the merchants was very close to that 
of the Usuli ulama who considered worldly activities as part of religious duties. By 
making the moral element of conscience into a determining factor in the worldly 
conduct of the believers, the Usuli ulama in effect tried to rationalise the Shi 'i faith in 
the face of modern socio-economic and socio-political developments. The economic 
activities of the middle-class merchants thus came to be basically governed by 
religious ethics. 

This situation presented similarities to the process of rationalisation of religion 
in Europe. Weber, for example, noted that the Baptists' refusal to accept office in the 
service of the State - which had originated from "the repudiation of everything 
worldly" - forced their "intensified interest in economic occupations".1 Along similar 
lines, the separation of the Usuli Shi 'ism from the State encouraged economic activity 
on the part of the believers. And just as the Baptists' emphasis on the conscience of 
the believer as the revelation of God to the individual gave their worldly conduct a 
religious focus, the element of conscience in the Usuli Shi 'ism asserted that every 
worldly activity was witnessed by God and evaluated as a religious duty. 

Parallels can also be found between the Puritan attitude toward business and 
the attitude of the religiously minded merchants of the Iranian bazaar. Weber has 
noted the Puritan repudiation of "all connections with the large-scale capitalistic 
courtiers and projectors as an ethically suspicious class", while taking "pride in their 
own superior middle-class business morality."2 Iranian middle-class merchants too -
while taking pride in their own business morality - which was close to the ethical 
views of the Usuli religious establishment - took a suspicious view of the State and 
the large-scale landowners, who were tied with the State. Moreover, the Usuli ulama 
in time developed a kind of anti-authoritarian ascetic character comparable to that of 
the Puritans, which was resented by the court officials due to its criticism of the 
indulgence of the courtiers in pleasure seeking activities. The lifestyle of the royal 
court was increasingly seen in clear conflict with the rising middle-class morality. 

All this could have reasonably contributed to the development of a "spirit of 
capitalism" in Iran as it did in Europe. But, it was not to be. Using a Weberian model, 
one possible explanation for this lack of success for a Western-style capitalism in Iran 
may be that the unique historical elements that made the rise of capitalism possible in 

' Weber, M. 1958, pp. 150-151 
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the West were not present in Iran in a form to produce the same effect. These 
elements were the revival of a worldly ascetic doctrine through Protestantism, the 
peculiar political framework of Europe in the seventeenth century and the degree of 
technological advancement that Europe had reached at that time. But there was an 
extra element in operation in Iran of the nineteenth century, which made the situation 
even more difficult for the development of an indigenous capitalism; namely that Iran 
had missed on the initial process of transformation of feudalism into capitalism. As 
such, capitalist development in Iran was affected by forces, which were not present in 
the period of the rise of capitalism in Europe, notably the already established capitalist 
States and their push for global expansion. 

Thus, Iran's initiation into modernity was less a result of the development of 
the indigenous factors than the impact of the global expansion of the Western 
capitalism. As such, the efforts of the Iranian State in modernising the polity and 
society, was more a response to the exigencies of capitalist development in the West 
than to the needs of the local commercial bourgeoisie and the religious establishment. 
It thus took the form of certain regulations for mercantile activities, which were 
imposed by the State. This process created a backlash: the rationality of the Usuli 
movement and the economic conduct of the indigenous bourgeoisie, which could have 
created a strong impetus to economic development if assisted by a strong State, was 
repressed and effectively pushed back. 

As the path to a meaningful economic advancement for the merchants was 
blocked, there was good reasons to bring the merchants closer to the ulama, who were 
also concerned about the loss of cultural and national dignity of Iran. Therefore, the 
abstention from politics by the traditional classes could not last as the path to 
meaningful cultural, social and economic activities were closed, and hence the 
thwarted energies of the ulama and the merchants were channelled back into political 
activity. However, since the embryonic state of "the spirit of capitalism" in Iran did 
not grow to produce the necessary condition for the commercial bourgeoisie to share 
in political power, the native Iranian merchants were forced into political opposition 
in alliance with the ulama. 

Thus, the modernisation efforts of the Qajar State, which were mainly in the 
form of a series of scattered and unsystematic merchantalistic acts implemented 
through despotic measures, led to the repression of the spirit of capitalism in Iran. As 
Weber wrote: "The merchantalistic regulations of the State might develop industries, but 
not, or certainly not alone, the spirit of capitalism. Where they assumed a despotic, 
authoritarian character, they to a large extent directly hindered it." 

The disconnection between cultural and religious developments on the one 
hand, and economic development on the other, may be conceived as an important 
factor, which hindered the development of "the spirit of capitalism" in Iran. This 
condition instigated new political trends within the Shi 'i establishment, which would 
enable the ulama to act as political leaders and agitators representing among other 
groups the bazaar merchants. To clarify how the disjunction between religious and 
economic developments in Iran was related to bazaar's political alliance with the 
ulama, it would be useful to briefly discuss the historical background of this alliance. 

The Roots of the Religious Worldview of the Bazaar 

In addition to its significant economic role, the Iranian bazaar had historically 
played an important part in shaping the moral order of the urban economy, and during 

1 Weber, M. 1958, p. 152 
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the years had become the hot bed of anti-regime political activity. No other economic 
group in Iran had been able to play such culturally constitutive role as that of the 
bazaar in connecting moral commitment, economic activity and political agility. The 
Iranian bazaar was not only the backbone of the marketplace in the Iranian economy, 
but also an arena for the construction of moral order and social reality. As such, I 
argue that the bazaar should be reduced to narrow economic terms. It was an integral 
part of the society's basic values and assumptions about reality.1 

The Iranian bazaar, as a traditional marketplace, was "fraught with moral 
connotations". But more than instituting the ethics of business, it provided an arena 
for public participation in social life. Robert Wuthnow's reference to the role of 
marketplace in England in the eighteenth century could also apply in the case of the 
Iranian bazaar. Here too, the marketplace served as a legitimate structure of moral 
virtues that shielded economic transactions against the dangers of "avarice, lust, 
fanaticism and caprice". Relying on the available religious precepts, it permitted the 
pursuit of economic self-interest within the constraints of rationally and socially 
accepted norms, and prohibited the pursuit of individual self-interest at any cost. The 
political implication of the moral strength of the bazaar was its acceptance by the 
people as a source of protection against the State tyranny. 

The origins of the Iranian bazaar can be traced back to the medieval time 
when scattered activities of long-distance Persian merchants found some cohesion. In 
the Safavid period, Persia was on the route of merchantalist activities, and merchants 
as the middle stratum of the Persian Empire played an important role in providing the 
ruling upper stratum with taxes or tribute. This was paid essentially to secure the 
support of the king and military strong men who controlled the State machinery. 

The payment of tribute had placed merchants in a politically subservient 
position with respect to the State, like that of the lower classes. Yet, the social 
position of the merchants differed significantly from the lower classes like the 
peasants. They had access to economic wealth, connections in high places, and 
consequently a better lifestyle. But such privileges were only available while the 
merchants could attract protection form the royal court and particularly the military 
elite. Because of this precarious political position, the properties of the merchants 
were always under the threat of arbitrary confiscation by the State. This would be the 
case as soon as the ruler or the strong men of the military establishment felt that the 
merchant's wealth could unduly increase their social or political influence. 

Connection of the merchants with the religious establishment may be 
attributed to their need for some sort of moral certainty and social standing. With the 
increasing strength of the official religion in the composition of the Safavid State, the 
merchants sought closer ties with the religious establishment. With the expansion of 
urban centres in the Safavid period, merchantalist activities and the market place 
found a degree of cohesion, which was evident in the formation of the centralised 
bazaar network in major urban centres like the capital Isfahan. The relationship that 
developed ever since between the merchants and the religious establishment was 
crucial in providing the bazaar with religious worldviews. 

The systématisation of the bazaar religious understanding of the world 
received a strong boost during the Qajar period with the rise of the Usuli Shi 'ism. 
Interestingly, this boost was caused mainly by political motivations. The major 
political motivation that facilitated the strengthening of the religious institution in the 

In my understanding the Iranian bazaar in Iran, I have been inspired by Robert Wuthnow's understanding of the 
role of the market place, as a force of moral order. See Wuthnow, K. Meaning and Moral Order 1987 p 79 
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economie life of the bazaar was inspired by the common problems that the ulama and 
the merchants had with the State. These problems, as I have explained before, was the 
growing dependence of the Iranian State on the Europe powers. This had caused a 
decline in political and economic position of these groups, and consequently increased 
their cultural and moral insecurities in the face of the hegemonic alien ideas and 
cultures. The major outcome of this u/awza-merchant affinity was the formation of a 
traditionalist platform against Westernisation of the polity, culture and economy. 

The w/awa-merchant alliance soon expressed itself in terms of political, 
economic and cultural demands. It opposed further dependence of the State on foreign 
powers, criticised the moral laxity of the court and demanded State protection for the 
native merchants as against the foreign merchants. This alliance was inspired by the 
idea of a religiously based national State, which would support the development of an 
indigenous economy governed by a worldly ascetic conduct, and which would protect 
the moral life of the community based on the principles of the Shi 'i faith. This alliance 
became more solidified as the Qajar dynasty took a course, which ran counter to 
almost all the demands of the merchants and the ulama. The State put up a religious 
face by encouraging public piety and religious ceremonies and rituals, but it did little 
about the growing influence of the Western powers in the economy, polity and 
society. This trend in turn resulted in the further weakness of the Iranian State with 
respect to the Western States, the undermining of the national bourgeoisie by the 
foreign capital, and the increase of corruption in the royal court. 

To be sure, the State still kept its religious façade by buying off a number of 
handpicked clerics to promote otherworldly salvation as the only concern of the faith. 
This was clearly a move in defiance of the calls of the politically-minded religious 
leaders and the restive merchants for a more serious role of religion in organising 
social life in this world. The increasing influence and power of a small class of large 
capitalist landowners with close links with the royal court and the foreign capital, who 
had little if any concern with social morality and economic wellbeing of the country, 
undermined even the religious façade of the State. People wished to see in religion a 
sense of social justice and moral excellence, whereas the religion of the State 
appeared as corrupt and ignorant of the moral and social wellbeing of the believers. In 
effect, the subservient position of the State with respect to the European States, 
particularly Russia and Britain, and the growing power of the landed aristocracy, 
which was increasingly linked directly with the colonial powers and expressed no 
interest in developing local agriculture and industry, made the government 
intervention in favour of the local middle-class merchants and industrialists virtually 
impossible. This in turn deepened the technological, military and industrial weakness 
of Iran, and strengthened the alliance of the reform-minded ulama and the nationalist 
bazaar merchants. 

In contrast with certain European nations like England, where the affinity of 
the State, reformed religion, and local farmers and industrialists, was conducive to 
economic growth, in Iran, the reform-minded religious leaders and the local 
merchants and industrialists formed an alliance against the State. This alliance 
developed naturally due to the fact that the economic aspirations of the merchants 
were inspired largely by their religious worldviews, and that foreign capital, ignorant 
of the local cultural values, thwarted the meaningful development of economy even 
where it produced wealth for some merchants. The need for an indigenous moral code 
for economic development meant that the polity had to secure moral authority for its 
economic policies. The political opposition of the ulama and the traditional merchants 
to the State was largely motivated by the failure of the State to secure this balance. 
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The political aspirations of the w/ama-merchant alliance were not only a matter of 
economic expediency for the commercial bourgeoisie. Rather, political motivations 
were formed side-by-side the entrenchment of a peculiar form of religious 
understanding of the world, which had permeated the conduct of economic activity of 
the bazaar through sacred texts and symbolic structures, and shaped the spiritual 
understanding of trade, labour, business and property ownership. 

The w/a/wa-merchant platform of the Qajar period, which was initially loosely 
formed on the basis of the commonality of religious worldviews, was gradually 
consolidated in the course of events of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, enhancing the political clout of the ulama. The Tobacco Movement of 1890-
92 and the Constitutional Revolution of 1905-1911 were conspicuous examples of the 
convergence of the mercantile dissent, religious agitation and popular protest. 

The Tobacco Movement 

The Tobacco Movement took place following Naser ad-Din Shah's grant to a 
British company in 1890 of the production, distribution, sale and export of Iranian 
tobacco. According to Fereydoon Adamiyat, an early twentieth century Iranian 
historian, the tobacco industry at the time, employed more than 200,000 people and 
about 2.5 million people consumed tobacco.1 The native merchants and those involved 
in the tobacco industry opposed the concession in a violent protest movement, which 
was supported by the ulama. The movement culminated when a religious leader and 
mar ja 'e taqlid (source of emulation), Ayatollah Mirza Hassan Shirazi, ruled that on 
religious grounds the use of tobacco was forbidden. 

The issue of this religious verdict (fatva) provoked a positive popular response 
as the majority of the smokers embraced the Ayatollah's call. Even some members of 
the aristocratic elite publicly obliged to the fatva. It is believed that the fatva was issued 
as a result of agitation by Seyyed Jamal ad-Din Assadabadi, a radical cleric. Seyyed 
Jamal was a middle-ranking cleric, and did not have the authority to issue a fatva in his 
own right. According to Adamiyat's account, the senior ulama did not initiate the 
movement, but supported it after it took momentum. This was understandable, because 
the ulama had not previously engaged in any explicit political activity. Engagement in 
politics could be construed a breach of the doctrine of Occultation. This was ulama's 
first serious venture in modern politics; and interestingly, it immediately implicated a 
foreign power. Until then, the ulama opposition to the Qajar s was concerned with 
moral issues, anxiety about the loss of religion and naturally the decline of the ulama 
social position. Besides, the ulama were not closely involved in the tobacco industry 
and therefore were not among the hardest hit from the economic point of view. 

Clerics like Seyyed Jamal were among the first reform-mined religious leaders 
belonging to the ranks of the junior ulama. Seyyed Jamal's activism should be 
attributed as much to his religious convictions as to his advocacy for the reform of 
religion in order to promote politico-religious ideals, rather than mere religious 
orthodoxy. As noted earlier, Seyyed Jamal was not considered a mujtahid and did not 
rank high as far as his religious learning was concerned. The most high ranking 
religious authority of the time was Ayatollah Shirazi and his fatva carried only a slightly 
disturbing political message, and hardly any explicit economic demand. The text read 

Adamiyat, F. Shuresh Aleyh-e Emtiaz-e Rigi (Rebellion Against the Rigi Concession), Payam, Tehran, 1979, p. 11 
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simply: "In the name of God, the merciful, the forgiving, today the use of tobacco in any form 
is reckoned as war against the Imam of the Age (may God hasten his glad advent)." 

There is yet another important aspect to the claim that the religious institution 
gradually joined the Tobacco Movement. Protest movements such as the Tobacco 
Movement were recent phenomena arising from modern social stratification due to the 
rise of the capitalist "world-economy". It appears that modern social developments 
affected traditional institutions, such as the Shi 'i ulama, convincing them to consider 
involvement in unprecedented social and political functions in the face of the imminent 
threat of the modernising policies of the Qajars and the increasing Western influence. 
This new trend in the ulama attitude was expressed in their gradual direct involvement 
in politics. This may be considered as the genesis of an important reform tendency that 
arose within the ranks of the orthodox religion and increasingly asserted itself as a 
distinct social, cultural and political force. 

At any rate, the religious colour of the tobacco movement and its popular 
support forced the monarch into unilateral cancellation of the concession. However, the 
monarch's submission to the ruling of the ulama was not conceded in explicit political 
terms. Rather, it called for fresh thinking on the part of the radical ulama and nationalist 
merchants about the potential political power of their alliance. Although Iran had to pay 
compensation for its unilateral cancellation of the treaty - which affected the ailing 
Iranian economy adversely - the victory of the uprising was a significant psychological 
boost for the people. As Milani has suggested: "it proved that the Shah's decision could be 
reversed, an encouraging development for those who wished to limit his arbitrary power.' As 
such, the Tobacco Movement may be perceived as a dress rehearsal for the 
Constitutional Revolution (1905-1911). 

Indeed, the rate of the ulama political involvement intensified and took new 
forms in the twentieth century. If the reform-minded ulama did not have a well-defined 
and updated economic and political rhetoric, they gradually found one. The bourgeois 
economic demands of the merchants, and the political demands for democracy and 
parliamentarism put forward by the intelligentsia, were astutely incorporated by some 
reform-minded ulama into the religious discourse. This process involved at times a 
concerted effort of a group of ulama. At other times, the contributions of the ulama 
were scattered, unorganised and even unintended. 

Nonetheless, the modern politicisation of the Shi 'i religious discourse nourished 
a powerful political practice, which ran through the twentieth century. Against a 
xenophobic background, which had taken shape as a result of the insensitivity of the 
colonial powers to the religious sentiments, political grievances and economic plight of 
Iranians in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the reform-minded ulama gradually 
built up a fairly sophisticated anti-Western and anti-government agenda.3 The 
politicisation of Shi 'ism at the early twentieth century came at end of a historical cycle, 
a cycle that had begun with the transformation of Shi 'ism from a political cause into a 
religious dogma. 

1 Keddie, N. R. Religion and Rebellion in Iran, Franc cass, London, 1966, p. 95. Also in a telegram to the Shah, 
Ayatollah Shirazi regarded his act as an intervention to secure justice for Iran's peasants and to prevent the spread 
of kafir (infidel) influence in the Muslim community. (For the translation of the telegram, see Keddie, N. R. 1966, 
p. 89). There are also claims that the fatva was initially forged by some lower ranking militant ulama, and that 
Ayatollah Shirazi approved of it only after it proved successful. In any case, the fatva served more as a catalyst for the 
movement than as its originator. 
2 Milani, M. 1988, p. 49 
3 The desecration of the Holy Shrine of Mashhad by the Russian commander Gribydov in 1820 is only one example 
of the impetus to xenophobia among Iranians in the 19th and early 20th centuries. 
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The Ulama and The Modern Intelligentsia 

The closing decade of the nineteenth century saw a rapid spread of modern 
secular political ideas among Iranians who had come in contact with the West mainly 
through educational or business trips and by means of access to European publications. 
Given that at the time only a tiny percentage of the population had enough resources for 
such endeavours, it was only natural that the scope of political awareness was sharply 
limited. Nevertheless, out of this background emerged a small but vocal intelligentsia 
that had a great impact on the events of the early twentieth century. The Iranian secular 
intellectuals of the early twentieth century advocated a new political arrangement, 
which would give them a chance to participate in the polity. Some of these intellectuals 
were fascinated by the idea of parliamentary democracy and praised it in their 
publications. Others were influenced by socialist ideas, particularly the ideas of the 
Russian socialist revolutionaries of the early twentieth century. 

Gabriel Almond once wrote: "the democratic State gives the ordinary man the 
opportunity to take part in the political decision-making process as an influential citizen."' 
Many members of the first generation of Iranian secular intellectuals had a similar 
liberal understanding of the democratic State. Modern intellectuals like Mirza Malkam 
Khan were highly influenced by Western liberal ideology. Others like Fath-Ali 
Akhundzadeh and Aqa Khan kermani, despite their religious background, became 
critical of religious traditions. But liberalism was not the only ideological inspiration 
for the secular intellectuals. The spread of Marxism in the neighbouring Russia in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth century spilled over the border and reached Iran. 
Marxist agitation was particularly active in the northern provinces of Azerbaijan and 
Gilan around 1905. With the defeat of the 1905 Russian Revolution at the hand of the 
Tsarist regime, many active Russian Marxists relocated their political activities to Iran. 

Abrahamian maintains that "the diverse social background of the intelligentsia at the 
turn of the century included clerical, bureaucratic, land-owning and mercantile elements." The 
early secular intellectuals were highly productive. They created various political parties 
and put out a large number of publications spreading the ideals of liberalism, 
nationalism and socialism. Modern secular ideas presented a serious ideological 
challenge to the orthodox Shi 'ism, one which it had never experienced before. However, 
the secular intelligentsia did more than just competing with the orthodox ulama 
intellectually. Paradoxically, at times, they also acted as allies for the reform-minded 
ulama. 

The challenge to religious orthodoxy arose from the emergence of modern 
political thought and its relevance to the socio-economic developments in Iran at the 
turn of the century. Until the turn of the century, political opposition to Iranian 
governments was not explicitly expressed, rather it was implicitly articulated in 
religious rhetoric. It goes without saying that the religious domain was almost entirely 
controlled by the Shi'i ulama. The dominance of the ulama over the religious realm, as 
we have seen, came about after the decisive victory of the Usuli school over the 
Akhbari and Sheikhi schools. The unsuccessful Babi movement of the 1840's also put 
forward a serious challenge to the State authority, contrary to the ulama passive 
objection to the State. However, the political content of the Babi movement was again 
expressed in purely religious terms. 

Almond, G. Civic Culture, Princeton University Press, Princeton, 1963. p. 4 
The intellectual legacy of the early twentieth century secular intellectuals influenced prominent authors and 

activists in the following decades, such as the historian Ahmad Kasravi, the author and politician Ali Dashti, the 
Marxist intellectual and activist Taqi Erani, the writer and social critic Sadeq Hedayat, etc. 
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It was only with the rise of modern intelligentsia and their usage of Western 
secular thought and rhetoric that explicit political demands penetrated the dominant 
intellectual discourse of dissent. Bayat has suggested that the secularisation of social 
thought and institutions in the early twentieth century took place as a result of the 
failure on the part of the conservative religious leaders to respond to lay intellectuals' 
and religious dissidents' call for reform.1 But suppression of politics in doctrinal 
disputes could not survive modern social developments. Thus, since the turn of the 
century, socio-economic forces - capitalist growth and the world economy - and new 
ideas "shifted the emphasis in religious disputes from doctrinal considerations to 
politics."2 

The tremendous social and economic changes that were occurring in Iran forced 
the spiritual leaders of the Muslim community to tackle immediate socio-economic 
concerns of the population. Thus, the conservative approach of orthodox jurisprudential 
Shi 'ism to burning issues concerning demands for change in the old structure of the 
polity, was challenged by reform tendencies. The reform-minded ulama saw the 
conservatives as blocking the path of social and economic progress. The forthcoming 
Constitutional Revolution exposed new trends within the religious establishment 
tending to break away from orthodoxy. During the upheavals of the Constitutional 
Revolution (1905 - 1911), the secular intelligentsia found converts to their political 
cause within the ranks of the reform-minded ulama. And through these political allies, 
they gained the valuable support of some high-ranking members of the religious 
establishment like Ayatollah Seyyed Muhammad Tabataba'i and Ayatollah Seyyed 
Abdullah Behbahani.3 

The reform-minded ulama felt that the orthodox religion should be reformed so 
that concrete social issues could be addressed. This was one of the main concerns of the 
early-twentieth-century religious reform movement in Iran. Some historians have even 
argued that modernist Muslim groups "while remaining part of the Muslim community, and 
still invoking authentic Islam as their authority, tried variously to divest the seats of authority 
and power of their sacred quality."4 This might be too extreme. But there were certainly 
many modernist Muslim intellectuals, both clerical and lay, who were prepared to 
accept deep levels of reform in outmoded religious thoughts and practices in order to 
save the sanctity of religion by divesting it of obscurantism, and making it relevant to 
the modern world. 

Another concern of the early Iranian reformers, regardless of their religious or 
secular tendencies, was to deal with the technologically superior West and its cultural 
and military onslaught. In this, the reform-minded ulama and the secular intellectuals 
acted now as allies, now as competitors, and now as enemies. One major weakness of 
the secular tendencies with respect to religious reformers stemmed from their 
uncritical acceptance of Western social and political ideals. Another shortcoming on 
the part of the modern intellectuals was their increasing imperviousness to the new 
political potentials of religion. They still kept their political ties with the reform-
minded ulama, but tended to despise religious reformism for being ultimately 
constrained by religious obscurantism. 

Meanwhile, the Shi 'i belief system was giving a powerful impetus to a new 
form of politico-cultural resistance. This mode of resistance developed in an ideological 
language. It was expressed mainly in the language of opposition to the State disregard 

1 Bayat, M. 1983, pp. 30-42 
2 Rosen, B. M. ed. Iran since the Revolution, New York, 1985, pp. 21-31 
3 Ibid, p. 24 
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for national interests, popular culture and the economic misery of the community of 
believers. The increasing manipulation of the Court and State officials by the Western 
powers gave religious agitators ample supply for political propaganda. Shi 'ism was thus 
transformed by a generation of religious intellectuals into a modern political ideology, 
which was to become the voice of the oppressed population in opposition to the State 
and manifestations of the Western dominance. The new image of the West that emerged 
as a result of religious critique bore no resemblance to the emancipatory image that 
liberals were offering. It could be demonstrated that the West was now affiliated with 
the most regressive and reactionary forces in the dominated society, the ruling tyrants. 

In the European context, the inception of capitalism was characterised by the 
emancipation of new forces of progress defying tyranny, whereas the capitalist West 
entered the Oriental societies as an imperialist power allying itself with the domestic 
rulers where possible, and seeking to subjugate the dominated nation. British snobbish 
attitude towards Iranians and their self-seeking activities in Iran made a permanent 
damage to the cause of liberalism there. "Independent aristocrats", "courageous non
conformists", and "self-confident merchants", as Almond put it, "were the forces that 
transformed the tradition of feudal estates to the parliamentary tradition and enabled Britain to 
pass through the era of absolutism."1 In Iran, however, these forces helped the absolutist 
regime to survive the attempts of democratic forces at liberalisation of the polity and 
economy. 

Seyyed Jamal-ad-din Asadabadi could be considered a credible representative 
of the reform-minded ulama who began to give the religious rhetoric an ideological 
voice. He initially combined a radical religious rhetoric with pan-Islamic sentiments. 
His activities in Iran coincided with the rule of Naser-ad-Din Shah. I have already 
noted his involvement in the Tobacco movement. He is believed to have been 
involved in clandestine plans for assassination of the State officials. It is believed that 
the assassination of Naser-ad-Din Shah by Mirza Reza Kirmani was carried out under 
his agitation. Seyyed Jamal's concern with the underdevelopment of the Muslim 
world was the likely inspiration for his pan-Islamic views. Impressed by European 
improvements, Seyyed Jamal argued that Muslims could catch up with Europe 
through a reformed Islamic world power. He saw the then powerful Ottoman Empire 
as capable of achieving this goal. 

The religious continuum provided a massive means of communication for the 
propagation of the ideas of the modern religious intellectuals. The pulpit, the 
congregation prayers, the Taziyeh (Passion play) and the Muharram processions were 
part of the traditional means of communication.2 The need on the part of the religious 
and secular reformers and revolutionaries to have larger audiences, and the tendency 
among the reformist ulama to tackle the issues of modern times, set the scene for 
peculiar alliances between these forces since the turn of the century. These alliances, 
as I have already noted, were particularly strong between the reformist-nationalist 
religious leadership and the liberal or radical elements of the intelligentsia. 

The Dilemma of the Intelligentsia 

Modernisation in Iran, therefore, carried an inherent dilemma from the very 
beginning. Unlike the advanced European societies, where the pre-capitalist forces of 
tribal ethnicity and rural religion were marginalised, and pre-capitalist modes of 
production were given an insignificant position, in Iran pre-capitalist economic and 

'Almond, G. 1963, p. 7 
For further reading see Chelokowski, P. ed. Ta'ziyeh, Rituals and Drama in Iran, New York, 1979 
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non-economic features remained powerful and decisively affected the course of 
development there. As C. Benard and Z. Khlilzad have suggested: "In the West 
anachronistic sources of identity, and conflict such as ethnicity, sectarianism, and political 
religion were gradually displaced and became depoliticised, making way for the new structures 
and conflicts of the modern nation-State.... (In Iran,) traditional lines of cleavage persisted as 
identity structures and interest groups. The influx of new influences (acted) on existing 
structures in a way that in some cases did make them anachronistic but in other cases revived 
them."1 

The early twentieth century secular intellectuals, although they felt less coerced 
by traditional social restraints and experienced a measure of individual freedom, were 
still under religious influence. As such, although they became increasingly critical of 
social and political potentials of religion, they did not confront orthodox religion in 
order to reform it. Therefore, many did not explore the alternatives to orthodox religious 
worldviews at a philosophical level, as did their Western counterparts much earlier. 
"Metaphysics and philosophy in general were neglected and thus remained, almost by default, 
the domain of the turbaned ulama"2 Modern literary genres were of more attraction to the 
secular intellectuals than the critical study of religious texts. In their relationship with 
the State too, the early Iranian secular intellectuals formed a socially conscious force 
in resistance to the State power much later than their counterparts did in Europe. And 
even when they developed a common political personality opposing the ruling 
powers, they were unable to emerge as a voice distinct from the Islamic discourse to 
convey their political and economic message. 

The perseverance of religious images, as portrayed by the religious discourse, 
played an historical part in preserving the religious mentality of the people. The cult of 
the Mahdi remained intact at the popular level, despite the penetration of modernity. 
Ashura, the ritual of commemoration of the Imam Hussein's martyrdom, was celebrated 
annually across the nation. The secular intellectuals were inevitably deeply influenced 
at a sub-conscious level by these images and sentiments. "Even among some of the so-
called Westernised intellectuals and artists, religious symbols and rites were providing 
traditional roots for new modes of literary self-expression and artistic creativity."3 However, 
the secular intellectuals often denied the seriousness of this religious influence at the 
political level; nevertheless, they relied on religion from time to time for pragmatic 
political purposes. 

As such, the politicisation of the early secular intellectuals involved a complex 
process of bypassing the religion and adopting nationalist, socialist and liberal 
viewpoints whereby they denied religion any meaningful position in the modern 
world, but resorted to it due to its sentimental value for the public. Quite naturally, the 
secular intellectuals realised that they would need wide influence if their ideas were to 
be of any social utility. So, they often tried to put their writings and speeches in 
Islamic terms. Like many other Third World intellectuals, they had realised that they 
could not adopt a genre of writing that was deliberately targeted at a small audience. 
Rather, they were concerned with a form of writing, which might prompt the ulama 
and the still orthodox and traditional middle classes. However, this should not imply 
that the adoption of religious discourse by the secular intellectuals was due only to 
conscious designs and pragmatic reasons. Rather, the traditional middle-class origins 
of most of the intellectuals meant that their identity was deeply rooted in the religious 

Benard, G. C. and Khalilzad, Z. The Government of God : Iran's Islamic Republic, Columbia University Press New 
York, 1984, p. 26 
2 Rosen, B. M. ed. 1985, pp. 21-31 
3 Ibid, p. 24 
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culture, and thus religion constituted an important part of their character at a sub
conscious level, whether they liked it or not. 

However, the formation of the religious-liberal alliance during the 
Constitutional Revolution, despite its immediate success, left a somewhat dubious 
legacy. Although the reform-minded ulama were in conflict with the orthodox clerics, 
they did not tend to split with the established religion entirely in order to side with the 
secularists. They were concerned with the future of Shi 'i clerical establishment as a 
whole, and some believed that reformation would secure a dignified position for the 
ulama in the society and polity in modern Iran. 

Therefore, the impact of the reformist ulama on the people was not to meet the 
ends that the secular intellectuals and revolutionaries had in mind. Here, the clergy 
could easily bend the alliance and label the secularists as enemies of Islam as soon as 
their own ends were met. In fact, the reformist clerics, like the secular intellectuals 
had a utilitarian view of the religious-liberal alliance. They saw in their alliance with 
the secular revolutionaries the potential to preserve their prerogatives, which were 
endangered by the growing dependence of the Iranian government on the Western 
powers. At any rate, the intellectual developments in Iran, at the turn of the century 
were a prelude to the Constitutional Revolution. 

The Constitutional Revolution 

In the opening years of the twentieth century, amid destabilising intellectual and 
socio-economic developments in Iran, and under the politically lenient Mozaffar al-Din 
Shah, three social elements, distinct from the State, were playing active roles in 
determining the subsequent events: the reform-minded ulama, the bazaar merchants, 
and the secular intelligentsia. The growing disillusionment of these social groups with 
the State had already given rise to their joint oppositional activities against the State 
policies. 

These groups had one common concern, the growing cultural, political, and 
economic influence of the European powers in Iran. Broadly speaking, the concern of 
the ulama was predominantly cultural, arising from the loss of the religious authority in 
the face of Western cultural onslaught. The intelligentsia basically demanded 
democratic reforms in the State, as they were worried about the loss of Iran's political 
sovereignty. But only the merchants had explicit economic concerns about the growing 
power of the foreign capital. Other discontented social groups, such as the urban 
retailers, peddlers, craftsmen, artisans and peasants, did not present independent 
political concerns, but began to take part in protest movements which were organised 
by the leading social groups. 

Mob mobilisation was not a modern phenomenon in Iran, but since the turn of 
the century mass movements acquired new aspects. Ervand Abrahamian, in his study of 
the role of the crowd in Iranian politics, has noted this differentiation, which was 
manifest in the Constitutional Revolution: "One major aspect of the crowd, mobilised by the 
leading social groups in the early twentieth century, was its meaningful composition. For 
example the assembly that took sanctuary in a mosque in Tehran during December 1905 was 
formed of wealthy traders protesting against bastinadoing of two prominent sugar merchants. 
They were supported by the bazaar, which went on a general strike, and by a group of religious 
leaders, who took sanctuary in the Shrine of Abdul Azim with their families and theology 
students. Then came the active participation of all the crafts and trading guilds."1 

Abrahamian, E. in Afahar, H. Iran: A Revolution in Turmoil, McMillan Press, London, 1985, p. 128 
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The extent of control over the masses, therefore, began to determine the degree 
of influence and importance of opposition parties. In this respect, the ulama were 
leading forces. Their influence over the urban and rural masses derived from the 
traditional and religious sentiments embedded in the collective psyche of the majority 
of the people. It has been noted before that the ulama were the main social group who 
shaped the consciousness of the traditional masses through the religious-governed 
education system in the cities and through the lower ranking mullas in the villages. 

The traditional merchants too gained a degree of influence over the masses 
through social and economic ties notably employment, credit and money lending. The 
modern social groups, such as the secular intelligentsia and the small working class, 
were distinguished because of their emergence out of modern social developments and 
their disjunction from the traditional social consciousness. Increasingly alienated from 
the State repressive and extortionist policies, these groups too had to seek alliance with 
the powerful traditional forces. 

The destabilising social conditions in early twentieth century Iran, largely 
caused by the modernisation of the State and society, laid the foundation of a massive 
social movement, comparable in its scope to the 1905 Russian revolution. But social 
instabilities like this could have been operational in any society without giving rise to a 
mass revolution. The peculiarities of the Iranian case, it can be argued, originated from 
the success of the oppositional forces in meaningful mass mobilisation. They mastered 
the art of making a revolution through their intelligence and their effective political 
networks. 

Nikki Keddie has given the following account of the Constitutional Revolution, 
which portrays it as a classic modern revolution: "In the early twentieth century Persian 
Revolution, there could be found most of the features of a classic great revolution - a political, 
social, and economic crisis crippling the old regime's ability to rule, a growing agitation against 
the government, mass demonstrations of such scope that the government had to give in to their 
demands; counter revolutionary attempts by the government, which succeeded in the Shah's 
1908 coup d'etat; defeat of the government by the common people in arms, and the 
differentiation of an originally united movement into conservative and radical parties. The 
revolutionary struggle also continued for a number of years rather than being decided by one or 
two brief crises. 

The Constitutional Revolution of 1905-1911 has been discussed from different 
standpoints. From the standpoint of political economy it has been seen as: "a popular 
response to the devastating political and economic conditions in Iran at the turn of the century." 
The growth of the domestic bourgeoisie and the subsequent conflict of their interests 
with those of the Western capital were the basis of demands for economic 
independence. Concerns with economic independence correlated with a sense of 
nationalism, which was skilfully used by the modernising groups, which attempted to 
initiate an intellectual break with the past and to reconstruct Iran on the basis of modern 
socio-political concepts derived from the West. 

Arjomand maintains that: "The Constitutional Revolution was a nationalist, 
democratic and bourgeois revolution. It was an expression of the political awakening of a 
growing civil society, which was represented by democratic and nationalist demands of the 
intelligentsia, and at the same time a revolution to unleash the growing mercantile bourgeoisie, 
which was harnessed by the landlords, military and officials." 

Habl al-matin, a weekly published by Iranian modernists in Calcutta since the 
late nineteenth century, played a significant role in voicing the bourgeois-democratic 

1 Keddie, N. R. Iran: Religion, Politics and Society, Franc Cass, London, 1980, p. 171 
2 Ibid, p. 162 
3 Arjomand, S. A. 1988, p. 35 

270 



concerns of the Constitutional Revolution. In its issue of 18 May 1906, it urged the 
Iranian merchants "to give up the inauspicious course of flattery and to adopt vigilance and 
unity". It also criticised the government policies: "Why is it that the government, which is 
the axis of commerce, plays a different game every moment, fluctuates, and impoverishes the 
nation?"1 

From the standpoint of political economy therefore, the Constitutional 
Revolution was the revolution of the new social classes, such as the intelligentsia and 
the bourgeoisie. However, given the weakness and small size of the intelligentsia and 
the bourgeoisie, it is difficult to portray the Constitutional Revolution as a strictly 
bourgeois revolution. According to political economists, this difficulty must be 
overcome in terms of the alliance of the new socio-political forces with the Shi'i ulama 
and the forces within the existing political structure, forces which had reacted positively 
to their revolution, and with which they had to compromise. This interpretation tends to 
attribute little independent inclination on the part of the ulama to political action against 
the ruling system, and as such may inadvertently view the Shi'i ulama as a redundant 
social force whose massive power for social mobilisation was used by the burgeoning 
reformist and revolutionary intelligentsia. 

In fact, the political concerns of the ulama accounted for much of the 
momentum of the Constitutional Revolution. To develop a more than rudimentary 
understanding of the complex development of the Constitutional Revolution, I shall 
briefly deal with the combination of political, economic and religious factors operative 
during the events of the Constitutional Revolution. 

The Intertwining of Political and Religious Discourses 

A commonly held view is that parliamentary democracy constituted the most 
important element of the Constitutional Revolution.2 Indeed the political associations 
with specific demands for political democracy and economic independence, which were 
organised by secular activists prior to the revolution, point to the high degree of political 
organisation around democratic demands. These associations were first formed in the 
late nineteenth century under Naser-al-Din Shah's despotic rule, and mostly adopted 
underground activities. Some of these associations got also involved in violent political 
action, particularly the assassination of political figures.3 One of the most radical of 
these groups, Markaz-e Gheybi (Secret Centre) became very active during the events of 
the Constitutional Revolution. More of these groups were formed during the first years 
of the twentieth century under Mozaffar-al-Din Shah when the exercise of repressive 
policies was less severe. The capital Tehran and other major urban centres like Tabriz 
were the principle ground for the formation of these associations. From 1903 to 1905 
three secret societies were formed in Tabriz and Tehran. "The programmes of the two 
Tehran societies variously emphasised the evils of tyranny and the benefits of the rule of law, 
the desirability of the form of government found in the progressive nations and the necessity of 
the reform of the State, taxation, the army, and the judiciary systems."4 

These groups, as Lambton has suggested: "had little resemblance to the political 
parties of the West; their affinity was rather with the secret society characteristics of the extreme 
religious sects of Medieval Islam."5 But there were also secret organisations, which were 

1 Issawi, C. ed. 1971, p. 68 
2 Arjomand, S. A. 1988, p. 35 
3 Mirza Reza Kermani, the man who assassinated Naser-al-Din Shah, is believed to have been a 
member of one of these associations masterminded by Seyyed Jamal. 
4 Ibid. p. 36 
5 Lambton, A. K. S. 1987, p. 307 
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inspired by Western secret societies. One of these secret societies was the Iranian 
Freemasonry. This society was founded by some of the influential members of the 
intelligentsia and attracted a number of prominent officials, and there are claims that it 
was also joined by a number of the ulama? In time, the Iranian Freemasonry was 
accused of secret connections with Britain, and as the notorious secret instrument for 
the promotion of British interests at highest political and religious levels. 
Understandably therefore, the politically conscious secular and religious figures have 
vehemently denied any connection with Freemasonry. But strong perceptions about the 
connection of early secular intellectuals with Freemasonry have persistently marred 
their political reputation in the public mind. 

By 1905, these associations presented three major elements in their composition 
- nationalism, religion, and liberalism. These elements were rarely manifested purely. 
In fact, what actually made up the modernist trend of the Constitutional Revolution was 
the temporary emergence of an ideological syncretism incorporating all these elements 
in a coalition of liberal intellectuals, nationalist merchants, and reform-minded ulama. 
The liberal intellectuals embraced the nationalism of radical merchants, and were 
convinced that the essence of Shi'i Islam did not contravene civil liberties. The 
merchants demanded the stopping of concessions to foreign powers, and the 
introduction of economic reforms that would allow the productive and unrestrained 
activity of the domestic capital. They predominantly held a religious worldview, but 
were convinced that a democratic system of government would work in their interest. 
The reform-minded ulama registered Iran's political and economic decline under the 
inefficient Qajar kings, and with it the isolation and degeneration of Shi'i Islam. They 
were worried about the growing non-Muslim preponderance in Iran, and about the 
weakening of religious institutions. They were prepared to ally themselves with the 
merchants and intellectuals as they believed the return to Islam as a model of society 
would soothe the political and economic grievances. 

"The opening phase of the Constitutional Revolution was marked by the march of the 
religious leaders to take bast (sanctuary) in Qom."3 The growing influence of foreigners in 
Iran's bureaucratic, financial and military affairs was certainly a major source of 
discontent on the part of the ulama and merchants. For instance, the selective 
favouritism of Naus, the Belgian controller of Iran's Custom for the European 
merchants had antagonised the already squeezed native merchants. Also, Edward 
Browne, in his The Persian Revolution, referred to tyrannical acts of the government 
and chronic food shortages as two sources of discontent at this time.4 But the strong 
emotions that drove the mass movement against the regime arose from the blatant 
insensitivity of the colonial functionaries to the popular religious sentiments. For 
example, the contemptuous action of Naus in taking pleasure at being photographed in 
clerical guise created a major disturbance among the ulama and the community of 
believers when this photograph was printed in one of the newspapers. 

Against this background and agitation by the ulama, a conflict developed 
between the merchants and the government on the question of distribution of sugar, 
which resulted in the arrest and whipping of two native merchants. In protest against the 
government action, a group of the merchants and some of the ulama took sanctuary in 

It is believed that the Iranian Freemasonry was founded by Mirza Malkam Khan, one of the more famous and 
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the Shrine of Abdul Azim, south of Tehran in April 1905.' Soon after a three week 
protest was organised in the grounds of the British legation in Tehran which, according 
to Kasravi, gathered fourteen thousand ulama, merchants, and many other urban 
occupants. Gradually requests for justice and the rule of law developed to demands for 
a constitution and a parliament. Eventually in August 1906, Mozaffar-ad-Din Shah 
accepted the demand for a Constitution and soon after the first Iranian Parliament 
(Majlis) was convened. 

The death of the relatively lenient Mozaffar-ad-Din Shah in early 1907 and the 
rise of the autocrat and Russian-supported Muhammad Ali Shah to power put the new 
Parliament in a precarious position. The Majlis eventually suffered a military coup, 
carried out by the new monarch in April 1909 and backed by the Russian troops, which 
resulted in the temporary restoration of autocracy. However, the popular uprising of 
July 1909 in support of the Constitution deposed Muhammad Ali Shah and restored the 
power of the Majlis. 

The Majlis "as the organ of national sovereignty, represented the realisation of the 
democratic goal of the Constitutional Revolution."3 It also represented the economic 
demands of the bourgeoisie. The contribution of the ulama to the movement was also 
recognised in one of the articles of the new Fundamental Law (Ghanun-e Assassi), 
which guaranteed a committee of the ulama the right to veto the rulings of the Majlis if 
they were found in contradiction with the Shari'at (sacred law). 

The Fundamental Law was in effect a combination of Western liberal notions 
derived mainly from European Constitutions - particularly French and Belgian 
Constitutions - and certain provisions to ensure the religious law was not contravened. 
Muhammad Taqi Bahar indicated in his A Short History of Political Parties in Iran that 
the Iranian Constitution of 1910 was in the most part a translation of the Belgian 
Constitution of 1830.4 Amin Banani has pointed to the contradictory nature of the 1910 
Constitution. "It tried to accept all the tenets of Western liberal democracy, based upon the 
seventeenth and eighteenth century concepts of natural law and the natural rights of man, but 
subject to a strict conformity with theShari'at and approval of the ulama. It set out to establish a 
Western liberal democracy with secular institutions but without the basic prerequisite of such a 
system: the separation of Church and State."5 Provisions for economic reforms were also 
reflected in several articles of the Fundamental Law. 

The Failures of the Constitutional Movement 

If the Majlis was successful in propagating democratic ideas of national 
sovereignty, its attempts to build a centralised State - strong enough to implement these 
ideas - ended in failure. A number of reasons have been presented for the failure of the 
Constitutional movement when conceived as a bourgeois-democratic revolution. These 
reasons included the fiscal problem of the constitutional government, the absence of a 
strong military force at the disposal of the government, and the lack of a land reform for 
the benefit of the peasants. 

The perennial problem of tax collection is often cited as the main stumbling 
block in the way of a financial reform desired by the Majlis. This problem was 

Gilbar, G. G. "The Big Merchants and the Persian Constitutional Revolution", Asian Studies, Vol. II, No. 3. 
1977, p. 296 
2 For more information on the Constitutional Revolution see Kasravi, A. Tarikh-e Mashrute-ye Iran (History of the 
Constitutional Revolution), reprint, Amir Kabir, Tehran, 1355/1976 
3 Arjomand, S. A. 1988, p. 39 
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aggravated by the fact that the Majlis had to confront the Shah's unproductive 
expenditures. Other difficulties with the financial reform are attributed to the 
objections emanated from the imperialist powers, and the "grandees" of the old regime 
who had apparently accepted the Constitution.2 

As for the military weakness of the constitutional government, it has been noted 
that this government could only organise a militia of less than a thousand men As 
Browne has reported, the main source of the constitutionalists* military power during 
their confrontations with Muhammad Ali Shah had come from the tribal gunmen3 The 
weak point of the Constitutional Revolution thus was that its military power was 
derived from an old power structure, which inherently contradicted the modernising 
trends of the revolution. 

The land reform, in which the Majlis abolished the tuyul (commissioned land) 
but sanctioned private land ownership, is also cited as an important factor in the failure 
of the constitutional movement, as it gave rise to a class of landowners with unlimited 
powers. Naturally, large landowners formed an important obstacle in the way of any 
reform, which would have benefited the peasants at their expense. 

Evidently, in these evaluations of the weaknesses of the Constitutional 
Revolution, there is little appreciation of the ulama dismay as an important factor in the 
failure of this revolution. The ulama dismay heightened with the opening of the 
ideological conflict inherent in the forged blend of the Shi'i Islam with the Western 
originated ideas of liberalism and nationalism. This was the case, because the ideas of 
national sovereignty, liberalism and democracy that had emerged from the 
Constitutional Revolution were naturally conceived to have inevitable secular 
implications. 

Two basic contradictions arose soon after the convention of the first Majlis 
Firstly, democracy as the rule of people could be conceived as the denial of the 
supremacy of God. Although the legislators of the first Majlis tried to resolve this 
conflict by granting to a committee of the mujtahids the right to veto the legislation of 
the Majlis, in practice the resulting problems left the Majlis undecided and inefficient 
and the conservative ulama discontent. Secondly, a secular national government had to 
represent the nation of Iran and be somewhat independent of the dominant religious 
sect, and liberalism demanded equality of religions before the law, a proposition which 
demanded predominance of nation over religion, and was by nature unacceptable to 
many of the ulama. 

The Ulama and the Constitutional Revolution 

Interpreted as a bourgeois-democratic revolution, the constitutional movement 
was a modernising movement concerned with economic and political changes resulting 
from the integration of Iran into the burgeoning world economy. In this sense, the 
Constitutional Revolution has been viewed as a modern nationalist movement 
intending to modernise Iran following the model of Western development, and at the 
same time, endeavouring to resist foreign domination in order to achieve political 
sovereignty. In this perspective, as I have already noted, the main driving forces of the 
revolution have been identified as the secular intelligentsia with their demand for 

'The extravagant royal visits to Europe, financed by the Iran-based British and Russian Banks, had left Iran heavily in 
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democracy and humanism, and the merchants with their effort to maintain a national 
economy. 

To complete this model, the political-economists, particularly of the left, have 
evaluated the ulama position on the basis of their response to the revolution. As such, 
the ulama shared with the intelligentsia and the merchants the oppositional stance to the 
State, and their support for the revolution was indispensable because of their power of 
mass mobilisation. But according to these political-economists, the ulama were also 
part of the structure of the "ancien regime", and as such were basically reactionary. 
Therefore, the revolutionaries, in need of the ulama support, had to make compromises 
to their reactionary demands. I have already cited one such compromise: the provision 
in the Supplementary Fundamental Law, which provided a committee of five mujtahids 
the power to veto the legislation passed by the Majlis if found in breach of the Sacred 
Law. 

It has also been claimed that the ulama were pressured into joining the 
movement from the fear of losing their popular backing as a result of the competition of 
the constitutionalist pamphleteers and publicists. Indeed, secular reformism had 
dominated the intellectual environment of the constitutional era by making use of print 
media - newspapers and secret pamphlets (shabnameh) - and by organising political 
networks through secret societies. Although the ulama still enjoyed the means of 
mosque, pulpit and the congregational prayers, they were taken by surprise by the 
vigour of the political activities of the secular reformers. An important basis for the 
regressive character of the ulama, secularist intellectuals commonly believe, lay in their 
dissatisfaction with the Constitution. 

To comprehend the discontent of the ulama with the Constitution more 
profoundly, the immediate political implications of the victory of the revolution have to 
be studied. Given the predominance of liberal-nationalist ideology in the articles of the 
Fundamental Law - drafted on the basis of European Constitutions - it was only natural 
that the religious component of the leadership of the revolution not to be satisfied with 
the outcome of the revolution. The religious constitutionalists rightly realised that their 
gain from the victory was not proportional to the part they played in the revolution. 

The apprehension of the constitutionalist ulama was intensified with the growth 
of the radical secularist element in the camp of liberal-nationalist revolutionaries. High 
ranking constitutionalist ulama like Ayatollahs Behbahani and Tabataba'i came under 
pressure by the more traditional ulama who had expressed concern from the beginning 
about the essential incompatibility of religion and the secular implications of the 
revolution, particularly the separation of religion and State. With the open espousal of 
secularism by liberal activists in the wake of the formation of the Parliament, the 
dissident ulama began an active campaign to express their discontent. Their 
dissatisfaction was embodied in the activities of Sheikh Fazllolah Nuri, a prominent 
mujtahid of Tehran. 

Kasravi has given evidence of Nuri's activities, which began with the objection 
to a bill in the Majlis, which would give equal rights to religious minorities, and was 
enhanced with the formation of the anjoman, a political association of the anti-
constitutional ulama} Regarding the constitutionalist ulama as theologically 
incompetent and susceptible to Western influence, Nuri "insisted that the Constitution by 
its very existence contravened the Shari'at, which did not recognise the validity of man-made 
law." He initiated a doctrinal struggle against the Constitution that in the political scene 
was expressed in terms of the fight of religion and tradition against modernity and 
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infidelity. In response to the constitutionalist clerical and lay activists, who stressed that 
Western political concepts were conforming to the laws of the Shari'at, Nuri insisted on 
the non-Islamic origins of the Constitution and its irreligious nature. 

Nuri's propaganda, which became more articulate and far reaching through his 
newly published journal Ruz-nameh, gave the voice of opponents of parliamentary 
government an ideological expression. It put under pressure the clerics, who had 
converted to constitutionalism and had sided with the parliamentary government. This 
led to a split within the ulama. A few prominent mujtahids firmly supported the 
constitutionalists. Others either sided with Nuri in outright rejection of constitutionalism 
or supported it only conditionally, "insisting on the supervisory veto power of the religious 
authority, the restriction of freedom of the press, and the disavowal of any reform entailing the 
secularisation of the judiciary and educational system."1 

Although Nuri's anti-constitutionalism brought him in temporary alliance with 
the autocrat and Russo-phile Muhammad Ali Shah, one should distinguish between 
their intentions. The deep-rooted hostilities between the ulama and the monarchs did 
not vanish; but they gave way to political considerations. Each party tried to use the 
capacities of the other in a concerted political action against the constitutionalists. 
However, Nuri's obsession with rejection of the Constitution, which sided him with the 
"impious royal court", cost him his religious and popular prestige. Nuri's hard-line 
attitude towards constitutionalism even after the capitulation of the Shah to the 
Constitution marked his religious extremism. His insistence on the cause of Islam 
during his captivity and trial until he was hanged in July 1909 highlighted the 
prominence of his religious-political concerns. However, as Arjomand has suggested: 
"Though the uncompromising anti-parliamentarianism of Nuri ... was doomed, an earlier 
variation of his position, the advocacy of Islamic constitutionalism (mashruteh mashru'eh), was 
in effect accepted by the vast majority of the constitutionalist ulama."2 This viewpoint is still 
popular among the ulama. 

Nuri's turning against the constitutional movement also highlighted another 
important feature of this revolution, namely the emergence of flaws in the alliance of 
the mosque and the bazaar, which had formed in common opposition to the State in 
1905. Many merchants and some reform-minded ulama favoured the economic 
legislation of the Majlis, whereas the conservative ulama rejected it. The objection of 
the conservative ulama was informed by the thrust of the economic policies of the 
Majlis, which favoured modernisation. 

It is therefore in the context of the intellectual developments within the ranks of 
the ulama during the Constitutional Revolution that one could grasp a more profound 
understanding of the roots of the failure of this revolution as a modern movement with 
demands for parliamentarism and market economy. The Constitutional Revolution had 
to compromise ideologically on the issues of democracy, civil liberty and political 
freedom. In conjunction with Nuri's fundamentalist or reactionary stance against the 
Constitution Revolution, new ways of thinking and new imaginaries of revolution 
began to take shape both within the reformist and conservative ulama. A particular 
strand of these imaginaries continued the tradition of expressing politics in strictly 
religious terms. More radical and less liberal than the constitutionalist ulama, and more 
moderate and creative than the conservative Nuri and his disciples, the followers of this 
new political trend began the construction of the modern Islamic ideology of revolution. 
They thus formed a wish, the desire of making their own revolution, which would be 

1 Arjomand, S. A. 1988, p. 52 
2 Ibid, p. 57 
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revolutionary enough to challenge the despotic State and the colonial aggression, and 
independent enough not to fall under any ideology, which would not oblige to the 
Islamic ideology. This trend initiated the final phase in the development of the political 
philosophy of Shi'ism, which came to fruition in the 1960s and the 1970s. I shall 
discuss this phase in more detail in the following chapters. 

The Political Discourse of the Constitutional Revolution 

The transformation of 57*/ 'ism into a political ideology did not mean that it lost 
its religious essence. It remained primarily a religious cause, the cause of empowering 
religious faith and institutions via political praxis. Nonetheless, as I have noted earlier, 
countervailing social sentiments and political tendencies ever since the Constitutional 
Revolution pushed for the development of an expressly secular politics in Iran in the 
fashion of European Enlightenment. Interestingly, groups and individuals of both 
religious and non-religious persuasions shared such sentiments; and reform 
movements both within and outside the State adopted such tendencies. As a result, 
concepts such as parliamentary democracy and political pluralism entered Iranian 
political discourse in the form of political parties, and independent legislative and 
legal institutions. 

However, a non-religious politics never enjoyed public credibility and 
legitimacy in Iran. Neither the liberal attitudes of secular intellectuals, nor the 
egalitarian attitudes of the Marxist intellectuals, nor even the State-sponsored 
idealisation of the ancient Persian imperial and religious traditions, were able to find a 
legitimacy radically separated from religion. At any rate, they did not gather a strong 
and popularly supported base in Iran as a political culture. 

By contrast, the final phase of the formation of the Shi 'i political ideology, 
which began during the Constitutional Revolution and peaked in the 1960s and 1970s, 
played a significant role in constituting the political consciousness of Iranians. This 
phase, which has continued unabated even after the victory of the Islamic Revolution, 
owes as much to the original political doctrines of Shi'ism as it does to the theoretical 
and practical interactions of the ulama with the modern political and intellectual 
developments. In their inception during the struggles over the 1905 Constitution, these 
interactions gave rise to various political platforms vis-à-vis the secular reformers. 

According to Kasravi, the ulama took essentially three positions towards the 
secular intellectuals during the Constitutional Revolution. "Some - led by Mulla 
Mohammad-Kazem Khorasani, Hajj Shaykh Abdollah Mazandarani, and Hajj Mirza Hussein 
Tehrani - argued that since the Imam al-Zaman (Lord of the Age), the twelfth Imam, was not 
taking an active role in the world, a constitutional government of the wise should replace the 
rule of the cruel. Others - led by Seyyed Muhammad Tabataba'i and Seyyed Abdollah 
Behbahani - agreed with this ideal but argued that it could prove to be difficult to implement, 
and that it was at least important to establish constitutional checks upon the cruelty of the 
rulers... Yet others - led by Shaykh Fazlollah Nuri -insisted on the establishment of a 
constitutional government, but constitutional in the literal sense of the word mashruta, ... 
which comes from the Arabic root short (condition): that is, conditioned by the Qur'an and 
the sunna (practices of the Prophet)."1 

The Constitution of 1905 reflected, to various degrees, all these positions and 
thus became a document, not dissimilar to most other political documents every where 
else, containing apparent contradictions, and hence, in need of interpretation. In the 
text of the Constitution, there were articles proclaiming notions of citizenry, freedom, 
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taxation, justice and checks on the government, modelled on the traditions of 
European democracy, as well as articles that imposed religious limitations and 
qualifications upon these notions. ' 

The influence of the constitutional movement on the theory of Islamic 
government (velayat-e faqih), which was developed by Ayatollah Khomeini in the 
1970s, is undeniable. To be sure, this influence is so strong that it may be considered 
as the cornerstone of the latest version of Shi'i politics in Iran. But one should not 
assume that this influence meant an unprocessed replication of the position of the 
ulama in the constitutional period by the Islamic ideologues of the 1960s and 1970s. 
Driven by such assumptions, some analysts have given an undue weight to the 
influence of Nuri on Ayatollah Khomeini's understanding of the Islamic government. 

Nuri is considered to be essentially an anti-constitutionalist joining the 
constitutional movement out of political expediency. Attributing too much weight to 
the influence of Nuri on Khomeini's thought thus implies that Khomeini was also 
essentially anti-constitutionalist. The perception that Ayatollah Khomeini essentially 
advocated an anti-constitutional position is due to the fact that he has referred to Nuri 
more frequently than other religious leaders of the Constitutional Revolution. 
However, the actual development of politics since the Islamic Revolution of 1979, 
reflected in the process of institution building, indicates clearly that all the three 
positions of the ulama of the period of Constitutional Revolution have influenced 
Khomeini's political theory. Khomeini's Islamic revolutionary discourse thus came of 
age as a distinct theory of revolution and a distinct theory of State appropriating 
interpreting, incorporating but not merely replicating the ideas of the constitutional 
ulama. Nor did it limit itself to these mainly religious ideas; interestingly, it also 
appropriated, interpreted and incorporated other available discourses relevant to his 
cause, such as those of the secular revolutionaries. (See Chapter 7 for more detail.) 

The Genesis of the Islamic Ideology of Revolution 

Most of the existing analyses of the Constitutional Revolution of 1905-1911 are 
based on narrow assumptions about Iran's economic and social structure in the early 
twentieth century. A large part of this, as I noted earlier, has been class analysis based 
on a political-economic understanding of events. In most of these analyses, the 
revolution has been portrayed as a bourgeoisie revolution; and the ambivalence of the 
ulama in the revolution is construed as treacherous behaviour. However, as I have 
argued, the ulama role in the Constitutional Revolution could be better understood in 
light of a discursive field of various discourses of power where the ulama competed and 
interacted with alternative truth claims offered by the State, the speculative 
philosophers, the mystics and the modern intelligentsia. Political economy, although it 
has value as an analytical tool, appears unable to clarify all aspects of the ulama 
involvement in the Constitutional Revolution. One reason for this is that politico-
economic views have been too obsessed with understanding this revolution on the 
model of the Western bourgeois or bourgeois-democratic revolutions. 

A major weakness of the strictly politico-economic views is that by connecting 
the ulama to the State and privileged social classes, they fail to adequately account for 
the fact that the revolutionary events, which led to the grant of the Constitution, were in 
many cases led by the ulama. The ulama were also the primary social group to be 

' One such limitation was the passage of an amendment proposed by Nuri, which pronounced that all laws passed 
by the Majlis should be subject to the veto of a committee of the ulama. if they were found to be in breach of the 
Shari at (Islamic Law). 
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directly subjected to the tyrannical measures of the government, which had added to the 
feelings of religious hostility against the State. The events leading up to the 
confrontation of the ulama with the government also involved persecution and in some 
cases execution of the constitutionalist ulama and their followers. 

In the event of the death of any of the ulama or tullab (seminarians), the 
mourning ceremony would be easily turned into a political rally attended by a vexed 
crowd. Such rallies were apt to be utilised by the constitutionalist ulama to vent their 
political concerns. According to Nazem al-Eslam Kermani, the ulama usually found 
historical analogies to compare the tyranny of the Qqjar kings with that of the "unjust 
rule" of the Umayyad caliphs.1 Invoking the doctrine of Occultation, they questioned 
the legitimacy of the temporal power of the king and rendered the government unlawful 
and civil disobedience incumbent. 

The constitutional movement, therefore, was expressed, at least in its popular 
phase, by religious zeal. The religious nature of the agitation ensured that the ulama 
should play a leading role in the movement. The ulama interest to take part in the 
revolution and obtain its leadership is obscured by their objections against the 
"revolutionary ethos" in the second phase of the revolution. According to Algar, the 
controversial role of the ulama could be related to "the existence of the secret societies" 
some of whose secularist members, like Malkam Khan, had "realised that only the 
ulama had the power to set the masses in motion and bring about change."2 

The question, therefore, arises whether the ulama, despite their seeming 
prominence, were in reality serving consciously or unconsciously as the tools of secular 
groups with purposes different from their own. Moreover, while in light of the Qajar 
history and Shi"i doctrine, it was natural for the ulama to lead a politico-religious 
movement against the State, why did they support the demands for a Constitution in the 
first place? Due to many parallels that can be drawn between the content and the form 
of the Constitutional Revolution and those of the recent Islamic Revolution in Iran 
answers to these questions are of great significance for the students of modern Iranian 
history. 

Theoretically, doctrinal prerequisites of the ulama existence make their social 
and political activities subject to the maintenance of the Twelver Shi'i doctrine about 
relationship between religion and State. Basic to this doctrine is illegitimacy of the 
State. During the quietist period of the Imami Shi 'ism negation of the State took a 
passive form but the possibility was left open for active resistance in the future. 
According to Algar, the prevalent duality of the Shari 'at (religious law) and the 'urf 
(civil law) in Iranian society under the Qajar rule had kept the religious law in abeyance 
and the civil law inefficient. 

The government's leaning toward a Western style administration was in conflict 
with the laws of the Shari 'at, which were governed by the ulama. It is, therefore, 
possible to assume that the ulama involvement and agitation in the constitutional 
movement pursued the ultimate goal of applying the Shari'at in its entirety. The 
wording of the Article 2 of the Fundamental Law clearly illustrates the extent of the 
attempt made by the ulama to pursue their institutional interests by imposing their 
views upon the mainly liberal Constitution of 1910, and thus subject it to a religio-legal 
binding. It also stresses the millenarian aspirations of the Constitutional Revolution. 
The legitimacy of the Constitution was made contingent upon the blessing of the Imam-
e Asr (leader of the age), the Mahdi: 

1 For the instances of the use of religious symbolism during the Constitutional Revolution see Nazim ul-Eslam 
Kermani, Tarikh-e Bidari-ye Iranian (The History of the Awakening of Iranians), Tehran, 1970/1349 
2 Algar, H. 1969, p. xiv 
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"The Majlis, which has been formed by the blessing of the Imam-e Asr (may God speed 
his appearance) and by the grace of his Majesty the Shah, and by the vigilance of the Islamic 
ulama (may God increase their example) and by the Iranian nation, may at no time legislate 
laws that are contradictory to the sacred laws of Islam. It is self-evident that it is the 
responsibility of the ulama to determine and judge such contradictions...Therefore it is 
officially decided that in each legislative session a board of no less than five men, comprised of 
mujahids and devoutfaqaha, who are also aware of the needs and exigencies of the time, ... be 
nominated by the ulama. This Majlis shall accept this board as full members. It is their duty to 
study all the legislative proposals, and if they find any that contradicts the sacred laws of Islam, 
they shall reject it. The decision of this board in this respect is binding and final. This provision 
of the Constitution is unalterable until the coming of the Imam-e Asr, may God speed his 
appearance."1 

Owing to the fact that the agitation leading to the granting of the Constitution 
was largely inspired and directed by the ulama, "they might legitimately have expected 
from its realisation a systematic application of the Islamic law, and hence an expansion or at 
least perpetuation of their functions.' However, the constitutional government tended 
increasingly to take the semblance of a Western style political structure leading to social 
and political decline in the role of religion, in general, and that of the ulama, in 
particular. This can be seen as a significant factor contributing to the ulama turning 
against the constitutional government. 

One may even argue against the stress on the strictly political role of the ulama 
in confronting the State. Referring to the de facto depoliticisation of Imami Shi 'ism, 
Bayat, for example, has viewed the ulama activity basically as the effort of one of the 
Shi 'i schools to establish "its sole guardianship of the religion", and to dominate the 
intellectual scene in Iran.3 In reference to the tradition of mystical heterodoxy and 
religious dissent, she argues that the mujtahids have endeavoured "to restrict speculative 
thought and impose strict adherence to religious law," and that in this course they have 
had to face intellectual dissent opposing Shi'i orthodoxy. Bayat contends that the 
Constitutional Revolution marked the ascendancy of these dissidents whose call for 
religious reform was transformed into "demands of secularisation of important social 
institutions controlled by the ulama." According to this interpretation, the foremost 
concern of the ulama heightened political activism since the turn of the century has 
been opposition to the modernist dissent within orthodoxy. 

One can identify two intertwining politico-religious trends, which took shape 
among the Shi 'i ulama in Iran in the early twentieth century around two distinct sets of 
agenda, giving rise to two discrete, but intersecting movements. One was a radical 
religious movement (which is inaccurately identified as fundamentalist) concerned with 
and opposed to the modern orientations in the State, which would come at the price of 
Western domination. This movement naturally opposed the manifestations of the 
Western political, cultural and economic preponderance, which was perceived to be 
diminishing the power of religious institutions. And the other was a religious modernist 
movement with liberal tendencies, which criticised the lack of courage and commitment 
of the government to allow for the development of effective modern institutions under 
the supervision of a reformed religion. 

In the extraordinary atmosphere leading up to the Constitutional Revolution, 
these two movements, tended to reinforce each other in the narrow but highly crucial 

' Banani, A. The Modernisation of Iran, Stanford University Press, Stanford, 1961, pp. 17-18 
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agenda of opposition to certain government policies. The short-term success of this 
political merger and the social mobilisation, caused by the resultant emotions of unity, 
blurred the deep-seated conflicts that divided these two movements. This was perhaps 
the reason why they were often mistaken for a single movement. 

Controversy still prevails in the domain of debate concerning the ulama 
activities during the Constitutional Revolution. One thing, however, has to be agreed 
on; the Constitutional Revolution revealed that the potential social power of the ulama 
could be put into practice in the modern era for explicit political purposes. Indeed, it 
effectively altered the dynamics of Iran's political life in the twentieth century. 

Like all great revolutions, the Constitutional Revolution contained a manifold of 
interest groups with conflicting expectations from the revolution. The religious-
modernist desire to present governmental and religious reforms as sanctioned and even 
enjoined by Islam had supporters both in the ranks of the ulama and among the secular 
intellectuals. As Algar has suggested, the reform-minded ulama believed that the law of 
Islam complied with science and civilisation, and reasonably expected that the sacred 
law be implemented after the attainment of the Constitution. In practice, the ensuing 
Western orientation in the constitutional government disappointed these ulama. 

However, an important group among the ulama remained loyal to the 
constitutional cause. The persistence of these ulama in support of a constitution 
government is an important indication that "the ulama participation in the movement 
had not been the result simply of circumstantial pressure and confusion induced by 
secularist stratagems."1 These clerical ideologues concluded that a constitutional 
government was capable of co-existing with the Shi 'i faith. In retrospect, this view 
"established itself as the dominant one among the Iranian ulama and continued to inform their 
political attitudes after the Constitutional Revolution."2 As such, the inception of new 
political interpretations of Shi 'i Islam in the modern age by modernist Muslim activists 
and ideologues may be considered as the genesis of the ideology of the Islamic 
Revolution. 

The Impact of Religious Rationalisation on Political Developments 

The emergence of new views among the ulama, which was not originally found 
in the history of Shi'ism, was an outcome of the process of rationalisation of the Usuli 
Shi 'ism, which enable it to address the exigencies of time. It was ironic that this 
dogmatic school became one of the few Shi 'i sects that were flexible enough to keep 
their social and political relevance intact until present day. This became possible not by 
permissiveness and the weakening of the faith, rather by rationalising the position of the 
religious dogma toward this-worldly questions, which concerned the society. 

Political and economic problems were the burning issues of the time; and 
therefore, it seemed quite natural to some of the ulama that reform was needed to 
reinvigorate the principles of the faith. For the reform-minded ulama, the principle of 
the faith would become corrupt, outmoded and eventually powerless and disintegrated, 
if they remained out of touch with modern developments. The notion of ijtihad 
(updating the religious rules to address emergent issues and problems) made such 
innovations plausible. To this extent, we may be able to draw parallels between the 
reform trend, which appeared in the Usuli Shi'ism during the late nineteenth century 

1 Algar, H. "The Oppositional Role of the Ulama in Twentieth Century Iran" in Keddie, N. R. ed. Scholars, Saints 
and Sufis, University of California Press, Berkeley, 1972, p. 273 
2 Ibid, p. 238 
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and early twentieth century in Iran, on the one hand, and the reformation of the 
Christian faith in the seventeenth century Europe, on the other. 

As Weber noted, the tendency of Reformation, in general, and that of certain 
Protestant sects, in particular, to encourage and inspire a social organisation of faith had 
two significant consequences. First, it resulted in the emergence of a positive attitude 
toward this-worldly activities. These activities were increasingly interpreted as religious 
duties. In this context, the Reformation also created a shift in the philosophical 
orientations of religion and made it accessible to ordinary believers. This orientation 
encouraged worldly activities on a par with otherworldly salvation. Sometimes, it even 
elevated the religious value of being pure in this world to a level higher than salvation 
in the other world. It thus entailed a greater emphasis on individual endeavour to 
restrain from corruption of the body and soul. Nevertheless, new trends in religious 
understanding of the world opened the way for religious innovations leading in the 
long-term to the emergence of the anti-thesis of the religious dogma, namely the 
Enlightenment and the modern secular ideologies in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries. 

The second consequence of the Reformation was mainly economically oriented 
and entailed a religious model for organisation of business and labour. In effect, it 
motivated the modern capitalist enterprise by its praise of work and creation of wealth 
as religious activities, so long as they were not used as a means of indulgence in 
worldly pleasures.' The essence of production of wealth as religious duty motivated the 
religiously-oriented small capitalists of the seventeenth century Europe to engage in 
harder work and more investment not for immediate profit or pleasure, but as a social 
duty set by God. This trend had undoubtedly encouraged the accumulation of capital. 
Obviously where there was an immediate return, it would be considered as a bonus, 
which would make worldly life of the believer that much more comfortable. More often 
though pleasure and fulfilment was deferred or sought within the legitimate domain of 
the private family. 

Traces of these two trends can be identified also in the manifestations of the 
participation of the Usuli ulama in the Constitutional Revolution. To these ulama I have 
referred to as reform-minded in terms of their attitude toward the role of religion in 
modern times and in terms of their perception of the role of the State in policy making. 
The reform-minded ulama did not propose less restriction on the moral conduct of the 
public; quite the contrary, they were very much concerned with the restoration of the 
social status of the religious dogma through the enforcement of a stronger measure of 
public piety than existed. Their idea of reform entailed the provision of new methods 
for social organisation of religion so that it could deal with worldly problems of the 
modern time. They, therefore, questioned the traditional attitude of political abstention. 
They believed that traditional ways of reviving religion, which was limited to 
jurisprudential and theological scholarship, were susceptible to decline if they did not 
tackle the political issues of the time head on. 

As for the economic worldview, the reform-minded ulama came very close to 
advocating the same kind of spirit, which inspired the capitalist enterprise in the West. 
They emphasised the sanctity of private property, advocated the diversification of trade, 
and encouraged the creation of wealth through honest profit making, which they 
believed would be in obedience of "God's commandments". They also stressed the 
sanctity of honest labour by referring to it as the means of livelihood of the Prophets 

Weber, M. 1958, p. 108 
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and the Imams. Also, similar to many Protestant sects, they recognised the unequal 
distribution of the wealth as "a special dispensation of the Divine Providence".1 

The siding of the reform-minded ulama with the bazaar merchants was in effect 
an alliance with the local bourgeoisie, which largely shared the religious, economic and 
political views of these ulama. However, the reformist ulama and the merchants were 
limited in their efforts by three strong constraints. One, as already mentioned, was the 
repressive nature of the State power. Another was the "ecclesiastical regimentation", 
advocated by the traditionalist or orthodox ulama, who emphasised the external 
conformity to the letter of the religious law and abhorred the diversification of the 
activities of religion in the world. The third constraint came form the challenge of the 
philosophical and ideological discourse of modernity, which competed and at times 
threatened the modern Shi 'i discourse. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I traced the various phases of the development of Shi 'i political 
philosophy. In doing this, I emphasised the interdependence of socio-economic and 
socio-religious developments since the rise of Shi 'i Islam. I also tried to demonstrate 
how a religio-political dispute over the succession of the Prophet led to the formation of 
Islamic sects, notably the Imami Shi 'ism; and how the internal transformations of the 
Imami doctrine affected political developments in Iran, and in turn was affected by 
them. I argued that socio-political and socio-economic developments in Iran since the 
rise of the Safavid Shi 'ism, which transformed Shi 'ism from a sectarian religion to the 
level of the State and majority religion, were instrumental in making the return of this 
faith to politics possible. Since the Safavid period, the Shi'i ulama developed a 
relatively coherent body politic with concrete social and institutional functions as well 
as spiritual and intellectual influence. Thus, the modern politicisation of Shi 'ism became 
possible when in the course of competition with contesting truth claims, it acquired the 
capacity of social and political organisation in its own right. 

The developments, which caused the collapse of the Safavid State, resulted in 
the weakening of the strong State-religion ties and the resurgence of competing 
intellectual movements within Shi 'ism. This period also saw the beginning of the end of 
the Persian Empire, despite the attempts of the Nadir Shah and Aqa Muhammad Khan 
to restore it. The religious outcome of these upheavals was the emergence of the Usuli 
Shi 'ism as the dominant intellectual school in the religious establishment. This school 
achieved a high degree of internal doctrinal and juridical coherence, restored its 
institutional functions, particularly in the legal field, and acquired the ability to survive 
independent of, and even in opposition to, the State through its direct links with the 
population. 

The process of the development of the Usuli Shi 'ism exhibits similarities to the 
revival of religious asceticism in Christian Europe after Reformation. In doctrinal terms, 
the Usuli Shi 'ism rejected mystical traditions, monastic seclusion and the mere pursuit 
of otherworldly salvation. By contrast, it emphasised strict personal and public piety as 
a worldly ascetic conduct and a religious duty, which would govern all social activities. 
It rationalised the messianic notions concerning the waiting for the Mahdi by giving the 
Usuli clerics the power to represent the Imam in his absence by supervising the worldly 
conduct of the believers. In this sense, it also contained the surges of religious 
emotionalism of the ordinary believers by bringing the sacraments and rituals under the 
control of the ulama establishment. 

1 Ibid, p. 177 
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In political terms, the Usuli Shi 'ism entered a conflictual relationship with the 
State especially in the Qajar period. Just as the Methodists in England in the eighteenth 
century confronted the established power of the monarch, the elite and the official 
clergy, the Usuli ulama criticised the royal court and the corrupt clergy in the nineteenth 
century Iran. They were particularly critical of the pleasure-seeking attitude of the 
courtiers and the decline of the religious values. Moreover, the political attitude of the 
Usuli ulama provided gradually for new interpretations of religious texts, rituals and 
other symbolic structures. The abstention from politics, which was the dominant feature 
of the ulama political attitude, became increasingly vulnerable. Instead, the notion of 
illegitimacy of temporal States in the absence of the Absent Imam was emphasised. 

In economic terms, the Usuli movement tended to influence the mainly middle-
class merchants and industrialists, who were in an inferior position economically and 
politically, with respect to the upper-class landowners, court officials and military 
strong men. The merchants generally shared the religious views of the Usuli ulama and 
pursued an ascetic moral conduct in their personal, social and business life, which was 
governed by religious treatises. Another feature of Iran's traditional commercial 
bourgeoisie was its tendency to conduct its business independent of the State, similar to 
the practice of the Methodist businessmen in England in the eighteenth century. 
However, the worldly asceticism, that Weber identified as a significant social and 
psychological impetus in prompting the rise of modern capitalism in Europe, did not 
lead to a similar outcome in Iran. 

In many European societies, particularly in England, capitalist economic growth 
became possible by the farmers, industrialists and merchants who were inspired by a 
new religious motivation, and found support in strong national States. In Iran, however, 
the local merchants and the reformist ulama had to confront the alliance of the State, 
landed aristocracy whose interest were better served by the foreign capital. And as such, 
they achieved little economic success while becoming more vocal in political 
opposition to the State. 

With the expansion of the capitalist world economy, social developments in Iran 
were increasingly affected by the relegation of Iran to a peripheral position. The 
transition of Iran to a peripheral status was a part of the global expansion of the Western 
capitalism. This expansion was an important factor in thwarting the development of an 
indigenous capitalism in Iran, which could be inspired by the local cultural and religious 
values. The hegemonic position of foreign powers, which was achieved through 
military, industrial and trade superiority of the West, stripped the Iranian cultural 
structures form opportunities that could motivate meaningful economic activities. Thus, 
the reformist ulama and merchants became firmer in their political opposition to the 
State by resorting to Shi 'ism as a national political ideology. 

From this point on, the conflictual relationship between the State and religion, 
which was largely hidden due to their functional co-operation at earlier times, began to 
be openly articulated until it led to a clear political confrontation in the Constitutional 
Revolution. In this process, political and doctrinal complications, and lack of 
opportunity to pursue meaningful economic activity and production of wealth, meant 
that political motivations dominated the reformed religion. 

There still remained an orthodox core of scholastic Shi 'ism, which did not 
approve of this political orientations. But in time, the new political orientations in 
Shi 'ism left the conservative ulama, with all their higher religious ranking, out in the 
cold. Shi 'ism was thence increasingly expressed in terms of an Islamic ideology of 
revolution. The analysis of this trend, which began in the 1940s and 1950s, and 
climaxed in the 1960s and 1970s, is the subject of the next chapter. 
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Chapter S i x 

From the Crisis of Modernisation to a Religious 

Revolution 
Introduction 

In Iran of the early twentieth century, the imposing force of modernity gave rise 
to new requirements for survival as a political community. These requirements 
generated the desire and hope for a revolution that would bring Iran as a dignified 
political community into the modern world. Such a revolution would protect the 
indigenous cultural values while trying to overcome the forces that feared any 
significant change as a threat to traditions. The constitutional movement of 1905-1911 
could be conceived as the first major attempt at revolutionary transformation of Iran 
into a modern nation-State. It reflected both, the desire for modern political and 
economic advancement and the hope for the protection of the indigenous culture. With 
the failure of the constitutional movement in achieving its goals, the pursuit of political, 
economic and cultural aspirations continued in new forms. 

Throughout the twentieth century, the convergence of three fundamental needs 
contributed to the making of an environment favourable to a religious revolution, an 
environment that peaked in the 1960s and 1970s. The first of these needs was the need 
for a distinct collective identity, which was a natural consequence of the increasing 
interaction of Iran with the Western modernity. The need for such an identity entailed 
the desire for recognition by others as a valuable and dignified order of being; 
particularly, by those whose recognition was worthy of having. This was an urgent need 
to due to the fact that Iran had become a subsidiary of the capitalist world economy, and 
needed to assert itself as a modern nation-State against the advanced capitalist States of 
the West. 

The second need was that of Shi 'ism as the paramount religious belief of 
Iranians to play a deserving part in the assertion of this new identity. The solidification 
of the Usuli Shi'ism as a rationally coherent and well-entrenched religious 
establishment, which had risen to the status of a State religion, created an impetus for 
Shi 'ism to become the cornerstone of a new political culture that would sustain this new 
identity structure. This political culture was in turn to be shaped around the political 
ideology of a modern religious nationalism on the basis of new interpretations of the 
Shi 'i traditions. 

The third need was the need for hope in a precarious global situation for success 
in the struggle for recognition. The activation since around the 1960s and 1970s of 
messianic aspirations and religious zeal, particularly in the large urban centres, was a 
motivational force that mobilised enough energy and power for the creation of a 
religious revolutionary ideology and a Utopian hope for an alternative, better world. The 
convergence of these needs came about in a specific historical conjuncture, and created 
a social movement with effective organisation, strong leadership and devoted followers, 
which was a recipe for a successful political revolution. 

The struggle for the fulfilment of these needs contributed to the formation of a 
social consciousness or a perception of reality, which was shared by a large portion of 
the population. It led to the formation of a collective imaginary and a political 
discourse, which inspired revolutionary action against the Pahlavi regime. It created 
such intense emotions that - when directed by a strong leadership - were capable of 
transforming the resentments of certain clerical, intellectual and economic groups 
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with Western influence into an all-encompassing mass movement of huge 
proportions. The perception was that the normative disorder, social dislocation, and 
economic malaise were caused by the abandonment of pure Islam, the penetration of 
Western values into the society, and the arrogance of the infidels. The activation of 
the Islamic collective imaginary meant that only through a religious revival and 
restoration of the "pure Muhammadan Islam {Eslam-e nab-e Muhammadi)" could Iran 
resume its rightful position in the world. 

In time, the age-old Shi 'i perception that Islam was subverted shortly after the 
death of the Prophet from its original course by the monafeqin (hypocrites) was 
reinvigorated and innovated to become meaningful in the context of modern socio
economic and socio-political developments.1 The ruling Islamic States and the native 
religious groups, which would not submit to the revolutionary Islamic discourse, were 
seen as present-day monafeqin in Islamic guise. They were thus accused of being the 
allies of the anti-Islamic forces of the West and the East (the United States and the 
Soviet Union) which were about to destroy Islam in its entirety. 

In this chapter, I shall continue to trace the making of the Islamic 
revolutionary ideology in the context of the significant political, economic and 
religious developments, which followed the Constitutional Revolution, and continued 
unabated until the emergence of the Islamic revolutionary power in Iran in 1979. Of 
particular significance was the rise of the modern Pahlavi State in the 1920s, which 
despite its modernising nature created the ground for the development of the discourse 
of the Islamic Revolution. 

The Dying Days of the Constitutional Government 

In 1911, with the heightening of the "Shuster affair" the constitutional 
government collapsed. Desperate to organise its finances and in order to find an 
alternative to Iran's growing political and economic dependence on Russia and Britain, 
the Majlis had approved the employment of an American team headed by Morgan 
Shuster as financial advisor to the government. Backed by the radical elements in the 
Majlis, Shuster set up an armed force to collect taxes. Shuster's rigorous measures in tax 
collection, and his emphasis on curbing "bogus expenditures", provided financial 
succour for the constitutional campaigns to fend off the counter-revolution, and could 
further Iran's national interests by strengthening the constitutional government were it 
not aborted by domestic and foreign intervention. As such, it posed a political quandary 
for the government. 

Clearly, building a strong central government with genuine desire to end the 
political and economic stagnation, which had pervaded the Iranian State and society, 
required maximum utilisation of the meagre financial resources, which existed at the 
time. Given that the government still had to finance the unproductive indulgence of the 
royal court and the traditional elite, and given that it had to pay large sums to the tribal 
leaders ostensibly to maintain their gunmen, the government had to be the first to cut its 
expenditures. The government also had to break the pattern of the old order, which 
could be summed up in terms of a brutal exploitative relationship between the royal 

1 Monafeqin was originally referred to the Kharijites as well as the Umayyad and Abbasid Caliphates, which were 
believed to have distorted Islam in the name of Islam. 
2 The widespread corruption among modern Iranian Statesmen of the post-constitutional period, which 
was based on the connection of these officials to foreign powers (particularly Britain and Russia), had 
created a deep mistrust and suspicion of those who could be shown to have foreign connections. Since 
the 1950s, affiliation with the United States and the Soviet Union became a sign of the lack of political 
credibility. 
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court, the traditional elite and the tribal leaders on the one hand, and the vast majority of 
the population on the other. But this was a particularly difficult task because the royal 
court, the traditional elite and the tribal leaders had joined the revolution. 

The quandary that belied the constitutional efforts to create a modern State and a 
civil society originated from its inability to overcome the deep-rooted social inequity 
that had divided the society into a tiny minority of wealthy and powerful, and a 
desperate and destitute majority. The problem was that the opulent courtiers, princes, 
landowners, tribal khans and local governors were determined to use the semblance of 
constitutionalism to safeguard their own privileges. Thus the declining social forces of 
the past tried to keep the rising forces of the future at bay, while giving lip service to the 
Constitution and the Parliament. But the besieged religious establishment, the emerging 
national bourgeoisie, the growing working class and the vast population of the poor 
peasants were also determined to defy the old power relations. The constitutional 
government was caught between these opposing forces. 

If the constitutional government were to fulfil its ideals and live up to its image 
as a national State, it had to pose as the microcosmic representation of the nation, and 
hence represent the will of the majority of the people, who were suffering under 
political oppression and economic exploitation. Therefore, the financial reforms of the 
constitutional government were destined to antagonise the vested interests of the old 
elite, who wished to maintain the status quo. 

The problems of the constitutional government were not only domestic. A 
tighter control of the national government on Iran's resources, if realised, would run 
sharply against the overriding interests of the imperialist powers in Iran. And here, the 
constitutional government was to receive the strongest blow. As it happened, in the last 
months of 1911, the Russian troops occupied northern Iran and demanded Shuster's 
dismissal. The Majlis rejected this demand and Shuster refused to resign.1 But some 
tribal leaders, resentful of the attempts of the constitutional government to curb their 
privileges and revenues, staged a coup d'etat, which naturally enjoyed the support of 
the old elite. The Majlis was dissolved in December 1911, and Shuster was dismissed.2 

As a result, the constitutional reforms together with the effort to build a strong national 
State came to a halt. 

As the Majlis dissolved, the ardent proponents of constitutionalism came under 
pressure and many went into exile. The central government came under the control of 
tribal chieftains with a nominal Qajar monarch, the young Ahmad Shah, at its head. 
Meanwhile, the northern and southern parts of Iran came under virtual occupation by 
the Russian and British forces. As if the disasters were not enough, "World War I 
brought new problems and devastation to Iran."3 Despite its declared neutrality, Iran 
was used as a battlefield for the powers at war. Central authority declined; and'local 
landowners and tribal chieftains reasserted their independence and rebuilt their power. 
Also a severe famine broke out in 1918-19, which is estimated to have killed as much as 
one quarter of the population in the north.4 

Iran's international relations, effectively under British and Russian control since 
the nineteenth century, were radically altered after World War I with the victory of the 
Russian Revolution and the removal of Tsarist imperialism and the disposition of 
Britain toward the creation of a strong State in Iran.5 Yahya Dawlatabadi attributed the 

1 Yapp. M. E. 1977, p. 15 
- McDaniel, R. The Shuster Mission and the Persian Constitutional Revolution, Biblioteca Islamic MinneaDolis 
1974, pp. 197-198 ' F ' 
3 Keddie, N.R. 1982, pp. 79-80 

Balfour, J. M. Recent Happenings in Persia, Blackwood, London, 1922, p. 23 
5 Arjomand, S. A. 1988, p. 59 
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British interest in the formation of a strong government in Iran to the goals of 
preventing "the penetration of the Bolshevik creed."1 Indeed, the Russian revolution 
inspired anti-government rebellions in the provinces neighbouring Russia, particularly 
in Gilan, Mazandaran and Azarbaijan. It also supported the agitation of Iranian 
communists for a revolution on the Bolshevik model. It was around the same time that 
an Azarbaijani activist, named Heidar Amughlu, founded the Communist Party of Iran. 

The coincidence of developments in Russia and Iran, both undergoing similar 
transformations toward the end of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, was not 
accidental. The events in Iran were directly affected by what was happening in Russia 
largely because of the enormous economic and political presence of Russia in Iran at 
the time. The Russian Revolution was an attempt to resist the hegemony of the core 
powers of the capitalist world economy over the Tsarist Russia. This was reflected 
almost entirely in the weakening of the Tsarist hegemony in Iran and the intensification 
of the resistance of Iranian bourgeoisie against the alliance of the Tsarist Russia, the 
Iranian State elite and the large landowners. 

Reza Shah and The Rise of the Modern State in Iran 

Early in 1921 a coup d'etat was staged by Reza Khan, a colonel of what was 
called the Cossack Brigade, and Seyyed Zia ad-Din Tabataba'i, an anglophile 
influential journalist. The effective driving force of the coup d'etat came from the 
military power of the Cossack Brigade, a modern military regiment, which constituted a 
power base for the new government and particularly for Reza Khan. The mastermind of 
the coup was of course Seyyed Zia, who was trusted and supported by the British. The 
Coup d'etat, at least in its first phase, preserved the Qajar King Ahmad Shah as the 
nominal sovereign, with Seyyed Zia as Prime Minister. But, real power increasingly 
resided with Reza Khan who initially became the Minister of War and later in 1923 
took the position of Prime Minister from Seyyed Zia. In 1925, after his disposition to 
form a Kemalist republic on the Turkish model was objected to by the conservative 
ulama, the traditional elite and even some of the reformist forces, Reza Khan deposed 
Ahmad Shah and had himself enthroned as the founder of a new dynasty, Pahlavi. 

Ironically, the ascent of Reza Khan to the throne was ratified by the Majlis, 
which had reconvened, but lacked its initial vigour. It was the Majlis that abolished the 
Qajar dynasty and voted Reza Khan to become the king. Muhammad Reza, the second 
Pahlavi, referring to the intention of his father to institute a republic wrote: "The high-up 
Shi'i clergy, together with most politicians and traders, were opposed to a republic. They 
thought that a sovereign was needed to make and preserve unity." 

The Pahlavi reign thus began in 1925 with military power, as was the case for 
all previous ruling dynasties in the Iranian history. However, one major break occurred 
with previous modes of administration. In this era the task of building a modern 
bureaucratic State on the Western model was accomplished, however incoherently. The 
Constitutional Revolution did not succeed in setting up a strong modern State but 
asserted the necessity of creation of such a State by enshrining the modern ideas of 
State and society in the Fundamental Law. As for the components of the modern State, 
the Constitutional government failed to establish a standing army and a modern 
bureaucracy to effectively address the security, administrative and fiscal problems. The 

1 Dowlatabadi, Y. Hayat-e Yahya (The Life of Yahya), Vol. 4, Ibn-Sina, Tehran, p. 224 
2 The most serious of these was the Jangal movement in the northern province of Gilan, which set up the break-away 
Republic of Gilan in 1920 and lasted for almost a year until it was suppressed by Reza Khan. 
3 Akhavi, S. Relibion and Politics in Contemporary Iran, State University of New York Press, Albany, 1980, p. 98 
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Pahlavi era was marked by the establishment of these two important components of the 
modern State, but failed to provide for other concerns of the Constitutional Revolution, 
namely, political democracy and an autonomous national economy. The lack of 
political democracy and national economy can be largely attributed to the strength of 
mainly traditional and occasionally modern power structures with divergent interests, 
which resisted the central authority. 

One of the foremost traditional power structures was that of the ulama, who as 
an establishment stood in sharp contrast to the structure of the modern nation-State. The 
traditional relevance of the ulama was derived from two sources, both of which stood to 
suffer from the realisation of a modern State in the Western style. The doctrinal source 
of the ulama power, which had generated their legitimising role, could be denied by a 
modern democratic State. The State could claim the loyalty of the nation and disregard 
the religious and sectarian differences in a truly liberal democracy. The functional basis 
of the ulama relevancy, derived from their role in shaping the educational and judicial 
orientations of the society, was also threatened by the modern liberal democratic 
disciplines. 

Meanwhile, the ulama were developing new political visions that went beyond 
their traditional role. But the modern tendencies within the ulama ranks were fledgling, 
and the modernist ulama were still sorting out their position with respect to a modern 
State in Iran. They were clearly against a modernisation of the type of the Qajar period. 
But they were also suspicious of the new Pahlavi monarchy, and were yet to regroup 
against the modern nationalist and liberalist tendencies. 

During the Constitutional Revolution, liberal constitutionalism had perhaps its 
best chance to establish itself in Iran as the ideology of the modern State. But the 
absence of a long experience of parliamentary democracy may explain why liberal 
constitutionalism did not produce experienced, unwavering and responsible political 
leaders in Iran. The endemic tendency of Iranian secular intellectuals to be obsessed by 
philosophical notions of liberty and egalitarianism, and their contempt for rudimentary 
socio-political issues, did not allow for the emergence of much needed popular 
politicians with authority and concern for democracy. Nor had the religious 
establishment yet produced a clear theory of State, and certainly not any strong political 
leader. 

At this critical point in Iran's history, powerful political leaders had to emerge 
from the ranks of those who had command over the guns - tribal leaders and men 
disciplined in the Western-style modern military establishment. Powerful tribal leaders 
like Sapahdar Azam Tonekaboni and Samsam Bakhtiyari assumed a position of real 
authority in the constitutional government, but their tribal loyalties produced a lack of 
concern for national leadership. By contrast, men like Reza Khan with rural origins, 
without any serious bonds with the religious establishment and the aristocracy, 
unaffected by intellectual debates, with meagre education, but gifted with military 
talent, nationalist zeal and power-seeking instincts, were the "right" men at the "right" 
time in Iran's political scene of the 1920's. 

Reza Shah's Nationalist Ideology 

Reza Shah's rise to power did not involve the formulation of a well-defined 
ideological framework. However, after the seizure of political power, he became 
convinced of the political merits of a nationalist ideology. Regrettably, serious attention 
to Reza Shah's nationalist heritage is missing in the writings and speeches of his critics, 
who prefer to portray him as an agent of the British interests in Iran. In his analysis of 
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Reza Shah's nationalism, Amin Banani has offered a rare glimpse into the basic 
elements of the nationalist ideals that inspired social changes in Iran between 1925 and 
1941. He has identified in Reza Shah's nationalism "a complete dedication to the cult of 
nationalism-Statism, a desire to assert this nationalism by a rapid adoption of the material 
advances of the West, and a breakdown of the traditional power of religion and a growing 
tendency towards secularism" 

Reza Shah attempted to resolve the historic dilemma of modernisation in Iran 
not through "abstract contemplation of Western ideologies", but through an emphasis 
on the adoption of "the technology and other material achievements of the West." Reza 
Shah's predicament demonstrated the chasm dividing the "powerful" modern West and 
the "decrepit" Islamic East. This great divide had created a deep sense of inferiority 
among Iranians, who still boasted to their pre-Islamic and Islamic glory. 

The one-sided flow of knowledge and power from the West to the East had 
created a social reaction in Iran as in other Islamic countries. With the decline in 
confidence in the superiority of religion among the Iranian modernists following the 
failure of the Constitutional Revolution, nationalism, originally a Western intellectual 
legacy, was asserted in Iranian terms by idolisation of the glorious pre-Islamic past. 
Reza Shah's military power and State bureaucracy became the machinery for 
implementation of this new nationalism. 

Reza Shah's Dictatorship: Nostalgia for a Strong State 

The military character of Reza Shah's rule can be cited as a factor contributing 
to the anti-democratic nature of the State policies. His rule "remained closely associated 
with rule by the new elite of army officers: the uniform, the military boot, and the officer's 
club." Reza Shah consolidated his political power through building a new army. 
However, the army was not the only source of his power. 

Ironically, Reza Shah's dictatorship was founded on the basis of a broad 
political support. As I noted earlier, his political support came from a wide cross-section 
of the urban political society. "Most of the old constitutional elite supported him as did the 
younger generation of politicians associated with the reformist and radical political parties of the 
fourth and fifth Majlis'' A considerable number of the pro-constitution Shi 'i ulama also 
supported him.5 The broad-based support for Reza Shah among the intellectuals can be 
attributed to "an aroused spirit of nationalism" and the desire for a strong centralised 
State.6 

Weber's characterisation of the modern State as an entity seeking to 
appropriate and monopolise the means of legitimate coercion seems appropriate for 
analysing Reza Shah's domestic military endeavours. Reza Shah's foremost military 
undertaking was the creation of a standing army, an enterprise attempted but failed by 
the Qajar rulers and the constitutional government. Relying on his army, Reza Shah 
carried out the task of the creation of a strong centralised State by disarming the tribes 
at the periphery. In this sense, Reza Shah successfully realised some of the goals of 
the Constitutional Revolution, presenting a degree of similarity to Napoleon's 
realisation of the nationalist aspirations of the French Revolution. This policy also 
caused social disorientation and a cultural gap as it debased the traditional lifestyle 

1 Banani, A. The Modernisation of Iran, Stanford University Press, Stanford, 1961, p. 45 
2 Ibid, p. 46 and p. 148 
3 Arjomand, S. A. 1988, p. 2 
4 Abrahamian, E. 1982, pp. 120-132 
5 Arjomand, S. A. 1988, p. 63 
6 Banani, A. 1961, p. 147 
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and administrative structure of tribal fabric of the Iranian society. Here, contrary to 
Napoleon, Reza Shah caused the decline of the provincial and rural life by destroying 
local sources of prestige and power and small agricultural holdings. 

Reza Shah passed a law through the Majlis, which put tribal constituencies 
under the administration of the central government.[ He appointed military governors 
for tribes and banned traditional modes of clothing.2 With the decline in the power of 
the Majlis as a regulatory institution to check the power of the ruler, the episodic 
weakness of the religious authority, and the reliance of the king on the tradition of 
despotic political structure, under Reza Shah a coercive political dictatorship 
gradually took shape. 

In sharp contrast to liberal bourgeois States in the West where a well-established 
parliamentary system held the ruler in check, the fledgling Iranian Parliament soon gave 
in to the modern dictatorship of Reza Shah. Reza Shah did not abolish the Parliament 
but began to virtually appoint the deputies and made a rubber stamp out of the Majlis. 
Reza Shah had set out to "unify, modernise, and industrialise Iran", but not, as liberal 
intellectuals wished, through a democratic procedure. He increasingly relied on brute 
force to deal with his opponents. He was notorious for being blatantly cruel. In one 
well-known instance, he ordered the killing of the radical poet Mir Zadeh Eshqui. In 
another occasion, he ordered the arrest of a group of Marxists and had their leader, Taqi 
Erani, killed in captivity. He was also responsible for the killing Ayatollah 
Modarres, a vocal clerical member of the Parliament. 

Reza Shah's Reforms 

Despite the rapid degradation of democratic values in the polity, a high degree 
of social stability was achieved under Reza Shah, and the standard of living generally 
improved. By the employment of Arthur Millspaugh, an American financial expert, 
Reza Shah also initiated a reorganisation of Iran's finances. An important aspect of 
Reza Shah's centralising efforts was the creation of a centralised bureaucracy, which 
would regulate the civil service and organise a centralised hierarchy to control the 
country's administration from the capital. 

Reza Shah also established a centralised judiciary on the Western model, an 
action in direct challenge to the authority of the traditional legal system, which was 
under clerical control and had been recognised by the Supplementary Fundamental Law 
of 1907 and the First Civil Code of 1911.3 Reza Shah thus violated the power of the 
religious courts, which in a de facto dual structure of the judiciary, existed independent 
of the State courts. "The old ministry of justice was dissolved early in 1927 and on April 27 of 
the same year, new personnel, many of whom had received European education took over the 
administration of the new ministry of justice from the former clerical officials." The civil 
code of 1928, modelled after the French civil code, was an additional blow to the 
authority of the religious law. It was, in effect, an attempt at the secularisation of the 
Shari 'at. 

In 1932, there was yet another blow inflicted upon the legal powers of the 
ulama. A law was enacted, which gave the authority of registration of documents and 
properties to secular State courts. This authority was previously a monopoly of the 
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religious courts. In 1936, another law was passed by the Majlis, which required the 
judges to hold a degree from the newly formed Faculty of Law of the University of 
Tehran, or from a foreign University. Muhammad Reza Pahlavi acknowledged that the 
introduction of a Western-inspired judiciary system by his father in 1926-1927 
suppressed the legal powers of the ulama} 

Reza Shah also laid the foundation of a universal modernised schooling system, 
and innovatively encouraged girls to be educated. He founded the University of Tehran 
in 1935, and at the same time sent a number of students to the European countries for 
higher education. "By 1940, 500 graduates had returned from abroad."2 Reza Shah's 
educational reform had two significant repercussions. Firstly, it successfully made a 
deep inroad into an important sphere of clerical social influence. Despite modernisation 
attempts under the Qajars, prior to this reform, the traditional Quranic schools 
(maktabs) governed by the ulama, controlled almost entirely the small but significant 
system of schooling, and dominated the intellectual life of the society. More 
importantly this system was still operating independent of the government and was 
funded by charitable funds controlled by the ulama. It also was a source of income for 
the lower mullas who taught in the maktabs. Secondly, the new education system 
created a new educated middle class, which was bound to have a momentous impact on 
the modernisation of the Iranian society in the forthcoming decades. 

In this vein, under Reza Shah, a nationalist secular culture with a narrow social 
base was formed, which entailed significant cultural ramifications, particularly when 
the new secular ideology was promoted by the education system. Banani has 
characterised the ideological spirit of the new educational system developed in Iran 
between 1921 and 1941: "Free, rapid, and unquestioning borrowing of Western methods, all 
mobilised for a feverish assertion of nationalism, glorification of the past, Statism, and 
autocratic centralism; defensive sensitivity in the face of criticism by foreigners; growing 
xenophobia too often springing from a feeling of inferiority, and an unhealthy air of 
superiority over neighbouring countries.' However, the xenophobic tendencies were not 
expressed "in open conflict with the West, but rather in suspicion and resentment."4 The 
suspicion and resentment toward the West survived as an underlying political factor and 
was later activated by the more explicit anti-Western propaganda of the religious 
revivalist movements, which began to assert themselves from the 1950's onward. The 
xenophobic tendencies, motivated by the legacy of Reza Shah's nationalism, are still 
strong even among some contemporary Iranian nationalists. 

The State-sponsored nationalist ideology of the Reza Shah period was further 
promoted by the introduction of numerous elements of national integration, such as 
national conscription, national railway, and national radio. Reza Shah's reforms also 
involved industrial development, resulting in serious social consequences. Indeed 
technological borrowing and industrialisation were the "most apparent aspects of the 
Westernisation of Iran" under Reza Shah, as his "national philosophy dictated that the 
cultural spirit and the ancient virtues of Iran were superior to anything that West had to 
offer." However, the technological borrowing from the West could not be absolutely 
devoid of cultural weight. Reza Shah's lack of appreciation of this issue initially created 
tension even among some modernist circles, arising from the absence of knowledge 
about the social and spiritual background of the Western industrial development. In 
time, with the display of the Western preponderance in what Iranians had only begun to 
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achieve, and with the manifestation of economic exploitation and political domination 
exerted by the Western powers, the initial tension was transformed into either 
xenophobia or feelings of inferiority. 

In this manner, an uneven capitalist development began to spread in Iran 
whose economic, political and cultural implications diverged from the European 
experience. From an economic viewpoint, the foreign domination of the oil industry 
and the State domination of other major industries were a significant feature of early 
capitalist development in Iran. Apart from the role of foreign capital, the State 
intervention was a main reason inhibiting the formation of a powerful national 
bourgeoisie in Iran. State intervention also affected domestic and foreign trade. Reza 
Shah's determination to extend State control over trade practices brought him into 
conflict with the bazaar merchants, but at the same time it generated a large income 
for the government, which was invested in infra-structural developments. 

Another important aspect of uneven capitalist development under Reza Shah 
was the solidification of a newly emerging class of landowners closely connected to 
the Pahlavi dynasty, and known as "the Thousand Families". A series of regulations 
in favour of these new landowners "converted a variety of conditional, de facto and 
tribal holdings into unconditionally held private property". ' A large part of this new 
wave of land ownership was based on confiscation of the lands previously held by the 
tribal leaders. Reza Shah himself became the biggest landlord in the country. The new 
landlords also obtained a considerable share of political power by occupying seats in 
the Majlis mainly through appointment by the Shah. 

The Unpopularity of the Reforms 

For all his achievements, Reza Shah failed to attract support from a significant 
portion of the population. One reason for Reza Shah's endemic unpopularity was the 
widespread perception that he was a British agent. After all Reza Shah's ascendance to 
power became possible with a British-sponsored coup d'etat. The conclusion was "the 
unquestioned assumption that the British picked Reza Khan as the potential strong man 
and then guided him towards the absolute control."2 This conclusion, although derived 
from some correct assumptions, was too simplistic. 

It is true that Reza Shah rose to power with British backing, but he felt no 
special devotion to Britain after he consolidated his nationalistic-autocratic rule. One 
clear example of Reza Shah's turn- about was his association with Nazi Germany in the 
late 1930's. His nationalist propaganda, which included frequent references to the 
Aryan origin of the Iranian race, inspired a chauvinistic intellectual environment that 
resulted in a degree of patriotism and the assertion of a national spirit. 

Reza Shah's nationalism, however, suffered from a debilitating weakness due to 
the weakness of its industrial base; and as such, it revealed an inherent contradiction. It 
inspired a desire to turn Iran into "a truly sovereign and consequential power"; but in 
practice, it resulted in an almost "indiscriminate imitation of the surface gloss of 
Western societies."3 This nationalism also displayed a measure of contempt for the 
practised religion of the majority of the population, hence alienating the ulama and the 
traditional urban population. It also alienated the peasantry by expressing itself in terms 
of Statism rather than Shi 'ism, and of course by destroying the prospect of the progress 
and prosperity in the rural life. 
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Reza Shah's unpopularity was also caused by the fact that he failed to live up to 
the image of the just king in the eyes of Iranians; and thus he relived the memory of the 
hated tyrant of the Iranian history. His common origin, his insatiable zeal for power and 
wealth, his vulgarity and most importantly his turning against Shi 'ism distanced him 
from the population. According to Abrahamian: "despite impressive institutions, (he) had 
no viable class base, no sound social prop, and was thus without firm civilian foundation." 

Judging by results, Reza Shah's modernising endeavours exemplified the 
inimical implications of the desire for Westernisation in an ancient, but presently 
backward society. The problem was exacerbated because the intent of modernisation in 
Iran from the beginning was not to constitute an economic and political rationale for 
efficiency and responsiveness, but to reactivate a zeal for revitalisation of a lost prestige 
and glory. As a result, much of the old socio-political and socio-economic structure 
was expunged without adequately being replaced by meaningful new patterns. 

The arbitrary nature of changes introduced under Reza Shah led to the adoption 
of Western industrialisation or modernisation without providing for commensurate 
social, spiritual, and cultural foundations, which would make these changes meaningful 
for the general public. His revolutionary measures to modernise Iran was imposed 
almost entirely from above with the power of a strong State; and as such, they paved the 
way for tyranny and the rampant pattern of irresponsible power in Iran's social and 
political structures. Reza Shah's pro-German tendencies at the beginning of World War 
II cost him the throne when the Allies invaded Iran in 1941. He was forced to give up 
the throne and go into exile ironically by his former ally Britain with almost no public 
outcry. He died in the solitude of exile in the island of Mauritius. 

Muhammad Reza Shah: An Accidental Dictator 

From 1941 to 1946, the Pahlavi State sluggishly continued to operate under 
Muhammad Reza, a young and politically inexperienced monarch. The early years of 
the Shah's rule coincided with the occupation of Iran by the Allies, the loosening of the 
grip of central government on the country and, interestingly, the rise of a semi-anarchic 
political openness caused by the collapse of Reza Shah's personal dictatorship. Political 
prisoners were released and numerous political parties and newspapers mushroomed. 

The dominant politico-economic issue in the early 1950's was the issue of the 
nationalisation of oil industry, which was provoked by post-war economic privation and 
the resurgence of the power of the Majlis. In the absence of dictatorship, the Majlis 
regained some of the importance of the constitutional period. One of the more vigorous 
and committed activists who revived the militancy of the Majlis was Muhammad 
Mossadeq, a liberal representative of aristocratic descent with strong nationalist views. 
This period also witnessed the resurgence of another radical tendency, that of the 
Marxist activists. Inspired by the then popular Stalinist version of communism, the 
Tudeh party formed a well organised and disciplined network and rapidly gained 
popularity primarily among intellectuals and professionals, and less significantly among 
industrial workers. 

The rise of the United States on the international scene, as the leading Western 
power to challenge communist expansion after World War II, was decisive in Iran's 
forthcoming social orientations. The United States also championed the cause of 
rebuilding the war-stricken countries, and as such appealed to the non-Marxist 
nationalist forces in Iran. Consequently, Iran - traditionally a scene of British and 
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Russian rivalry - became a battlefield of the cold war between the United States and the 
Soviet Union. The CIA-sponsored coup d'etat in 1953, which led to the fall of 
Mossadeq, and the strengthening of the Shah's position, made the United States the 
single most trusted ally of the Pahlavi monarchy. 

As already noted, in the period of the 1940's, there was not much left of the 
authoritarian rule of Reza Shah. The social institutions he had helped to establish were 
in place, but his tyrannical measures were weakened by his absence. Absolutist 
monarchy had come to the brink of complete disintegration with the rise of Mossadeq, 
the prodigy of Iranian nationalism. Ironically the Shah, apparently taken by Mossadeq's 
popularity, appointed him Prime Minister in 1951 after the Majlis voted in his favour. 

With Mossadeq and his broadly based political platform, Jebhe-ye Melli (the 
National Front), a nationalist fervour filled Iran's political atmosphere and liberal 
ideology found a strong Statesman. Mossadeq sought to introduce political reforms, 
which would restrict the powers of the monarch and turn him into a "ceremonial 
figurehead" of a constitutional monarchy. He also sought to found an economic basis 
for his political scheme by nationalising the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company, which was 
effectively under British control. For a short time, there appeared to be every chance for 
the realisation of Mossadeq's dream. He attracted the support of the bazaar and the new 
middle class, and there was broad support from the general public for his undertakings. 
Even the religious leaders lent him support in the beginning. 

Despite all this, the situation was surprisingly overturned. The strongest 
challenge to Mossadeq came from Britain, which imposed an oil embargo on Iran, and 
effectively paralysed Iran's economy. His attempt to attract American support also 
proved unsuccessful as the United States was an ally of Britain and had become 
apprehensive of Mossadeq's tolerance for the Tudeh Party. The departure of the Shah 
from Iran also contributed to political pressure on Mossadeq. The army too was 
apprehensive of Mossadeq's power and Mossadeq did not make any serious attempt to 
attract the support of the army. The ulama also lost their confidence in Mossadeq 
because of his lack of concern for religious authority, and because of the growth of 
communism under him. To make everything worse, the Tudeh party also turned against 
Mossadeq, ostensibly arguing that as the leader of bourgeoisie he was not capable of 
enhancing the movement to the level of a proletarian revolution. 

The endgame came in August 1953. "With the support of the United States and 
involvement of CIA, and the backing of some of the influential clerics of Tehran" a 
coup d'etat was carried out against Mossadeq.1 General Zahedi and a number of other 
army officers, loyal to the Shah, along with a group of thugs paid by the CIA, carried 
out the coup d'etat, deposed Mossadeq and returned the Shah to the throne. Mossadeq 
was put on trial and then under house arrest for the rest of his life. Many of the active 
members of the National Front were imprisoned and a few including Hussein Fatemi, 
one of Mossadeq's ministers, were executed. But the Tudeh Party suffered the heaviest 
losses, particularly after it was revealed that it had penetrated deeply into the armed 
forces. Many the army officers who were found to be members of the Party were 
executed including the famous hero of the Tudeh Party, Khosrow Ruzbeh. A large 
number of the non-military members of the Party were given heavy prison terms. 
Martial law was put into effect from 1953 to 1957, political parties were pronounced 
illegal, censorship was imposed on the press and a dreadful secret police, the SAVAK, 
was created in 1957 with the assistance of the CIA and the Mossad to keep the activities 
of the opposition in check. 
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As for the economy, the resumption of the flow of oil, foreign loans and top-
down government intervention made some economic development possible in the mid-
1950's only to end up in recession by the end of the decade. Amjad has attributed the 
economic bust of the late 1950's to "wasteful spending, corruption, mismanagement 
and the vast import of unnecessary goods", which resulted in the expansion of the 
"foreign trade sector at the expense of the bazaaris and the national bourgeoisie."1 

As Such, the young monarch, who was raised mostly in the atmosphere of 
European private colleges, took his ski holidays in Switzerland, and later revealed to be 
extremely sensitive and fragile, was turned into a brutal dictator. The image of the Shah 
as a cruel dictator was probably much larger than his real character, which proved to be 
inherently timid and indecisive. Both, in his book Ma'muriyyat baray-e Vatanam 
(Mission for My Country), which he wrote as a young monarch, and in his writings and 
interviews after he was deposed, the Shah revealed his timidity and fragility. His image 
as a strong and ruthless dictator was more a product of the imagination of the Iranian 
revolutionaries than the reality. However, it increasingly captured the mind of the 
public, particularly because the Shah himself was deceived by this invented image and 
tried to live up to the role of a dictator. He thus appeared as a military commander with 
megalomaniac ambitions, wearing a cape and a sword, or piloting a fighter plane, who 
had mercy on no one. However, his timid and isolated days in the boarding colleges in 
Europe and his underdog position before the 1953 coup d'etat belied a different reality. 
Perhaps, his nervous acknowledgement of the popular call to revolution in 1978, his sad 
departure from Iran on the eve of the revolution, and his humiliated soul-searching in 
exile (reflected in his book Answer to the History) were a resurgence of his original 
insecurities, which were in sharp contrast with his dictatorial image between 1953 and 
1979. 

The White Revolution: A Programme for Rapid Modernisation 

In 1961, the Shah took heed of the change of American policy under the 
Kennedy administration and after an initial hesitation launched a reform programme 
known as the "White Revolution". Through the "White Revolution", the Shah set out to 
do whatever was required of him to modernise Iran on the Western model. But the 
imaginary that he harboured of this model was not anything close to the real 
developments that had led to the rise of the Western capitalism. Rather, his imaginary 
was based on the information and ideas that he received from the U.S. administration 
and the modernisation theorists about Iran. He thus embarked on a massive plan of 
social engineering to make Iran in the image of the latest modernisation prescriptions. 
And for a while, he seemed to be doing it too. Maybe, if instead of the imaginaries of 
the modernisation theories, he had read Christopher Hill's and E.P. Thompson's 
interpretation of the English history, he would have gained a better picture of the real 
processes that had made the West. 

In 1963, in a national referendum, he claimed that the people had 
overwhelmingly embraced his initially six-point reform. The most important of the six 
points was land reform, which, although incomprehensive in its redistributive effects, 
all but destroyed the traditional landlord-peasant relationship, and liquidated the big 
landlords as a class. Amjad has summarised the structural effects of the land reform: 
"Land reform provided the conditions for rapid capitalist development in Iran. Breaking up the 
old tenure system, the penetration of capital in the countryside, the circulation of money in rural 
areas, the creation of rural bourgeoisie, and the establishment of agricultural banks and 
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mechanised agriculture and agribusinesses in the rural areas were determinant factors that broke 
the structure of the economy and changed the social relations of production in the village.'* 

Muhammad Reza Shah's reform programme placed an emphasis on 
industrialisation and infra-structural development. The private sector with State 
sponsorship founded new industries such as steel, copper and automobile plants. The 
main source of funding of the industrialisation programme came from the oil revenue. 
This process created a new class of wealthy industrialists with close ties to the 
imperial court. The substantial increases in the oil price, imposed by OPEC in 1973, 
created a massive growth in GNP (49 percent in 1973 and 71.5 percent in 1974). The 
dominant role of oil in Iran's rapid development and its being monopolised by the State 
naturally entailed the domination of the industry, commerce, finance, and agriculture by 
the State. According to Missaq Parsa: "An important characteristic of Iranian economic 
development was the extraordinary role of the State, as opposed to market forces, in promoting 
industrial development."2 Also, the dependence of industrialisation on the oil revenue 
made it contingent upon the fluctuations in the demand for oil in the world markets. 
"The oil sector expanded primarily in response to the world market rather than to domestic 
demands. As a result, the State and the entire economy became dependent on international 
economic forces." 

As for political rights, the Shah's basic approach to opposition groups was brute 
force and reliance on the police, secret police, army and the gendarmerie. Ironically, the 
Shah learned the modern techniques for systematic political suppression from the West, 
although he was also assisted by the local traditions of brutal despotism. After all, the 
army, the police and the notorious secret police SAVAK were all created on the advice 
and close supervision of the West. The American-trained secret police used modern 
techniques to inflict ancient cruelties on the opponents of the regime. The West 
seemingly had little interest in pressing the Shah to build a civil society, tolerate the 
freedom of expression of alternative political views, tolerate civil disobedience, and 
create a suitable condition for social and political pluralism, the rule of law and the 
development of the institutions of democratic politics. 

Nonetheless, the Shah was apt to use the Western media to portray himself as a 
freedom lover. In fact until 1975, he was still successful to give the impression to the 
world that Iran was a multi-party democracy. His trick, also advised by his Western 
counsels, was in founding court-sponsored political parties, while suppressing the 
independent political movements. Iran-e-Novin (New Iran) and Mardom (people) were 
two of these parties. Like his father, he did not abolish the Parliament, but packed it 
with loyal local elite. He muzzled the independent press, but did not ban them all 
together. He also learned to use the national media effectively for his propaganda. He 
even "extended government control over such organisations as labour unions and trade 
guilds." But he and, amazingly, his advisors were proved to be blind, or impervious, to 
the natural result of these developments, which was to push elements of the opposition 
toward an increasingly radical position. The Shah thus modernised and systematised 
political repression from the early 1960's onwards employing modern propaganda 
techniques, strategies for divide and rule and coercive measures to deal with political 
opposition. 

In 1975, the Shah at last dropped his democratic pretensions, dissolved the Iran-
e Novin and Mardom Parties, founded the so-called Rastakhiz (Resurrection) party, and 
stupidly moved to make its membership compulsory. Throughout 1977 and well into 
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1978, the Shah clung to his new creation, the hated symbol of his political intolerance, 
and pressed further for political unanimity in support of his regime. His repressive 
policies stifled demands for political participation, which could have facilitated social 
mobilisation and economic development. In 1980, the Shah, while in exile, admitted 
that his move to form a single party system was wrong.1 

Although in some Asian countries like South Korea and Taiwan economic 
modernisation under repressive regimes had been sustained, in Iran the vastness of land, 
the ethnic and lingual multiplicity, the strong politico-religious resistance of the 
religious establishment, the bazaar and the community of believers, as well as the 
radical leftist movement, did not permit such a process.2 The Shah's attempt to 
modernise the economy and social life could not have flowered in the absence of 
substantive political reforms. Modernisation in Iran required modern political 
institutions, which would have the function of increasing social mobility and political 
participation; such institutions although they began to form nominally under the Shah, 
were effectively nullified by his counter measures. 

The Shah's repressive measures made some progress in the period of 
consolidation of his power in the 1960's. But his determination to maintain effective 
personal control over every sphere of social and political activity thereafter led him to 
weaken the State institutions in order to decrease the danger of opposition and 
emergence of alternative leadership. Benard and Khalilzad have pointed to those of the 
Shah's counter-measures that aborted the changes and institutions he was introducing: 
"He wanted to industrialise but at the same time he feared political consequences of a growing 
body of industrial workers. His political power system including the Prime Minister's Office, 
the Majlis, the political parties, the provincial governments and the press were matched by a set 
of covert counter-institutions designed to make sure that démocratisation did not go so far as to 
threaten the Shah's personal rule." 

Like his father, Muhammad Reza Shah failed to find wide popularity among the 
population. He too suffered from not being recognised by the people as a just and 
trustworthy king. He was considered as a subservient agent of the foreigners. As Gary 
Sick has indicated, the memory of 1953 had created a "popular image of the Shah as a 
pliant creature of the United States."4 Muhammad Reza's confidence in what he was 
doing, and the encouragement that he was getting from his Western allies, were such 
that he finally thought that he could even dispense with the ulama and the Shi'i 
religious establishment. In the end it was, perhaps, his overestimation of the viability of 
his rule without the blessing of the ulama and not his political and economic failures, 
which brought him down from his position of power, a position that was ridden with 
arrogance, but had little substance. 

Modernisation and the Ulama: Disappointments with the State 

Despite the differences, the ulama alienation from the regime may not have led 
to a political confrontation of the sort that actually happened. In fact until the late 1950s, 
there were still lines of association and co-operation between the ulama and the Pahlavi 
State that could continue. A pragmatic approach to the State authority had also been 
experienced by the ulama in the Qajar period. Later on in the wake of the 
Constitutional Revolution, the Shi 'i ulama were again inclined to support the monarchy 
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in principle, as long as the status of Shi 'ism and its guardians were recognised by the 
State. The ulama distrust with the social influence of the secular intellectuals following 
the Constitutional Revolution, and their apprehension of the leftist radicals inspired by 
the Marxist ideology, initially far outweighed their resentment of the monarchy. 

In 1925, Reza Khan had practically assumed absolute power and it was only a 
matter of time before he ended the ceremonial existence of the Qajar dynasty. Reza 
Shah might have relished the idea of ascending the throne, but there were many factors 
tainting his ambition. He was not related to the royal family, nor was he of noble 
descent. Moreover, some liberal representatives of the Majlis were heatedly advocating 
republicanism. Even Reza Khan himself expressed preference for a Kemalist style 
republic. At this juncture, it was the ulama who encouraged Reza Khan to opt for 
monarchy, the traditional form of political rule in Iran. 

They did so because they saw monarchy as a form, albeit a resented form, of 
continuity of the traditional social structures in contrast to the "alien" concept 
republicanism, advocated by the modern intelligentsia. At the time, republicanism still 
seemed to the ulama as a symbol of anarchy and Westernism. True, Shi 'ism does not 
declare a clear predisposition for monarchy because of its incompatibility with the 
doctrine of Occultation. Yet, as Shahrough Akhavi has noted: "the seeds of doubt as to 
what republicanism held out for the future of religion in Iran were too firmly embedded in the 
clerical consciousness to permit a cool-headed appraisal of its merits." But Reza Shah never 
rewarded the ulama support. Instead, he set out to rout their very existence. 

Although their contribution to Reza Shah's enthronement was not rewarded, the 
ulama again threw their support behind the Pahlavi dynasty in 1953. Threatened by the 
liberal Mossadeq and the communist Tudeh Party during the oil nationalisation 
movement, Muhammad Reza Shah was all but dethroned. The support of powerful 
clerics like Ayatollah Abol-Qasem Kashani was decisive in expediting the return to 
power of Muhammad Reza Shah in 1953.2 For the second time around, subsequent 
events led to the disappointment of the ulama with the Pahlavi State. 

The Pahlavis thus remained cordial to the ulama only as it suited them. Their 
vigour in the modernisation of Iran's social, political and economic life put the ulama in 
a desperate situation. The Shah's reforms used more effective techniques than those 
available to his father in destroying the traditional division of authority between the 
State and the ulama, which had been fought for by the ulama for centuries, and thus 
made a more serious threat to their ecclesiastical and social existence. 

The Pahlavi Atrocities against the Ulama 

Apart from the introduction of secular educational and judiciary systems, which 
eroded much of the social importance and functions of the ulama, Reza Shah launched 
an unbridled suppression of the ulama leaving them no choice other than active 
resistance or acceptance of humiliation. Reza Shah took things to the extremes and 
confronted the traditions menacingly. In his forcible prohibition of wearing turbans and 
the adoption of the European style Pahlavi hat, he is reported to have ordered the hats to 
be nailed on the heads of some of those who refused to wear it. He also ordered the 
forcible conscription of the tullab (seminarians) overriding the sanctity of religious 
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schools. He violated the institution of sanctuary by personally beating a high-ranking 
cleric in the sacred shrine of Qom.2 

The ulama were also outraged by Reza Shah's move to outlaw the veil, a move 
they compared to the wholesale denigration of Islamic values. "The upheavals of 1935-
1936 were sparked by the unveiling of women."3 In 1935, a demonstration of protest 
against the unveiling of women was brutally suppressed in the Mosque of Gawharshad 
in the city of Mashhad. The laws passed in 1928 and 1932, which transferred the 
function of authentication and registration of deeds from the ulama to the State notaries, 
and the endowments' law of 1934, which established the State control over religious 
endowments throughout Iran, targeted the economic base of the ulama existence. "The 
ulama capacity for active protest against Reza Shah's efforts was confined to the behaviour of 
Ayatollah Hassan Modarres in the Majlis. But, even he was silenced when he was arrested in 
the fall of 1928 and exiled to eastern Iran.'4 Later on, he was killed by suffocation in what 
was believed to be a political assassination under the orders of Reza Shah. 

Under Muhammad Reza Shah, the lines of conflict between the State and the 
ulama were sharpened after an initial period of mutual accommodation. In 1941, the 
new Shah needed support in the face of the economic devastation brought on by the 
Second World War, and the ulama sought to recover their institutions so severely 
shaken in the Reza Shah period. The early signs of the ulama attempt to revive their 
social position in the 1940s were manifested in a reassertion of what Akhavi has termed 
"a Shi 'i public morality or culture".3 This was reflected in demands for the lifting of the 
ban that Reza Shah had placed on public religious rituals, such as Ashura processions 
and ta 'ziyeh (passion plays), which were being held since the Safavid period in the 
month of Muharram to mourn the martyrdom of Imam Hussein. Also, there was a 
spontaneous return to wearing chador (veil) among women who had been forcefully 
unveiled under a Reza Shah decree. 

However, the blows that the ulama had suffered under Reza Shah were too 
severe to allow a smooth recovery. In the first half of the 1940s, the ulama social and 
political dispositions were still confused. The religious establishment in Qom had not 
yet given up the general principle of abstention from politics. This orientation, however, 
was increasingly vulnerable in the face of the social developments, which had begun by 
Reza Shah's policies of modernisation. Signs of serious divergence of opinion about 
involvement in politics appeared in the late 1940s and continued into the 1950s. 

There were a number of critical socio-political, socio-economic and socio-
religious issues that could not be easily dismissed by the ulama establishment. In the 
political sphere, there was the question of the ulama right to vote, the growing influence 
of atheism and a mounting pressure from within the clerical ranks to join in direct 
political activity by forming or joining political parties. On the economic level, there 
were growing concerns about the situation of the oil industry, and about the way it 
should be controlled. Particularly, with the spread of liberal and socialist ideas, this 
economic issue was increasingly politicised and turned into a basis for a renewed 
national sense of patriotism. The unfair balance of economic relations of Iran, as a 
"peripheral" State of the "world-economy", with the core countries like Britain added to 
the heat of the issue of oil nationalisation. 

For more information see Hedayat Mokhber-al-Saltaneh, Khaterat va Khatarat, Zavvar, Tehran 1965/1344 nn 
377-383 
2 Ibid, p. 322 
3 Abrahamian, E. 1982, p. 152 
4 Akhavi, S. 1980, p. 59 
5 Ibid, p. 61 
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In the religious domain too there were interesting developments. There appeared 
a trend of factionalism among the ulama and within the community of believers in 
terms of how to deal with political and economic issues. This trend led gradually to the 
resurgence of traditionalist, radical and reform tendencies within the ulama ranks. Also 
on the public level, there were signs of large-scale politicisation of the ordinary 
believers around grass-root religious organisations. 

In the early 1950's, the issue of the nationalisation of the Anglo-Iranian Oil 
Company gave rise to new tensions that marked the heightening of politicisation of the 
ulama. The increased involvement of the ulama in political disputes originated from the 
ranks of more radical and younger ulama. As for the high ranking ulama, "the 
traditional scholasticism of the religious leadership characterised the behaviour of the 
sole marja-e taqlid of the time," Ayatollah Muhammad-Hussein Borujerdi.' Ayatollah 
Borujerdi was firmly opposed to the direct participation of the ulama in political 
struggles. Ayatollah Kashani, a radical middle-ranking cleric who at the beginning 
supported Mossadeq in demanding the nationalisation of the oil industry, was the 
principal advocate of the ulama politicisation. Ayatollah Kashani, however, was not a 
marja-e taqlid and as Yann Richard indicates "his political concerns overshadowed his 
leadership in religious matters."2 To put the matter in perspective, I shall look more 
closely at the political orientations within the religious institution in the 1940s and 
1950s. 

Politicisation of Religion in the 1940s 6s 1950s 

Until the late 1940s and early 1950s, the scholastic establishment of Qom was 
dominated by senior clerics who are referred to as Ayatollah-ul-Uzma (the grand 
Ayatollahs). These men, all in their old age, had formed the Shi'i religious elite due to 
their social prestige and religious knowledge. The basic source of their social influence 
was their religious knowledge and their role as the guardians of the faith. Therefore, the 
number of students they could attract to their lectures and the amount of allegiance they 
could wield from their students and followers were a measure of their prominence 
within the establishment and in the community at large. Also as was mentioned earlier, 
the position of the high-ranking ulama as marja'e taqlid (source of emulation) added to 
their prestige. Obviously, the larger the number of their followers, the higher their social 
influence and the stronger their financial resources. By and large, the ulama elite were 
characterised by traditionalism, conservatism, pacifism, scholasticism and dogmatism. 
Also as norm-givers to the traditional society, they were distrustful of new political 
orientations such as republicanism. 

In the late 40s and early 50s, there began a radical shift away from the 
traditional and conservative practice of the grand Ayatollahs. But the shift that began 
away from the religious establishment had few resources to sustain itself independent of 
the establishment both in terms of prestige and in financial terms. The precursors of this 
shift consisted of the younger and thus junior clerics, who could neither claim high 
scholastic recognition, nor qualify for religious taxes in their own right. Besides, the 
older generation of the ulama elite had tightened their ranks through intermarriage; 
younger clerics, even if, they achieved high scholarship, were unlikely to enter the ranks 
of the elite unless they were accepted to marry into their families. Clearly in this 
situation, the younger clerics who had set out to question the preponderance of the 

1 Ibid, p. 60 
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political views of the traditional elite had either to find brave mavericks within the elite, 
or search for alternative sources of power outside the establishment. 

There were two main lines of divergence from the political views of the 
traditional religious elite, inherited from the constitutional and post-constitutional 
period. One was a reformist-modernist tendency and the other a radical-fundamentalist 
trend, which broadly followed the lines of division in the ulama ranks in the 
constitutional period. Both of these groups chose to involve in politics as a means of 
attracting social support, and hence influence and prestige, outside the Qom 
establishment among the community of believers. Yet, by recognising the 
jurisprudential and theological significance of the establishment, they forestalled the 
threat of excommunication and liable of apostasy. Of course the proponents of 
mysticism and speculative philosophy also remained vocal, but did not give rise to any 
strong independent tendency. Rather, these trends were variously appropriated by the 
modernist radical and reform-minded ulama. 

The reform-mined ulama adopted a somewhat liberal attitude in their political 
activities, stood for election to the Majlis, and expressed a degree of tolerance toward 
modernisation. With the rise of nationalist sentiments, these ulama even joined the 
existing moderate political parties. Their stance was more or less consistent with the 
constitutionalist ulama of the early twentieth century. In the late 1940s and early 1950s, 
there was "an eight-member contingent" of these ulama in the Majlis, which supported 
Mossadeq. By contrast, the more radically oriented ulama demanded a fundamental 
change in Iran's political and economic relations, the implementation of the Shari 'at 
and a return to the purity of the early Islam. As such, this trend in the ulama 
politicisation in the 1940s and 1950s broadly followed Nuri's stance in the 
constitutional period. The radical ulama also advocated revolutionary and at times 
extremist movements by encouraging and establishing links with grass-root religious 
networks. Ayatollah Kashani was a leading figure of this trend whose sponsorship for 
some time enhanced the position of the fundamentalist group Fada 'iyan-e Eslam (The 
Devotees of Islam). 

In 1949, the Qom establishment under the leadership of Ayatollah Borujerdi 
reacted to moves toward political activism by organising a 2000-member conference of 
the clergy in Qom. The conference, as indicated by Akhavi: "adopted a firm non-
interventionist position, which prohibited all members of the clergy from joining parties and 
trafficking in politics." Ayatollah Kashani's refusal to follow the resolution of this 
conference strained his relationship with Ayatollah Borujerdi and other senior clerics. 
The resentment of the ulama elite with Kashani was intensified by his close association 
with the Fada 'iyan-e Eslam, whose extremist policies included assassination of their 
opponents. Fada'iyan were also inclined toward the undisciplined religion of the 
common masses, and made direct references to the Prophet and the Imams, which in 
effect questioned the ulama guardianship over religious affairs. To quote Akhavi: "the 
ulama felt that the Fada 'iyan were undisciplined agitators whose behaviour had brought the 
reputation and prestige of the religious institution into disrepute."2 

Another cause of the ulama-Fada 'iyan difficult relationship was probably the 
humble origins of the Fada 'iyan, which in the eyes of the ulama elite, did not qualify 
them to make high claims to religious authority. Although it was difficult for the ulama 
to object to certain demands of the Fada'iyan, such as the application of the Shari'at, 
they resented their demands for the revival of the early Islam, which would threaten the 

'Akhavi, S. 1980, pp. 63-64 
2 Ibid, p. 66 
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raison d'etre of the ulama social relevance.' The ulama dislike of the Fada'iyan may 
also be attributed to their emotional influence on the oppressed masses. People 
identified themselves with the Fada'iyan leaders, such as Navab Safavi, who were 
predominantly from lower class origins. 

Ayatollah Kashani's appetite for militant politics was most probably inspired by 
the anti-British struggles of his father in Iraq from 1914 to 1920, which resulted in his 
death. According to Akhavi, Kashani's hatred for the British colonialism and his 
background in professional religion made him a "quintessential political activist and 
agitator, who ... saw his role as a guardian of national and Shi'i interests against British 
imperialism." Kashani's significance for the Fada'iyan was perhaps due to his capacity 
as a middle-ranking mujtahid to bridge the gap between them and the high-up clergy. In 
reality, however, Kashani was able to influence the lower ranking and more radical 
ulama. 

In time, Fada 'iyan's fundamentalist zeal and millenarian aspirations proved too 
strong even for Kashani. The support lent to Mossadeq's oil nationalisation movement 
by Kashani was probably the main cause of rift between him and the Fada 'iyan in 
1951, particularly because Mossadeq had made himself known as "primarily a 
modernist too heavily influenced by Western ideas especially the leftist currents."3 Nor 
did Kashani's support for Mossadeq last for long. Mossadeq's demand for extra
ordinary powers from the Majlis sparked a fierce opposition from Kashani, who was at 
the time the Speaker of the Parliament. Ironically, other clerical members of the Majlis 
distanced themselves from Kashani by continuing to support Mossadeq. The divergence 
of Ayatollah Kashani from the cause of Mossadeq and his support for the Shah was 
crucial to restoration of power of the monarch in 1953. 

Ayatollah Kashani's position in 1953 has been seen by most of the leftist and 
liberal analysts as bordering on treason. The sympathetic religious analysts have tried to 
define Kashani's moves as part of an attempt to initiate an Islamic movement 
independent of the 1950s mainstream politics. This latter interpretation is significant 
because of the light it sheds on the movement initiated within the religious 
establishment by Ayatollah Khomeini. In fact, Kashani's politicisation of religious 
tenets and their usage in promotion of anti-colonial struggles inspired a strong spirit of 
militant political activism, which spilled into the 1960s. 

However, the period 1953-1958 also saw a massive suppression of oppositional 
political activities by the reinstated monarch. And the renewed political activism of the 
1940s was gradually lost to the rising dictatorship of the Shah before it gathered 
momentum again in the 1960s. The immediate consequence of the failure of political 
activism of the early 1950s was the strengthening of the positions of the pacifist grand 
Ayatollahs and a temporary period of retirement from active politics by the radical 
ulama. 

The Ulama Political Activism in the 1960s 

Although in the 1953-1958 period, the ulama, under the leadership of Ayatollah 
Borujerdi retired to the seclusion of their mosques and madrasas ostensibly to pursue 
their theological scholarship, the land reform Bill drafted by the government in 1959 
provoked unrest among them. This time around, the quietist Ayatollah Borujerdi, the 

1 Ibid, p. 68 
2 Ibid, pp. 60-61 
3 Ibid, p. 69 

303 



most eminent Shi'i theologian, raised the ulama concern himself. In 1960, he declared 
that the Bill was "ill-advised and against the Shari a/."1 

Ayatollah Borujerdi had established himself as a national religious leader for the 
Shi 'i believers, who comprised almost the whole population of Iran. This concentration 
of leadership had come about through a relatively democratic process of reform within 
the religious establishment led by Borujerdi himself. Ayatollah Borujerdi had acquired 
a 'alamiyyat (superior knowledge in the matters of law) over his colleagues and in the 
tradition of Sheikh Mutaza Ansari and Mirza Muhammad-Hassan Shirazi in the 
nineteenth century, was recognised as the highest or supreme marja-e taqlid. Akhavi 
has noted that although there were a number of distinguished mujtahids in Iran at the 
time, none could replace Borujerdi immediately. 

Borujerdi's objection to the land reform Bill signalled a serious break in the 
uneasy but stabilised relationship between the ulama and the State. The land reform not 
only threatened the wealthy ulama - who owned private land - but also targeted the 
lands in the custody of the ulama as vaqf. The revenues of the vaqf lands were vital to 
the ulama and the religious establishment as they were used to maintain "the mosques, 
madrasas, ceremonials, and the ulama and religious student salaries, stipends, emoluments and 
pensions." But beyond economic concerns, the ulama were alarmed by the huge 
structural changes that this reform could bring about in the society, and particularly in 
the patterns of cultural and religious life. 

The objections to the Bill held it in abeyance until the death of Ayatollah 
Borujerdi in 1961. Using the disarray in the ulama ranks caused by Borujerdi's death, 
and benefiting from the lapse in the continuity of the ulama leadership, the Shah 
implemented the Land Reform Bill in 1962. This new tension with the Shah put the 
newly found unity of the religious institution to test in the absence of the author of this 
unity. (In the next chapter, I shall provide a more detailed discussion of the religious 
reforms within the ulama ranks in the 1960s.) At any rate, following Borujerdi's death, 
the ulama increasingly realised that the Shah's reform movement was clearly meant to 
be independent of the influence of the religious establishment. The alarm of the ulama 
at the pace and proportion of the reform, which was going on beyond their influence, 
thus gave by default a strong impetus to the reunification of many of the ulama and the 
active believers after the demise of Ayatollah Borujerdi. This reunification was 
achieved, after an initial hesitation, around the leadership of Ayatollah Ruhollah 
Khomeini. 

As I have noted earlier, up until the early 1960s, the State-religious symbiosis 
was basically expressed in the form of passive resistance of the ulama to undesirable 
measures taken by the State, without openly questioning the legitimacy of the kingship. 
By contrast, there occurred an active rejection and open defiance of the State after 1963 
when a radical faction, led by Ayatollah Khomeini and some other radical clerics, took 
shape within the religious establishment, and tried to forge stronger ties with the public 
at large. Clearly, the emergence of the radical faction was due to the recognition by the 
modernist ulama of the need to fill the vacuum of leadership after Ayatollah Borujerdi's 
death as quickly as possible by finding a solid social base for the legitimacy of this 
leadership outside the establishment. These ulama did not advocate an outright break 
with the establishment, but recognised that the very survival of the religious 
establishment could be endangered if it were not to tune itself to the outside 
developments. 

2 
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Akhavi has recognised four factions within the ulama at this time: the radicals, 
the social reformers, the conservatives and the courtiers. Among the radicals, Khomeini 
was prominent because he was a marja-e taqlid. Nevertheless, he was still considered to 
be a junior colleague, partly because at sixty years of age he was still considered 
relatively young. The conservative Ayatollahs were also hesitant about the rise of 
Khomeini to highest religious rank because of his radical political views in addressing 
the socio-political and socio-economic issues. In contrast with the tradition of the 
religious establishment not to express direct political opinions, Ayatollah Khomeini 
criticised tyranny, sympathised with the "impoverished masses" and condemned what 
he considered to be "government's over-commitment to urbanisation, industrialisation 
and over-reliance on foreign investment."1 

Another reason for the initial hesitation of the grand Ayatollah's in giving full 
support to Khomeini's leadership was his special interest, besides jurispridence, in 
philosophy and mysticism, which was "regarded with misgivings among the basically 
conservative senior teachers of the madrasas."2 It should be noted that even some 
modernist Muslims regarded philosophy and mysticism with misgivings. To them, 
these subjects represented "a retreat from reality ... as if they were merely abstract 
matters that had no real connection with the existing problems of Muslims."3 

The second faction of the ulama, the social reformers, were "less openly 
political in (their) activities, concentrating more on social and educational problems of 
the clerical institution."4 The third faction, the conservative ulama, included practically 
all the grand mujtahids. And as I just noted, the conservative ulama - following the 
Borujerdi tradition - did not tend to involve themselves directly in the public policy 
arena. The fourth faction of the ulama, which consisted of a handful of people, co
operated with the royal court and supported the State measures and received favourable 
rewards. 

One important outcome of the Shah's reforms, particulalry his heavy handed 
approach to the radical clerics like Khomeini, was that some of the conservative ulama 
were pressed by the public opinion, which was sympathetic to Khomeini, to openly 
come out in his support. The grand Ayatollah Kazem Shariatmadari, for example, 
expressed this support after the arrest of Ayatollah Khomeini in 1963 in his official 
protest against this arrest, which prompted the Shah to sent Khomeini into exile. 

Another consequence of the reforms was that the religious institutions became 
independent of land and strengthened their ties with the urban centres. As the 
administration of vaqf lands was handed over to the Endowment Organisation, the 
ulama were totally alienated from the State. Their independence was sustained by the 
one source of income inevitably immune from State encroachment; the voluntary 
payment of religious taxes (Sahm-e Emam) to the mujtahids as the vicegerents of the 
Concealed Imam, Mahdi. With the economic prosperity of the 1960's and 1970's, this 
revenue increased considerably. It was paid mostly by the urban practising believers, 
many of whom were well-off merchants of the bazaar. 

The reaction of the ulama against the reforms of the early 1960s was not only 
concerned with land. The Shah's six-point programme of reform, which the Shah 
launched under the banner of the "White Revolution", also included the 
enfranchisement of women, and the creation of a Literacy Corps (Sepah-e Danesh) to 
which he later added other points. "The women's rights and suffrage was seen by the ulama 

1 Akhavi, S. 1980, p. 101 
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as a violation of the SharVaf, and naturally sparked an open protest.1 The Literacy Corp 
threatened the spiritual influence of the ulama in the rural areas, as it would replace the 
elementary religious schools (maktabs), which were "the source of education for many 
villages up until the sixties."2 All this led to economic and political disengagement of the 
ulama from the State and increased the hostility between the State and religious 
establishment. 

The economic and political disengagement of the ulama from the Pahlavi 
regime was complemented by their social disengagement. Fischer notes: "the upper 
echelons of the ulama formed a highly endogamous quasi caste, the entry into which was almost 
invariably accompanied by marriage of the young clerics to daughters of their teachers.'3 By 
contrast, intermarriage between the ulama and the political elite greatly reduced. At the 
same time the ulama became more homogeneous than in the constitutional period and 
much more distinct from the secular intellectuals and professionals produced by the 
modern educational system. 

The Significance of the 1963 Uprising 

Although the traditional religious establishment as a whole was apprehensive at 
the Shah's reform programme, the open objection to it came from the radical faction 
under the leadership of Ayatollah Khomeini and quickly grew to the level of a mass 
uprising. This could be seen as the foundation of Khomeini's popularity and his 
heightened religious prestige among the ordinary masses despite his juniority in 
religious ranking. The conflict began when the Shah put to a referendum his six-point 
reform programme in January 1963. Rejecting the referendum as unconstitutional, 
Khomeini said in an immediate reaction: "The ulama register the danger to the Quran and 
our religion. It seems that this referendum aims to lay the basis for the removal of the clauses in 
the Constitution linked to religion."4 

In time, Khomeini continued his agitation against the reforms, and intensified 
his criticisms of the government. In his speeches, he stressed "corruption, constitutional 
violations and Westoxication (Ghabzadegi)"; a term that was used to portray what was 
conceived as obsessive imitation of the West.5 However, a significant contribution to 
the anti-government agitation came from the unscrupulous move by the United States to 
have diplomatic immunity accorded to American non-diplomats resident in Iran. This 
move revived the memories of Russian and British extraterritorial rights in Iran in the 
colonial period, and was perceived by Khomeini and his followers as a new mode of 
capitulation. 

Continued agitation by Ayatollah Khomeini and his radical followers resulted in 
repeated raids by the security forces on the Qom Seminary, and ultimately in the arrest 
of Khomeini in June 1963. The news of his arrest sparked a mass uprising in Tehran, 
which was quelled only by the use of army troops. Amazingly this significant event, as 
Gary Sick has acknowledged, went unnoticed in the United States. "During this period the 
U.S. government and media devoted their attention almost exclusively to the Shah's six-point 
program." Even some American academics, aware of the Shah's harsh measures in 

1 Tabari, A. in Keddie, N. R. 1983, p. 47 
2Akhavi, S. 1980, p. 98 
3 Fischer, M. M. 1980, pp. 89-94 
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dealing with opposition forces, considered them necessary "to break the hold of 
reactionary elements standing in the way of social progress."1 

The 1963 uprising was taken seriously in political analysis only after its 
parallels were seen in the 1978-79 revolution. This uprising was significant because it 
was initiated by the clerics and gathered under its command not only the radical 
clerics, but also broad sectors of the community, such as the merchants, the 
shopkeepers, and the university students. Even some socialists and secular nationalists 
turned to Khomeini as the most "viable symbol of opposition."2 The socialist and secular 
nationalist leaders had not yet recovered from the suppression of the Tudeh party and 
the National Front after the 1953 coup. And in this new political environment 
religious agitators won the hearts and minds of many of the young political activists' 
who might have otherwise sided with the secular forces. 

The 1963 uprising can be perceived as the dress rehearsal of the 1979 
revolution in terms of its leadership, the composition of its participants and its 
rhetoric. As Azar Tabari has noted: "With socialism and secular nationalism in disarray 
Islam came forward to fill the political vacuum, offering itself as the radical alternative to the 
Shahs tyranny." Although this uprising was suppressed, its significant legacy 
continued to flower in conjunction with the intellectual developments in the 1960's 
and 1970's. 

These intellectual developments were in turn exacerbated by the rapid socio
economic change in the same period, which I shall discuss in the following sections I 
shall discuss the demographic as well as cultural and symbolic changes in the 1960's 
and 1970's as a result of rapid economic modernisation, and their destabilising effect 
on the traditional social structures. One result of these developments was a sharp 
increase in religious vitality. 

The Changing Face of Iran: Modernisation Theories 

Rapid socio-economic change in Iran in the twentieth century entailed 
significant social and political ramifications. The process of transformation of Iran 
trom a collection of traditional communal structures to a modern nation-State 
exhibited parallels to and differences from modern Western history. From a politico-
economic standpoint, as Fischer has indicated: "the parallels lie in the changes in social 
consciousness encouraged by modern education and a new class structure or division of 
mterest groups. The differences result from the suppression of the Constitutional Revolution 
along with its bourgeois-democratic aspirations at the turn of the century and a return from 
1925 to 1978 to an authoritarian albeit modernising monarchy, and from a still very 
underdeveloped industrial economy and a demographic explosion.'*' 

Moreover, in the West the process of transition from traditional to modern 
society was determined predominantly by the cultural interaction of domestic social 
forces, whereas Iran was faced with an already existing external modern force 
namely the West, seeking to affect almost every aspect of its national and 
international life. This difference, as Benard and Khalilzad suggest, transformed the 
"constellations of factors, values, and sequences" in modernisation, giving the process 
a new dynamic and a largely different outcome.5 

' Ib id 
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Further problems arose when the modern West, in its colonialist expansion, 
involved itself in modelling the underdeveloped world on the basis of the mainly 
cultural and religious imaginary of the Western process of development, comprising 
such notions as the "white man's burden", "the civilising mission", "the eventual 
unity of mankind." All these were components of a worldview that accommodated 
colonialism, imperialism, the occupation and administration of other societies through 
military and bureaucratic means, and at times the destruction of the religious and 
cultural values of other groups.1 

This worldview in its more recent form was expressed in terms of the theories 
of development or modernisation in the 1950's and the early 1960's. Despite their 
diversity, these theories shared certain assumptions about political stability in the so-
called Oriental societies. Based on a dichotomous division of the world into modern 
and traditional, the imaginary of progress and modernisation gave rise to the 
perception that the process of transition from tradition to modernity demanded the 
dissemination of Western technology and ideas in the Orient.2 

The success of the Marshall Plan in rebuilding the Western European countries 
after World War II, the modernisation theorists thought, was a proof that rapid 
economic growth was a catalyst for political stability and an impediment to 
communist expansion. They therefore concluded by analogy that similar plans should 
be effected in the so-called developing countries.3 It was also speculated that 
modernisation in the developing world, as in the West, would promote the 
secularisation of laws and the decline of the omnipotent religion.4 

W. W. Rostow, one of the foremost proponents of such theories, formulated a 
theory of stages of economic growth. Accordingly, the process of social change 
comprised certain stages through which every country would be going on its path to 
modernisation. These stages were theoretically constructed on the basis of an 
evolutionary model, which had established that the path to progress was directed 
toward the modern industrial world. Rostow's successful test case was Great Britain 
whose path to industrialisation and constitutionalism was to be followed by other 
newly emerging States. 

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, some of these assumptions were criticised. 
For instance, Samuel Huntington questioned the direct reciprocation of economic 
growth and stability.5 It was argued that there was no guarantee that political stability 
would follow economic development at the same pace, and that when economic 
growth outpaced the political process of institution building undertaken by the 
modernising regimes, there would be more chance of political instability. Huntington 
argued that social mobilisation is accelerated by economic development, and as such 
development would increase the rate of literacy and exposure to new ideas, hence 
increasing demands for political participation.6 

One conclusion that was drawn from this proposition and put into practice in 
countries like Iran was regressive in essence. It was perceived that the autocratic 
measures of modernising States could be condoned as long as they helped sustain 
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political stability and building institutions. In practice, however, genuine participatory 
social and political institutions and meaningful political organisations could not 
develop under the absolutist monarchy of the Shah, which left the agitated social 
groups and individuals frustrated and turned their immature political demands to 
aspirations for a violent revolution. 

According to Immanuel Wallerstein, the modernisation theories were under 
the heavy influence of the eighteenth century Enlightenment and most of the 
nineteenth century systems of thought, which were based on "the assumption of 
progress, reformulated later as evolution."1 The capitalist theories of modernisation 
were not alone in being constructed on a stage-by-stage evolutionary model. 
According to evolutionary Marxism too, there was a set of stages through which all 
States had to go. Only in this case, "the stages covered longer historical time and the 
model country was the USSR."2 These are the stages known as "slavery-feudalism-
capitalism-socialism." 

The critique of the "developmentalist" approach to history led, in the 1970s, to 
the provision of a "world-system" interpretation, which portrayed the modern world 
as a single capitalist "world-economy". A proponent of the world-system theory, 
Wallerstein, suggested that "national States are not societies that have separate 
parallel histories, but parts of a whole reflecting that whole."3 The emergence of such 
an understanding of the world was partly a result of the failure of the evolutionary 
models in explaining the non-conforming empirical realities. It had become more than 
obvious that most of the non-Western societies were not on a path to progress 
remotely similar to that of the West. 

Nevertheless, "developmentalist" worldviews persisted, partly because they 
had found advocates among the elite and some intellectuals in the non-Westen 
societies themselves. Naturally, the most fervent advocates of the "world-system" 
theory were also found among the middle-class intellectuals of the non-Western 
societies in the "periphery" of the "world-system". This was a process of challenging 
"the European political domination of the world" and "the Euro-centric constructions 
of social reality."4 The new social reality described modernism as the entrenchment of 
the Western mode of economy, which was a product of a certain period of historical 
development of Western Europe (the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries). This 
economic mode relying on the instrumental concepts of efficiency and technology had 
already been globalised in the wake of colonialism and establishment of a world 
market. 

According to "world-system" perspective, there is no clear reason as to why 
the world should have naturally adopted the Western capitalist mode of economy. It 
was only that as a result of a series of historical events, such a system had been 
established globally, and in its success had convinced almost every society to follow 
the same path to development. As such, the acceptance by the non-Western societies 
of this path as the way to future was basically the acceptance of the Western ways. 
Thus, social transformations in this direction were clearly the Westernisation of these 
societies. The use of the term modernisation in this context was obviously politically 
expedient in its function in inhibiting the ethnocentric and nationalist aspirations of 
the indigenous population of non-Western societies. 

1 Wallerstein, I. 1979, p. 50 
2 Ibid, p. 52 
3 Ibid, p. 53 
4 Ibid, p. 55 
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The "world-system" theory rejected the claim that the capitalist mode of 
economy was embraced by most of the non-Western world because of its capacity to 
realise an economic advancement of the Western sort. Instead, it asserted that the 
global success of the Western capitalism was due to its power to eliminate all other 
forms of economic life through militaristic, political, technological and cultural 
hegemony. Thus, only to the extent that this Western hegemony was achieved, one 
could speak of modernisation of the peripheral societies. In this perspective, the kind 
of modernisation that many so-called Third World counties were currently 
implementing was seen as qualitatively different from the process of modernity in the 
advanced capitalist States. 

Having differentiated modernity from modernisation, as two completely 
different phenomena, we may then proceed to define the Western modernity as the 
result of mainly internal interactions of the European system since the sixteenth 
century. In this perspective, the Third World modernisation would be understood 
mainly as the consequence of the geopolitical expansion of the already established 
Western capitalist ideological and economic structures, and particularly its 
globalisation since the nineteenth century. In this sense, the latter process was almost 
completely external to the non-Western societies, whereas the former process was 
internal to the Western societies. 

By this, it is not meant that capitalism would not have developed in the non-
Western world had it not been for the influence of the West. This would be a vain 
argument, just as much as it would be whimsical to assume the opposite. What could 
be said, however, is that capitalist enterprise, in its mercantile form was not alien to 
the non-Western world. Trade existed there since the ancient time, but consisted of 
essentially scattered and individual undertakings of long distance merchants and 
certain local businesses.' The transformation of the particular form of European 
capitalism into a universal economic structure through "capitalisation of agriculture, 
industrialisation, proletarianisation, urbanisation and bureaucratisation" is what might 
have developed differently in non-Western societies if the actions of the indigenous 
forces were not inhibited by the Western colonial expansion as it was. As it happened, 
the so-called "Third World" adopted or was caught in the race of adoption of the 
Western ways. Most of the "Third World" societies began to industrialise, raise 
standing armies, bureaucratise, urbanise and homogenise their culture on the Western 
model, but with the exception of Japan, they largely failed to rise much above the 
level of a peripheral status in the world-economy. 

Nevertheless, modernisation/Westernisation had a tremendous impact on the 
social structure of the non-Western societies, albeit in distorted forms. For example, 
the bureaucratisation, which in the West led to the handing over of the control of the 
most important functions of the State and society to technically, commercially and 
legally trained government or non-government officials, was implemented in the non-
Western countries with almost complete failure. It failed to produce the moral, 
institutional and functional capacities required for the transfer of social functions from 
the royal court and local authorities to a central bureaucracy. 

Its failure was also due to the fact that it could not create an efficient and truly 
functional class of officials. In political arena too, written constitutions and rules or 
laws were legislated in many non-Western countries on the Western model. But the 
sense of association with a rationally ordained law could not fully develop in the 
absence of a meaningful influence of the native religion and culture on the process of 

1 The powder was also available in the non-Western world in the ancient time but was never developed into the 
basis for military technology; it was used for ages to spark fireworks in festivals and celebrations. 
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political development. Even where there was relative success in the economic sphere, 
the non-Western capitalist countries failed to sufficiently develop the moral and 
functional principles of the capitalist enterprise.1 

Modernisation of Iran beyond the White Revolution 

In Iran, like many non-Western societies, huge steps were taken in the path of 
modernisation under the Pahlavi regime in the 1960s and 1970s. But economic 
development and the importation of the Western rational techniques and laws did not 
result in the practical rationalisation of the relationship of the State and society. 
Missing was the forms of discourse and institutions that would inspire the creation of 
a civil society by invoking the appropriate collective memories and aspirations.2 

These discourses could only grow out of the meaningful and creative interpretations 
of traditions, which could produce new collective political, social and cultural 
movements favourable to the formation of a civil society. To be sure, attempts to 
construct new discourses of power were made in religious and secular forms in order 
to create new modes of culture and new community structures. But these attempts -
whether in social and political forms, or in cultural and artistic forms - took place 
without any meaningful interaction with the State. In fact, they occurred against the 
attempts of the State to distort or destroy them. 

The White Revolution meant to modernise Iran, but beyond a surface 
modernisation of the economy, it produced no meaningful relationship either with the 
religious establishment or with the society in general. In this sense, it was clearly 
distinct from the development of modernity in the West where the tension between 
State and religion in many cases produced new philosophical and political discourses 
at the social level, which formed the intellectual backbone of the civil society. 

Fischer maintains that in the 1970's, Iran was a major test case for the 
modernisation theories. "It was the case where the constraints of capital theoretically were 
removed and which therefore was thought to have the best chance of relatively rapid 
transformation from a Third World country into a modern industrial First World Nation."3 

Indeed in many accepted indicators of development, Iran occupied a leading position 
within the Third World. Literacy figures, urbanisation, economic growth, and 
industrialisation were substantially higher than the Third World average.4 

However, the process of Iran's societal transformation from an agrarian to an 
industrial order had drastic consequences in terms of its effects on the Iranian culture 
and through that on the Iranian psyche. These effects were mainly negative, as they 
created a deep sense of inferiority, instability and insecurity among the people, which 
destroyed the trust in the existing order and made change a permanent dream. People 
thus refused to invest hope in the present for a desirable future; rather, they looked to 
the past traditions to get inspired and motivated for future action, which would change 
the present. Instead of looking forward the existing social and political institutions, 
they always looked beyond them for the fulfilment of their aspirations. 

One of the major causes of instability in Iran, as Milani asserts, was that 
"socio-economic development (had) consistently outpaced the institution-building 

The recent economic malaise of South Korea, Indonesia and other relatively prosperous capitalist economies in 
Asia testifies to this fact. 

By civil society, I mean to emphasise a conventional liberal-democratic arrangement whereby the society would 
be protected against the arbitrary intrusion of the State by the rule of law, and where civil disobedience is tolerated 
by the State. 
3 Fischer, M. M. 1980, p. ix 
4 Benard, C. & Khalilzad, Z. 1984, p. 12 
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record of the incumbent regimes."1 This deficiency was coupled with the fact that in 
Iran, contrary to the West, the institution building process had to be carried out from 
above in a short period of time, creating excessive tension in the social traditions, 
hence shaking the foundations of the legitimacy of the ruling system. The Pahlavi 
regime was particularly susceptible to this problem, as the presence of alternative 
leadership provided by the ulama made it invariably insecure. 

The failure of the Pahlavi regime in its modernising efforts was in some 
respects similar to what had happened in many other non-Western societies with 
powerful religious and belief systems. In most of the Islamic countries, this failure 
was attributed to the alien nature of Westernisation and the decline in indigenous 
economic, political and cultural position of these societies in the "world-system". In 
these countries, religious revivalist movements, such as the Muslim Brotherhood, set 
themselves the goal of reversing this process of decline by reinstating the early 
political and cultural glory of Islam. Obviously, Islam was not the only mode of 
resistance to the Western dominance, but it was successfully developed to become the 
dominant mode of resistance by being transformed into the political ideology of the 
disadvantaged and the disinherited. 

In Iran, in the absence of sufficient material resources to put up by way of 
resistance against the technological and military superiority of the West, the Islamic 
ideologues developed an ideology of revolution, which was virtually based on the 
subjective defiance of the West. Hence, the efforts to mould an anti-Western state of 
mind in order to preserve the traditional values in opposition to the Western values. 
This process involved the construction of new ideologies and Utopias out of the past 
historical and mythological memories. 

The most prominent forms of ideological resistance to the Western hegemony 
in Iran since the 1930s were nationalism, socialism and religious revivalism. The 
religious discourse and action came to dominate the political opposition since the 
1960s because of certain concrete reasons. The dominance of Shi'ism was due to its 
deep indigenous roots, its functional character, its affinity with the Iranian psyche, and 
most importantly its acceptance as a national ideology rather than a mere sectarian 
adherence. Its preponderance was also due to the fact that liberal nationalism and 
socialism derived form the European systems of thought, had failed to demonstrate 
themselves as viable alternatives to the existing political order. Moreover, the process 
of rationalisation of religion and the new ideological developments in Shi'ism enabled 
the religious discourse to accommodate the popular elements of nationalist and 
socialist ideologies without necessarily accepting them as partners 

In the 1960s and 1970s, as Fischer notes, Muhammad Reza Shah tried to 
establish legitimacy for his regime as a "strong kingdom in a modern nationalistic 
State". He made an effort to industrialise Iran rapidly, but his efforts were inherently 
contradictory. He neither had the chance to return to the old form of empire, nor could 
he resort to the political interest group competition of a "mature bourgeois 
democracy". Alternatively, he relied on a "centralised command structure, capable of 
seizing and utilising the affluence of oil income."2 

The Shah's political strategy for concentrating power at the top was heavily 
conspiratorial. Inspired by the old pattern of absolutist rule in Iran, and equipped with 
modern political intrigue, he instigated distrust among rival powerful interest groups 
within the State bureaucracy; and he used the terror of the notorious SAVAK against 

'Milani, M. 1988, p. 28 
2 Fischer, M. M. in Amirsadeghi, ed. 1977, p. 172 
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scattered dissident groups outside the State. His military policy also relied almost 
entirely on built-in rivalries in the command structure of the armed forces. 

In creating the Rastakhiz (Resurgenc) Party, the Shah followed the example of 
the corporatist regimes based on one-party system. After he was deposed, the Shah 
wrote about his founding of the Rastakhiz Party: "This party, by including members of 
every social class and people of every shade of opinion, and by its constructive liberalism, 
would save time and men. ... This organisation would be a political and ideological school', 
which would engender a spirit of unity."1 The Rastakhiz Party also followed a chauvinist' 
strategy, similar to Reza Shah's strategy, by trying to perpetuate a sense of 
particularism which, in its Iranian version, was based on the glorification of pre-
Islamic Persian kings and the rekindling of the age-old anti-Arab sentiments. It 
intended to create a national sense of distinction for Iran among other Middle Eastern 
countries.2 

The economic policies of the Shah in the 1960s and 1970s led to the creation 
of a new class of bourgeoisie with increasing importance in the national economy, but 
without parallel political weight. The reliance of the regime on oil revenues resulted 
in the relative autonomy of the State with respect to the society, and thus in the total 
lack of social responsiveness on the part of the State. The Iranian State under the Shah 
was typical of what is called a "rentier State."3 It received a substantial amount of 
external rent in oil revenues, and as such, enjoyed considerable structural autonomy 
from the social classes, including the new bourgeoisie. But the ever-increasing 
dependence of the State on oil revenues diminished its reliance on social sources of 
revenues, such as taxes. This situation, although diminishing the problem of capital 
scarcity, so common in the Third World, eliminated the State's responsiveness to the 
civil society. This, in turn, added to the despotic character of the State.4 

The Crisis of Modernisation in Iran 

It is widely accepted that the dilemma of the Shah's modernisation efforts in 
the 1960's and 1970's lay in the uneven development of economic and political 
domains, namely that he modernised the former without changing the essence of the 
latter. Fischer has attributed the failure of capitalist modernisation in Iran to "the 
contradiction between top-down directed social change by a government which, relying on oil 
revenues, essentially made itself independent of any need to be directly responsive to its 
citizenry. And the need of such a government to suppress the local level of initiative because 
of its rejection of what it perceived as oppression by an alien culture or world economy.'6 

But more than political and economic problems, the Shah suffered from the 
deeper problem of a legitimacy crisis. He, like his father, disrupted the already 
existing social process of construction and reconstruction of a meaningful world at the 
level of traditional religion. He thus severed the social sense of continuity with the 
immediate past, trying to replace it by the out of sight and out of mind glory of the 

1 Pahlavi, M. R. 1980, p. 155 
2 For obscure reasons Iranians have demonstrated a desire to be regarded as a nation of higher status than their 
neighbours. 
3 Mahdavi, H. "The Patterns and Problems of Economic Development in Rentier States: The Case of Iran" in 
Cood, M. A. ed. Studies in the Economic History of the Middle East, London, 1970, p. 428 cited in Milani M 
1988, p. 32 
4 The relative autonomy of the State from the upper classes can explain the Shah's manoeuvre in the early 1960's 
to reduce the political and social power of the large landowners. It may also illuminate the motive behind his move 
to grant "numerous non-cosmetic concessions to the workers in the 1970s despite strong opposition from the 
powerful industrialists." See Milani, M. 1988, p. 34. 
5 Milani, M. 1988, p. 4 
6 Fischer, M. M. 1980, p. ix 
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pre-Islamic Persian Empire. 
Prior to the 1960s, the monarchy enjoyed a somewhat "diffuse support" of the 

religious authority, largely through a tacit recognition of the State by this authority, 
and through limited mutual co-operation between the religious and political 
establishments. Since the early 1960s though the trend of the Shah's modernisation 
substantially reduced this support and as such weakened the basis of the regime's 
legitimacy in the eyes of the traditional social groups and the community of believers 
in general. Among the new middle-class with nationalist sentiments, the legitimacy of 
the Shah's regime had already been weakened following the restoration of monarchy 
by the American-inspired coup of 1953. 

The Shah's programme of industrialisation and economic modernisation may 
thus be perceived as an attempt to address the legitimacy crisis of the regime. The 
Shah seemed to be aware of this crisis trying to broaden the social base of the State by 
buying the support of new social classes with economic rewards. Rapid 
industrialisation created a large number of jobs in the urban centres which, being 
better paid than agricultural labour, instigated a massive internal migration from rural 
to urban centres. But in creating this situation, the Shah inadvertently created the 
conditions for the intensification of the legitimacy crisis by causing an unanticipated 
socio-economic crisis. 

From 1946 to 1976, the agrarian labour force declined from 75 percent of the 
total workforce to 34 percent.1 Most rural migrants were absorbed in the volatile 
construction boom of the 1960's and 1970's. Between 1966 and 1976, the workforce 
engaged in the construction business nearly doubled.2 Manufacturing sector also grew 
dramatically in this period, owing to the creation of large factories by the direct or 
indirect involvement of the State. Also the rapid expansion of the State bureaucracy 
resulted in the increase of the number of white-collar and professional employees 
making the State the largest employer of the white-collar as well as the blue-collar 
workers by 1976.3 

This trend inevitably enhanced the economic position of the salaried workers 
and wage earners, particularly through the State intervention in support of most of the 
worker's non-political demands. As Amjad has pointed out: "The State policy toward 
the workers was one of punishment and enticement. On the one hand, the State supported 
most of the workers' demands for higher wages; on the other, political demands of the 
workers were suppressed." For a period, the economic prosperity seemed to be able to 
overshadow the political concerns of these new social classes. 

The economic dependence of these classes on the State might have played a 
part in delaying their support for the anti-Shah movement. But the Shah failed to 
sustain the economic boom. The problem was that economic benefits appeased their 
beneficiaries as long as they were increasingly supplied to meet heightening 
expectations. The absence of popular confidence in the Shah's regime left little 
capacity in the new middle-class and the new working class to tolerate any economic 
setbacks. The Shah's ambitious economic reforms tumbled with the relatively minor 
economic downturn of the late 1970s; and the plunge of the economy into recession 
due to lack of public confidence put an end to the regime's secure financial base. The 
regime was thus no longer capable of financially rewarding the new social classes that 
had depended on it and formed its social base. In this sense, the regime plunged into 

Parsa,M. 1989, p. 128 
Ibid, p. 128 
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Amjad, M. 1989, p. I l l 
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an economic crisis, which was received by the people much more severely that it in 
fact was. 

The oil boom and bust in the 1970s exacerbated the latent contradictions of 
Iranian society and contributed to the emergence of a revolutionary situation in the 
1977-1978 period. A major contributor to this situation was ironically the emergence 
of a rift between the State and some powerful groups, which had benefited from it, 
namely the new middle-class and the industrial workers. The oil boom, which had 
increased Iran's oil revenues to nearly $20 billion a year in the early 1970s, elevated 
the real incomes of the workers and the white-collar salaried employees and raised 
their expectations. The economic bust became apparent in the wake of a period of 
reckless spending which culminated after 1975. In this situation, the economic 
position of the wage earners and salaried employees deteriorated, whereas the 
affluence of a privileged few - connected with the regime - increased. The popular 
resentment with the widening income gap between the privileged few and the 
majority of the population intensified as it became increasingly evident that the 
privileged few made their fortunes largely through commissions on large and 
questionable government contracts. And this was when purchase of a house or even a 
car was suddenly beyond the reach of new middle-class families.' 

The pressure of frustrated aspirations triggered the disillusionment of the new 
social classes with the regime. From the economic standpoint, the frustrated economic 
expectations of the salaried workers after a period of relative economic prosperity 
amounted to a measure of political discontent with the Shah's regime. According to 
J.C. Davies' theory, such economic turn-around can trigger political crisis and social 
unrest. This theory might well be utilised to explain the contribution of the discontent 
of the modern urban classes to the revolution. 

However, care should be taken not to accord a disproportionate weight to the 
economic factor in instigating the Islamic Revolution. In their own objectivity, even 
in combination with the subjective economism of the leftist political ideologies, the 
economic factors could only marginally promote a popular revolution. As in the 
previous social movements in Iran since the turn of the century, mere economic 
grievances had not been of a social potency sufficient to create a collective 
consciousness and momentum for political action. They could not produce a universal 
framework within which people were prepared to sustain a consistently high level of 
political action, which required readiness to sacrifice their lives. This needed an 
ideological motivation in socialist, nationalist or religious form. 

In the case of Iran, the socialist and nationalist political ideologies were 
arguably not as compelling as a religious political ideology, mainly because of their 
modern and alien origins. This may explain why the bazaar merchants, who were of 
least economic significance to the State, could obtain the highest political clout as a 
social group through their association with the protest movement led by the ulama. 
Their receptivity towards the Shi'i political ideology, which was in the process of 
formation in the 1960s and 1970s, made them one of the forerunners of the 1979 
Revolution. Due to the political significance of the bazaar in modern Iran, I shall 
briefly discuss the role of the bazaar in the revolution here. 

The Role of the Bazaar 

The role of the bazaar as an economic force with moral and political influence 

1 Bakhash, S. 1984, p. 13 
Davies, J. C. "Toward a Theory of Revolution", American Sociological Review, Vol. 27, No. 1, 1962, pp. 5-19 
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was instrumental in passing the political leadership of the indigenous forces of 
resistance against the Shah to the ulama. I have already discussed the sources of moral 
and political influence of the bazaar. Here, I shall concentrate on their conflict with 
the Pahlavi State. The origin of the anti-Pahlavi attitude of the bazaar can be dated 
from the Reza Shah's attempt in the 1930's to restructure the economy as a national 
unit by controlling the economic activities of the bazaar merchants.1 Ever since, the 
bazaar merchants had got involved in using traditional forms of organisation with the 
potential of providing an ethical basis for criticising the Pahlavi policies. 

True, the Iranian bazaar had been transformed by modernisation. It was also 
diminished in its traditional moral credence. But still, it had retained its basic 
traditional character and a large part of its social and moral influence. As I have 
mentioned earlier, the traditional character of the bazaar was derived from the 
persistence of traditional economic and cultural norms in its structure. These norms 
were inherited from Medieval Iran, when the bazaar complex took shape to regulate 
the economy of the then comparatively small urban centres. As such, the bazaar 
formed a geographic entity, containing the hub of the economic and cultural life of the 
traditional urban middle-class. Even, the architecture of the building complex that 
housed the multitude of professions in the central bazaar had only slightly changed up 
until the modern time. 

This natural resistance to change was assisted by the physical interconnection 
of the bazaar network, which provided it with a sense of common fate. Misagh Parsa 
has given this picture of the bazaar in the 1970s: "In most major cities, the central bazaars 
are concentrated in a single location, in narrow alleys under covered roofs. The concentration 
and proximity of shops facilitate communications. AUbazaaris, meaning both merchants and 
shopkeepers who distribute goods and artisans who produce goods on a small scale, deal in 
very specialised commodities ... Closeness and dependence on single commodities can 
generate intense competition for customers. At the same time, however, proximity and 
dependence on similar commodities for livelihood can create a common fate with respect to 
market conditions, changes in technology, rise of new competitors and external factors of 
production such as the role of the State in business.' 

Convergence of the professional interests of the bazaar merchants was further 
strengthened by their essentially religious worldview. The central bazaar was a centre 
for organising religious processions and sermons. It also housed a holy shrine or a 
main mosque, and as such provided for the bazaari affinity with the ulama. 

It goes without saying that the bazaar was foremost an economic entity; and as 
such its political orientations were primarily determined by changes in the economy. 
But economic change in Iran was predominantly determined by the State, hence the 
active political engagement of the bazaar with the State in the late nineteenth century 
and in the early and mid twentieth century in defence of the national commercial and 
industrial bourgeoisie. Thus, the oppositional role of the bazaaris presented both 
nationalist and religious concerns. 

During the reign of the Pahlavi dynasty the ulama-bazaar alliance was further 
strengthened and put forward a series of fundamental political demands. This 
tendency intensified particularly with the increased desire of the Pahlavi State to 
bring the bazaar activity under direct State control. It gradually gave the bazaar an 
internal political and economic structure in opposition to the State. 

Like Reza Shah, Muhammad Reza Shah pursued the policy of bringing the 
bazaar under the State control. The tendency of the bazaar to conduct its affairs 

Fischer. M. M. in Amirsadeghi. ed. 1977, p. 178 
2 Parsa, M. 1989, p. 92 
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independent of the State had resulted in the creation of a dual economic structure, 
which was incompatible with the modern and centralising theme of the Pahlavi 
economic policies. The initiation by the State of strategic industries and new 
economic enterprises held them in the ownership or under the control of the State. By 
contrast, the bazaar affairs never came under total governmental supervision. One 
basic reason for this situation was that the bazaar derived its socio-economic 
relevance from the pre-modern social structures. A second reason was probably the 
State's failure in meaningful incorporation of the bazaar into the modern economy. 

This failure was of high political cost for the Pahlavi regime. After all, it was 
through the bazaar network (and its function in creating a loosely organised 
community of lay believers) that the religious authority drew most of its recruits and 
finances. Moreover, the sons and daughters of the bazaaris were highly likely to be 
educated, attending universities, or occupying professional positions; and many were 
likely to have internalised the anti-regime sentiments of their elders. They were thus 
likely to propagate these anti-regime sentiments in their work places or among the 
university students. Many of these young men and women would fill the lecture 
theatres in the Husseiniyyeh Ershad and other religious centres to listen to the Muslim 
ideologues, such as Ali Shari'ati, Morteza Motahhari, Ali Khamene'i, and other 
modernist and radical orators. 

Around the bazaar economy had formed a fairly sophisticated social 
organisation of work engendering certain moral ideologies in support of traditional 
forms of organisation. The traditional bazaar had long contained "a differentiated 
network of commission agents jobbers, hawkers, peddlers, wholesalers, long-distance 
merchants, brokers, money-changers, craftsmen and shop assistants." Business was 
regulated by Islamic economic rules, set primarily by the ulama and considered to be 
religious duties. These rules were updated in the treatises of religious duties (Resaley-
e Tawzih ul-Masa'el) issued by the mujtahids as their theological doctorate theses. 
These rules contained essentially a "contractual view of economic exchange; ... 
children may not buy and sell ... and goods may be returned if the buyers find they 
bought them above the fair price."2 

As Fischer has noted, the belief that the ultimate proprietor is God 
distinguishes the Islamic economic morality from that of laissez-faire capitalism. In 
theory, the Islamic taxation system (Khums and Zakat) is meant "to redistribute to the 
public domain and the poor what is not utilised and what, through inevitable 
inequalities, builds up in the hands of the fortunate."3 

Thus, the bazaar had developed an independent moral standing with almost 
none of the elements of its existence derived from the modern Pahlavi State. Its moral 
legitimacy had a religious basis, and as far as the economic transactions were 
concerned, it had established a communal system of distribution with internal 
regulatory systems. The government strategies alienated the bazaar whose socially 
meaningful alliance with the ulama became the driving force of the 1979 movement 
against the Shah. The government tried to discredit the bazaar by labelling it as the 
centre of "parasitic middle-men" or "the corridor of thieves." The Shah took two 
important steps in eradicating the very basis of the socio-economic existence of the 
bazaar economy. 

The first step had to do with the credit policy and the vigour in developing 
large enterprises since the 1960's, which had devastating consequences for the 

1 Fischer M. M in Amirsadeghi, ed. 1977, p. 180 
2 Ibid, p. 181 
3 Ibid, p. 181 
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bazaar-oriented retail network. While low interest loans were allocated for large 
private companies owned by the "petro-bourgeoisie" and the foreign investors, 
encouraging large profits for them, little was done for the bazaar merchants or the 
bazaar-oriented retail industry. Keddie has noted that "rates of 6-9 percent were 
available only to large enterprises", whereas most of the bazaar merchants, the small 
shop owners and craftsmen were starved for bank credit, ostensibly because their 
enterprises did not provide "sufficient collateral security for a loan." They were 
generally not even eligible for normal bank rates of 12 percent, but had to borrow 
from the moneylenders at 20-25 percent.2 Moreover, the developmental policies of the 
government, such as the encouragement of chain supermarkets and department stores, 
created direct competition between the modern and the traditional sectors of the urban 
economy, and as such were detrimental to the interests of the bazaar and especially of 
the guilds. This situation entailed for the bazaar a strong measure of psychological 
insecurity, underlying the identity crisis, which prevailed in Iran in the 1970's. 

The Shah's second step against the traditional bazaar economy was his so-
called anti-profiteering campaign in 1975. As a result of this campaign, 8,000 
merchants and retailers were imprisoned, and a very large number were fined or sent 
into exile.3 Although the bazaar merchants and the retailers benefited from the oil-
boosted general prosperity from the mid-1960s onwards, they rightly gathered that 
there were no governmental policies designed to further their long-term interest. 

The economic frustration of the bazaar in the 1960s and 1970s may be 
described in terms of what Durkheim called normative disorientation as a result of the 
déstabilisation of the traditional guild system.4 Similar to what Durkheim pointed out 
about the psychological implications of industrialisation in Europe in his study of 
suicide, the general prosperity of the 1970s in Iran generated disorientation and 
"anomie" by disturbing the traditional order. 

The role of the bazaar in the political and social developments of the 1960s 
and 1970s was also important due to its receptivity toward the massive immigration 
from rural areas to large urban centres. The new migrants, coming from traditional 
backgrounds, were naturally inclined to do business with petty retailers, bazaar 
wholesalers and traditional moneylenders, whereas the State had no desire to 
accommodate the economic needs of the growing influx of the provincial and rural 
migrants. This in turn contributed to a modest growth in the traditional economy. 
Parsa has noted: "By the time of the revolution, Tehran's central bazaar (had) close to forty 
thousand shops and workshops, one half of which were located within the covered bazaar and 
the remainder in the immediate vicinity."5 According to Arjomand, the bazaar merchants 
and bankers, the traditional bourgeois sector of the economy, expanded in absolute 
terms during the two decades prior to the revolution.6 Robert Graham notes that 
despite the modernisation of the economy under the Shah, the bazaar still controlled 
part of the domestic wholesale trade and was also involved in international trade of 
items such as carpets, nuts and dried fruits.7 The significance of this trend is better 
understood if one accounts for the fact that the bazaar merchants, deprived of 
"petrodollars", conducted their domestic and international trade independent of the 

1 Keddie, N. R. 1980, p. 224 
2 Despite religious prohibition of usury, money lending for interest was widely exercised in the bazaar with 
technical justifications. 
3 Abrahamian, E. 1982, p. 498 
4 Durkheim. E. "Moralising Economic Life and Emancipating the Individual", in Brookfield, ed. & trans. 
Professional Ethics and Civic Morals, London, 1059, pp. 253-258 
5 Parsa, M. 1989, p. 92 
6 Arjomand, S. A. 1988, p. 106 
7 Graham, R. Iran: The Illusions of Power, St. Martin's Press, New York, 1979, p. 221 
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State. 
If the internal migration preserved the socio-economic relevance of the bazaar 

economy, it also increased the need for the ulama as the guardians of the religio-
cultural norms. This was very much reflected in the religious vitality in the 1960s and 
1970s. It also laid the foundation of the close co-operation of the ulama, the bazaaris 
and the newly urbanised masses with traditional worldviews. These three social 
groups became the principle forces of the Islamic Revolution. 

The Religious Vitality of the 60s & 70s 

The ulama social activity in the I960's and 1970's was boosted by an 
important traditional characteristic. Its being urban-based inspired a largely urban 
social movement, which gradually included the rural population. Rural areas had long 
been the hinterland of the ulama field of activity. "In its classic pattern, cities with their 
mosques and madrasas constituted the centres of Islamic orthodoxy, and rural and provincial 
areas constituted its periphery."1 The internal migration from rural areas to cities rapidly 
strengthened the ulama constituency in the urban centres. Urban mosques were the 
most receptive centres for the congregation of these newcomers, who would find it 
very difficult and disturbing to join Western-style means of entertainment, such as 
discos, night clubs, cabarets, cinemas, etc. 

As we have seen, the ulama were already influential in the general social 
conduct of the population through their role as "the norm-givers of the community of 
the faithful (and) ... the repositories and arbiters of legitimacy."2 This influence 
amounted to a measure of socio-political power, which the ulama used from time to 
time to agitate or appease the masses, depending on the mood of their relationship 
with the State. With the enormous surge in the size of urban centres and the influx of 
large numbers of peasants into cities in the 60's and 70's, the influence of the ulama 
on the masses was boosted and found new orientations. There was also a surge in 
religious ecstasy and stimulation via participation in the religious rituals that marked 
the Shi 'i calendar. 

Also, the ulama affinity with the general public became more meaningful as a 
considerable measure of populism and a serious emphasis on social justice entered the 
religious discourse. The religious revival and the intensification of the question of 
social justice resulted from the fusion of cultural, political and economic problems 
caused by rapid modernisation. It originated a movement, which included not only the 
traditional urban classes (like the ulama and the bazaaris), but also part of the new 
middle-class and urban proletariat with traditional upbringing and with political and 
economic grievances. The rural and provincial migrants with more emotional but less 
disciplined religious beliefs, who comprised the poorest stratum of the urban centres, 
were also attracted by this trend and made their contribution to it. As Ernest Gellner 
has noted, the Islamic faith has been able to offer "a form of collective self 
identification, which is more positive and satisfying than the mere notion of the 
damned of the earth, or the disinherited proletariat." 

Increased religious vitality in the urban centres in the 1960's and 1970's could 
be perceived as the prelude to the Islamic Revolution, as it caused a surge in religious 
zeal affecting particularly the provincial and rural migrants. These migrants, with a 
newly acquired puritanical view of Islam, which they learnt from radical preachers in 

1 Arjomand, S. A. 1988, p. 106 
2 Gellner, E. Muslim Society, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1981, p. 114 
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the mosque congregations, were crucial in the formation of the radical political 
movement of the late 1970s. The number of these migrants who were destined to fill 
the ranks of Islamic revolutionaries in the forthcoming years sharply increased in the 
60s and 70s. The Iranian national census indicated in 1976 that between 1959 and 
1976 the urban population of Iran nearly trebled. Internal migration in this period 
accounted for a substantial proportion of the growth in urban population. According to 
Farhad Kazemi, between 1966 and 1976, more than 2.1 million people migrated from 
rural and provincial areas to major urban centres.1 Iran's demographic pattern of the 
late 1950's which, according to official estimates, located about 70 percent of the 
population in the rural areas was overturned because of the internal migration. By the 
late 1970's about half of the population was estimated to be residing in the cities. 

The provincial and rural migrants predominantly consisted of the uprooted 
peasants who were driven off land. They were stripped of land either because they 
could not afford to keep up with the programme of mechanisation of agriculture 
introduced by the Shah's reforms, or because their lands were taken over by huge 
"agri-businesses", owned mutually by the State and the big capitalist landowners. A 
small number of them were hired by the "agri-businesses", but most of them had to 
seek their fortunes in the cities, which in many cases they did quite successfully. 
There were also migrants with a small capital, who had chosen to move to the large 
cities for more profit, and in many cases they were relatively successful. They 
predominantly established businesses in connection with the traditional sector of the 
urban economy - the bazaar - and employed a lot of poorer migrants. 

Arjomand has noted the sharp rise in the number of religious publications and 
the increase in the number of pilgrims to Mecca and other religious shrines in the 
1960's and 1970's as an indicator of the increased religious vitality and traditional 
religious sentiments among these migrants. Furthermore, a large number of religious 
associations mushroomed in the same period, many of which were formed by rural 
and provincial migrants. Religious associations were particularly active during the 
months of Muharram and Ramadhan when the martyrdom of Imam Hussein and the 
assassination of Imam Ali were annually commemorated. 

The increased activity of religious associations naturally heightened the 
demand for preachers and cantors. As Arjomand has noted, this demand outstripped 
the supply in the 1970's and created "a market for religious tapes and cassettes", 
which were largely supplied by the religious associations. In this manner, the 
religious associations gradually took the form of a loosely organised network. They 
came to play a crucial role in the success of the Islamic Revolution by reproducing 
and distributing Ayatollah Khomeini's messages, and organising massive anti-Shah 
demonstrations in 1978. According to Algar the cassette tape was the technological 
symbol of the Islamic Revolution as the telegram was of the Constitutional 
Revolution. 

The Crisis of Legitimacy 

As we have seen, a combination of socio-cultural change, demographic shift, 
economic failure and political repression in the Iran of the 1970s prepared the 
necessary grounds for social and political instability. Nevertheless, such instabilities 
might not have necessarily led to a full-scope revolution in the absence of proper 

1 Kazemi, F. Poverty and Revolution in Iran, New York University Press, New York, 1980, p. 262 
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subjective conditions. The formation of a revolutionary ideology, which successfully 
debased the illegitimacy of the State, was the keystone in triggering the revolutionary 
movement of 1978-1979. I have already discussed the intellectual developments 
against the backdrop of the events in the 1960's and 1970's. In the next chapter, I 
shall also discuss in detail the contributions of the Islamic ideologues. In the 
following sections of this chapter, I shall briefly review the socio-political and 
intellectual context in which the revolution was shaped. 

Perhaps, one of the most important developments of this period was the open 
exposition of an acute legitimacy crisis that the system and concept of monarchy, in 
general, and the Pahlavi monarchy, in particular, had long sustained. It was ironic that 
this legitimacy crisis heightened when the Shah's regime, in terms of accepted 
indicators that would determine the degree of the grip of a government over the 
apparatuses of power, was still in a promising position. Up until 1978, the army was 
unified and confident, with a high degree of loyalty to the imperial court. The 
economy, although in shambles, was still in a much better shape than many other 
Third World countries at the time, thanks to the oil revenues. And, there was no 
systematic, broad, and concerted opposition with vast popular support and with access 
to enough material resources (e.g. arms and finances) to mobilise a revolutionary 
struggle. 

Hannah Arendt observed that government is upheld by power, supported either 
through consent or imposed through violence.1 The Shah's economic reforms had 
gathered a measure of consent from the upwardly mobile middle-class, and his army 
and secret police had certainly imposed power through coercion and violence. And yet 
in less than a year, all key areas of government were in deep crisis. The army was 
divided following its confrontation with multimillion-strong street demonstrations, the 
economy was paralysed as a result of general strikes, and the political command of the 
State was disintegrated by a powerful opposition with an extensive organised network 
and with meticulous efficiency. Almost all of these rapid upheavals were led by the 
Shi 'i ulama. 

A key factor stressed by the ulama in their political strategy against the regime 
was the issue of legitimacy. The legitimacy problem of the Pahlavi dynasty, which 
was intensified under the last Shah, resulted largely from the erosion of four major 
components of the kingly power in Iran, which may be categorised as genealogy, 
authenticity, divine ordinance, rightful earthly power, and moral integrity. The 
Pahlavi kings suffered from serious weaknesses in all these areas. 

Firstly, the humble origins of the Pahlavis did not support their claim to a 
kingly blood lineage, and their attempt to link themselves with the pre-Islamic Persian 
kingship was unsuccessful. They failed to inculcate in the public mind their alleged 
connection with the ancient kings, such as Cyrus and Darius, despite massive 
propaganda through the State-controlled media and other means of communication. 
The Shah, for example, organised huge and costly coronation ceremonies for himself, 
for the Queen and for the Crown Prince. He also held a costly celebration to 
commemorate 2500 years of monarchy in Iran. The failure of these attempts was 
perhaps due to the lack of success to meaningfully bridge the wide historical gap 
between the modern and ancient monarchies. 

Secondly, the theoretical implication of the doctrine of Occultation, and the 
prevalent perception under the Pahlavis that religious legitimation was dispensable, 
damaged the myth of divine ordinance. The king was no longer believed to be 

1 Arendt, H. "Speculation on Violence", The New York Review, Vol. XII, No. 4, Feb. 1969, p. 24 
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invested with a "divinely inspired mission" - a title under which the Shah tried to sell 
his modernisation programme. The Shah's attempt to change the Islamic calendar to a 
calendar based on the foundation of the ancient Persian kingdom added by default to 
the popular perception about the illegitimacy of the Pahlavi regime. The popular 
resentment toward the Pahlavi monarchy was reinforced by the Shi 'i belief that 
declared "illegitimate all authority during the Occultation of the Hidden Imam." 

Thirdly, the apparent subordination of the Pahavi kings to the Western powers 
in contrast with their suppressive measures against their own people created a flaw in 
the ancient image of kingship as invested with the power and will to engage in a battle 
against the forces of evil. This image had been already weakened by the military 
failures of the Qajar dynasty. But the popular belief that the Pahlavi dynasty was 
installed by one foreign power (Britain), and kept in place by another (the United 
States), further damaged the myth of the rightful power of the king. 

Fourthly, the successful attempt of the forces of opposition in the 1970s in 
exposing the opulent and corrupt lifestyle of the Shah and his inner circle inflicted a 
major blow upon the myth of the moral integrity of the king. The opposition had no 
difficulty to contrast the extravagance of the royal court with the misery of the 
sprawling shantytowns in the margins of the large urban centres. The people came to 
shun the image of the king and the royal household as morally upright; and it became 
increasingly clear for them that the king had little if any concern for the wellbeing of 
his subjects. The exposition of the brutality of the SA VAK against the political 
opponents of the regime added to the popular perception about the immorality of the 
Pahlavi monarchy. 

The rapid disintegration of the Shah's regime bewildered not only those with 
conventional wisdom but even most of the Iran experts who did not perceive the Shi 'i 
ulama as a serious threat to the Shah. Milani has given a good picture of the cultural 
contradictions in the Iranian society under the Shah, which confused the foreign 
observers and even deceived the ruling elite themselves. He has identified three 
contradictory Iran(s) under the Shah: "The first Iran was that of the rich, of the Western 
educated and oriented, of the high-rise buildings and discos, and of modern factories and 
armed forces. It was the Iran that the Shah wanted the World to see and accept. ... The 
second Iran was that of the new middle class and of the educated, anti-Shah dissidents. 
Although, small in number the middle class attracted a lot of attention from the Western 
experts. ... The third Iran was relatively unknown and mysterious to most Westerners. ... It 
was the Iran of the mosques, ta'ziyeh, flagellation processions, the Shanty-houses, the 
bazaars, the peasants, the workers and the poor."2 

The majority of the population fell within the boundary of the third category. 
They had traditional and conservative views, and were unhappy about the penetration 
of the Western mode of living and culture at the expense of Shi 'i popular culture and 
values. Defiant of the State policies and unable to express their sentiments openly, 
they largely presented their defiance in the form of public apathy; a feeling which was 
mistaken by some of the members of the ruling elite and some Western observers as a 
silent support for the Shah. 

As a consequence of the official propaganda and the congenial relations 
between the Shah and the Western governments and media, this Iran remained 
relatively unknown not only to the foreigners but also to many Iranians. 
Consequently, the rise of the ulama as the representatives of the collective sentiments 
of the alienated population was bewildering to those who considered religion as a 

1 Milani, M. 1988, p. 25 
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social force in rapid decline.' Leonard Binder wrote in 1972 about the success of the 
Shah in weakening the religious institution as an autonomous force.2 In 1979, James 
Bill rejected the likelihood of the ulama participation in the formal procedure of 
running the government.3 The American Embassy in Tehran underestimated the 
ulama threat to the Shah. As late as January 1978, the U.S. Ambassador to Iran, 
William Sullivan, reported that although the ulama possessed an impressive 
organisational network, they would probably find it difficult to generate additional 
demonstrations immediately for purely political purposes.4 Gary Sick noted the failure 
of American intelligence agencies to gauge the revolutionary situation in Iran as late 
as 1978.5 

The leftists, too, presented the same lack of appreciation for the ulama 
political capacity. Convinced of the imminent triumph of the working class, and 
obsessed with a fatalistic interpretation of Marxism, they underestimated the ulama 
political relevance. Leftist economist-reductionist speculations, reflected in the 
numerous publications of the Marxist groups in the 1978-79 period, generated the 
assumption that once the Shah was deposed, class struggle would dominate the 
political scene, and the political significance of religion would decline.6 Many leftist 
experts predicted that the influence of religious dogma on the working class would 
collapse pretty soon, and then the way would be open to the left.7 As Milani has 
indicated many of these assumptions "were accepted as historical facts by Iranian elite and 
opposition leaders who predicted that the ulama would eventually return to their mosques.'8 

The New Middle Class and the Professional Revolutionaries 

In amazing resemblance to the Constitutional Revolution, the coherent alliance 
of the ulama and the bazaar was joined, albeit incoherently, by the modern secular 
intellectuals - the inheritors of the legacy of the early twentieth century liberals and 
socialists. The liberal and socialist political parties had been formed in the 1940's and 
had already experienced the political upheavals of the 1950's. The National Front and 
the Tudeh Party drew their cadres mainly from the new middle-class with modern 
education and filled with aspirations of freedom, independence, democracy, and 
socialism. These groups relied on their knowledge of modern political thought, 
particularly the modern revolutionary tradition of the West, and drew on the 
democratic ethos of the Constitutional Revolution. They had also formed fairly 
sophisticated and rather effective political organisations with great impact on the 
course of Iran's modern politics, notably during the oil nationalisation movement. 
Their suppression by the Shah after the restoration of the monarchy in 1953 had left 
them with an anti-Shah political legacy with potential to flower at a suitable 
conjuncture. 

It has been noted that in the early 1960s, the anti-Shah uprising, inspired by 
Ayatollah Khomeini, had attracted many potential supporters of these groups leaving 
them no choice other than follow their anti-Shah struggle on the margins of the rising 
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Islamic movement. However, the emergence in the late 1960's of a guerrilla 
movement out of the ruins of the National Front and the Tudeh Party created a 
considerable measure of revolutionism quite distinct from the mainstream Islamic 
movement. In his study of the guerrilla movement in Iran, Ervand Abrahamian has 
pointed to the significance of this movement in inspiring many other radical 
individuals and groups, Islamic as well as Marxist, to take up arms against the Pahlavi 
regime.1 

Two important guerrilla groups, the Marxist Fada'iyan and the Islamic 
Mojahedin originated from the underground networks of the Tudeh party and the ruins 
of the National Front respectively. They particularly attracted the younger members of 
these organisations who questioned the traditional methods of resistance against the 
Shah, such as elections, boycotts, general strikes and street demonstrations. The 
founders of the guerrilla movement in Iran were very much inspired by personalities 
like Mao Tse Tung and Che Guevara, and by the experience of China, Vietnam, Cuba 
and Algeria in the 50s, 60s and 70s. They glorified armed struggle in their theoretical 
pamphlets. The titles of some of these pamphlets illustrate the urge for revolutionary 
armed struggle among the guerrilla groups.2 In terms of class background, most of the 
guerrillas came from the ranks of the middle-class intellectuals and were 
predominantly university students. 

As Abrahamian has indicated, the growth of the guerrilla movement in no way 
correlated with any decline in the economy. On the contrary, the movement developed 
at a time of middle class prosperity. "They took up arms as a result of social, moral and 
political indignation, rather than of economic deprivation.' The heroic acts of these 
professional revolutionaries in confrontation with the Shah's secret police, and their 
belief in a forth-coming violent revolution on the Russian, Chinese, or Cuban model 
contributed significantly to the formation of the imaginary of revolution in the 1970s. 

Between 1971 and 1977, when the repressive Pahlavi State relied on the oil 
revenue to create a measure of economic prosperity, and when the regime's policy of 
carrot and stick had held the people in check, 341 members of the guerrilla 
organisations were killed by the regime.4 They were either killed in street battles, or 
were executed, or were tortured to death. All this raised the admiration of the general 
public who had become socially and morally alienated by the regime. But, it could not 
attract any form of sustained support from the population it claimed to represent. 

The struggle of the professional revolutionaries suffered important 
deficiencies. Due to disengagement from the social developments, their chances of 
deepening their own understanding of local developments and the social structure of 
Iranian society were slim. They were not even able to enhance the political 
consciousness of the working class, which they meant to lead to revolution. Moreover, 
the strong-arm policy of the Shah in dealing with young revolutionaries led them to 
the unwise decision to go into strict secret activity; a decision, which left them no 
chance of producing effective links with the general public and finding a broad social 
base. Also, the atmosphere of terror and repression and the necessities of secrecy gave 
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rise to feelings of mutual mistrust between the underground groups, blocking the 
avenues of their co-operation. 

In addition, this situation distorted the mutual understanding of the religious 
and secular parties. The ulama refused to approve of the atheist tendencies of the 
guerrilla organisations and the guerrillas underestimated the relevance of religious 
authority in affecting politics. Rather than concerning themselves with the cultural 
grievances of the people, the guerrillas were mainly concerned with the revolution 
itself. To the guerrillas the revolution would automatically produce the ideal society if 
they took its leadership. 

Using Roland Barthes's expression, one may argue that the professional 
revolutionaries always took "man on the eve of Revolution."1 However, it was not the 
guerrillas who were able to ignite the revolution. As Gellner has pointed out: 
"Contrary to the Marxist theory, class conflict tends to erupt into revolution only if it can 
conceptualise itself in ethnic or religious terms. In Iran various socio-economic 
economic grievances found political force only when they were expressed in religious 
terms. 

The Islamic Revolution 

The heightened moment came in the early months of 1978 with the eruption of 
anti-regime demonstrations. No doubt, Ayatollah Khomeini played a central role in 
the development and success of the Islamic Revolution. In the next chapter, I shall 
discuss the role of Khomeini's discourse in putting the theory of Islamic Revolution 
into practice. But, as Shaul Bakhash has noted, "the breadth and intensity of the 
demonstrations" took even Khomeini by surprise.3 For instance, Ayatollah Khomeini 
expressed astonishment that "the people, for so long quiescent, had at last found their 
voice."4 However, he was well aware that the social conditions for which he and his 
followers had struggled for a long time were at hand. 

As Bakhash has pointed out, Ayatollah Khomeini set himself four goals (all of 
which he realised in practice): "to maintain the momentum of the protest, to use the 
movement to overthrow the Shah and the Pahlavi dynasty, to block all attempts at 
compromise, and to make the establishment of an Islamic government the goal of the entire 
movement."5 To boost the momentum of the movement, Khomeini called on the people 
to continue putting up demonstrations on a larger scale, to speak out, issue leaflets and 
use the religious processions to expose the "crimes of the regime". Apprehensive at 
the possibility that the protests might falter, he repeatedly warned in his proclamations 
that the "fire" of the popular uprising must not be allowed to be extinguished, because 
if it were, it could not be rekindled.6 

The Ayatollah also took care to ensure that the Shah remained the central 
issue. In building up his case against the Shah, he often appealed to constitutional and 
legal arguments, questioning the legitimacy of the Shah's rule. He, for example, 
pointed to the British backed Reza Shah's coup d'etat, the imposition of the Shah in 
1953 with American backing, the repressive policies of the State, the Western 
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oriented culture, and the economic preponderance of the foreigners, as the bases of 
illegitimacy of the Pahlavi State.' 

The transfer of Ayatollah Khomeini to Paris in October 1978 contributed to 
the consolidation of the revolutionary movement and reaffirmed his leadership 
position of by giving him a world-wide exposure. Even the Shah's bow to the 
revolution, the appointment of liberal Shapour Bakhtiyar as Prime Minister, and the 
ensuing democratic reforms, did not gather enough momentum to challenge 
Khomeini's popularity. 

By the early 1979, the Shah, stunned by the scope of the movement, had left 
the country and the Bakhtiyar government was paralysed in the face of mass 
demonstrations and the general strike. The unprecedented participation of women in 
the revolution, as well as the military activities of the guerrilla groups and the strike of 
the oil industry workers decisively debilitated the government. 

Abrahamian has noted that the working class joined the revolution belatedly 
because of its relative material gains under the Shah. However, Islamic revolutionary 
enthusiasm overwhelmed mere economic interests. In this sense, the entry of the 
working class expedited but not caused the eventual triumph of the Islamic revolution. 
Because of the economic importance of the oil industry, the strike of the oil workers 
became a decisive contributing factor to the victory of the Islamic Revolution. 

Women in Revolution 

The mass participation of the veiled Muslim women in the revolution was no 
less effective than that of the working class men. To be sure, they did not have the 
economic significance of the working class, but they provided the Islamic Revolution 
with a sense of genuineness and sincerity, which created an invaluable moral force in 
support of the revolution. Until that point, the female population of Iran, with the 
exception of a tiny minority, had been socially innocuous and politically inept. To be 
sure, there were instances of women's social and political activity in the nineteenth 
century, and a wider spectrum of women became engaged in such activities as a result 
of modernisation of the electoral laws, the educational reforms and the new forms of 
division of labour under the Pahlavis. However, the bulk of women were still socially 
static and politically subordinate. 

The larger rate of illiteracy among men and the deep-seated male supremacy 
confined women to housework in the urban centres and to participation in agricultural 
labour in the rural areas. In both cases, women's work was unpaid. Women were also 
restrained by the sexual ethics of pre-Islamic Arabia, which had been accepted and 
enforced by the Islamic tradition, and whose arbitrary social projections represented 
women as a faceless entity. The Arabian black veil was to obliterate the social image 
of women and the moral codes of public piety were to neutralise the Western 
orientations in women's activities. 

However, when devoid of Western orientations and individual presentation, 
and when embroiled in sacrifice for the sake of family, women's activities were 
generally revered and considered genuine and sincere. A novel element of the Islamic 
Revolution was its use of gender in politics by urging women to participate in 
political activity. The role of women was important particularly in encouraging men 
to engage in violent action if necessary, and to boost the moral cause and the 
authenticity of the revolution. Moreover, the leadership of the revolution, by 
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encouraging the use of the "chador", undermined the Western orientations of the 
Shah's regime and demonstrated the solid and united support of women for the 
Islamic values of the revolution. The unitarian image of women's support for the 
revolution was certainly enhanced by the activation of the Mahdistic tenet and the 
yearning for the return of the Concealed Imam. 

The uniform projection of the female component of the revolution concealed, 
at least temporarily, the real class and group divisions of interest.1 The unitarian 
character of the Islamic revolutionary ideology successfully inspired the massive 
mobilisation of women around a set of abstract principles with a concrete political 
goal. As such, Ayatollah Khomeini's abstract notion of vahdat-e kalama (the unity of 
the word) successfully extended the concrete goal of overthrowing the demonised 
Shah to the ranks of the women. No other ideological or political organisation 
succeeded in inspiring such a nation-wide solidarity among women. 

The social cohesion and the united participation of women in the Islamic 
Revolution was so strong that in many cases it led non-conformist women with 
modernist tendencies to give up the pursuit of their specific social rights and refuse to 
take up a more feminist approach. Although in some cases, female intellectuals and 
activists were driven by tactical concerns imposed by their political persuasions in not 
being explicit about their rights as modern women, in many instances this silence had 
become strategically internalised. What Benard and Khalilzad have referred to as "the 
political schizophrenia of Iranian modern intellectuals" was well illustrated in the 
political behaviour of many modernist Iranian women, who participated in the 
revolution. "They (were) required to share in the apologetics and defensiveness with which 
modernists explain some of the traditional treatment accorded to women, partly in order to 
disclaim Western superiority, partly in order to avoid the accusation that they are separatists 
co-operating with bourgeois Western feminism, partly in order to avoid alienating traditional 
women or providing fuel for fundamentalist claims that modernist women are immoral, and 
partly because of ambivalent attitudes held by their male counterparts.'2 

Enter the Angel and Exit the Demon 

Filled with religious zeal, but with little disciplined religious awareness, the 
disoriented population was attracted by the radical politics that was motivated by 
messianic notions, ecstatic beliefs and populist rhetoric. The abstentionist political 
attitude of the orthodox Shi'i ulama based on the pacifist interpretations of the 
doctrine of Occultation was being shaken as it did not accommodate the desire of the 
radical elements to engage in radical politics. Impressed by the images of warriors of 
the Iranian and Islamic mythology, the revolutionary population had long yearned for 
the supreme leadership of a charismatic personality that was now at hand. Such 
leadership was personified in Ayatollah Khomeini when he innovatively departed 
from the abstentionist political attitudes of the Shi 'i establishment and inspired a 
Mahdistic movement, presenting himself as the deputy of the Concealed Imam, 
Mahdi. 

In his account of the Islamic Revolution, John Simpson has noticed the impact 
of the Mahdistic tenet. In his observation of the revolutionary crowd on the day of the 
return of Khomein, he wrote: "When Khomeini, whose followers gave him the title Imam, 
returned to sweep away the old, failed political system of Iran and establish an Islamic 
Republic, the clear blue skies and bright sunlight of that day seemed to them to take on the 

1 Such was the case for the male participants of the revolution as well. 
2 Benard & Khalilzad, 1984, p. 99 
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transcendent quality of a Second Coming, ... which raised the expectations to millennial, 
chiliastic heights."1 Simpson has also cited a poem from a Tehran magazine entitled 
"The Day the Imam Returns", which illustrates the heightened idealism of the people: 

"The day the Imam returns, 
No one will tell lies anymore, 
No one will lock the doors of his house, 
People will become brothers, 
Sharing the bread of their joys together 
Injustice and in sincerity. ..."2 

And there were numerous instances of attribution of miraculous powers to 
"Imam Khomeini". For example, word was widely spread that Khomeini's picture 
was projected on the moon, or that he was bestowed with divine revelations. Also 
there emerged a generous flow of religious and literary slogans, which modeled the 
battle cry of the street demonstrations or inspired the heated graffiti war against the 
Shah. For instance, the Persian verse: "div cho birun ravad, fereshteh dar ay ad' (the 
demon retreats as the angel prevails), or the Quranic phrase "ja 'al-haqq wa zahaq al-
batiF (enter the truth and exit the lie) were used to juxtapose the humiliating 
departure of the Shah and the triumphant arrival of the "Imam" in Iran. 

These were not mere superficial emotional issues; rather they were instrumental 
in constituting a real force to drive the people consistently toward accepting "Imam 
Khomeini" as a supreme leader of divine credit and worthy to be sacrificed for. Soon 
raical slogans, such as ma hame sarbaz-e to 'im Khomeini, gush be farman-e to 'im 
Khomeini (we are your soldiers Khomeini, waiting for your command) and ta khun 
dar rag-e mast, Khomeini rahbar-e mast (until there is blood in our veins, Khomeini 
is our leader), became the battle cry of the revolution. 

As Arjomand has pointed out: "The Shi 'ite belief in the advent of the Mahdi, when 
activated ...creates a millenarian movement resting on a structure of domination characterised 
by the attribution of intense personal charisma to an acclaimed leader thus invested with 
Mahdistic authority." Yet, the victory of the Islamic Revolution was not characterised 
only by the activation of popular yearning for the Second Coming of the Mahdi. It 
also incorporated some aspects of the concurrent modernist protest movement against 
the Shah, gathering a large part ofthat movement under its umbrella, and momentarily 
blurring its distinctive features. 

As already mentioned, the radicalisation of the traditionalist movement was 
matched by a similar process in the secular movement. The peaceful means of protest 
were dropped for armed struggle and the political parties were turned to guerrilla 
organisations. Indeed the Shah's repressive policies had made open political activity 
inoperative. The political parties that called for political restraint in the face of 
repression and insisted on non-violent means of protest rapidly lost popularity. Calls 
for a violent revolution were increasingly voiced as various versions of revolutionary 
Marxism dominated the activation of radical secular politics in the 1970s. 

The fascination with a promised revolution of the Russian kind was so heavily 
emphasised that it sounded like the yearning for the Second Coming of the Messiah. 
As the ubiquitous myth of revolution was elevated to become the high objective of the 
radicalised secular movement, the more profane task of promoting a civil rights 
movement and pressing for reforms was given up. The secular movement tended 
increasingly to sell itself in terms of a millenarian revolution of sorts, promising a 
Marxist paradise, a classless society with people's army, and with the State withering 

Simpson. J. Inside Iran, St. Martin's Press, New York, 1988, p. 34 
2 Ibid, p. 35 
3 Arjomand, S. A. 1984, p. 83 
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away. Devoid of its original reformist objectives, the originally moderate secular 
movement was turned to a movement of political extremists. 

However, as an extremist movement, it had little chance to compete with the 
radical Islamic movement inspired by the Mahdistic tenet. Naturally, the religious 
cause provided a far more powerful spiritual and cultural motivation for the mainly 
traditional population to risk their lives in extreme political actions. A secular cause 
might have had a chance in the absence of the deep-seated belief in the Mahdi. In its 
presence, no radical alternative stood a ghost of a chance. 

The Submission of the Armed Forces 

By January 31, 1979, when Ayatollah Khomeini returned in triumph to Tehran, 
and the Shah's State apparatus was in full disintegration, the only obstacle in the way 
of the Islamic Revolution was the Shah's armed forces. The religious command 
adopted a tactic, which the armed forces could not effectively counteract. It "mobilised 
so numerous a force that nothing short of a holocaust could permit the occupation of the 
streets."1 Furthermore, the army was in a state of frustration and half-heartedness since 
the Shah, its supreme commander, had left the country. The mutual rivalry and 
mistrust, reminiscent of the Shah's policies in the armed forces, had eliminated the 
possibility of the rise of a decision-maker in the military ranks, leaving it effectively 
beheaded and divided without the Shah. A cassette tape containing the negotiations of 
the commanders of the armed forces in the period between the departure of the Shah 
and the victory of the revolution testifies to this fact.2 

The lack of decisiveness on the part of the superior commanders was 
exacerbated by numerous mutinies by the junior officers and the soldiers, who had 
virtually joined the revolution. Many other soldiers deserted the army, and yet others 
needed slight encouragement of the revolutionary leaders to side with the revolution. 
This encouragement finally came form none other than Ayatollah Khomeini himself. 
In a message to the armed forces, he explicitly invited the troops to side with Islam 
against the "infidels". The streets came under virtual occupation by the revolutionary 
crowds and the troops were in no position to confront the crowds. The revolutionary 
command encouraged the demonstrators to physically approach the troops and place 
flowers in gun barrels. Despite sporadic clashes and the slaying of those who 
confronted the troops bare-handed, the bulk of the army were attracted to the side of 
the revolution literally on the streets, handing their guns to the revolutionary activists, 
ripping off their military emblems and embracing the crowds. 

With the rebellion of the junior Air Force Cadets in early February 1979, the 
divided armed forces plunged into deep chaos. The popular uprising of February 10 
and 11, and the attack led by guerrilla forces on the military barracks, as well as the 
conquest of the National Radio and Television by the armed citizens, put a classic 
revolutionary end to the "hated Pahlavi regime". But the defeat of the army was not 
an accomplishment of guerrilla forces. As I just mentioned, well before the guerrillas 
attacked the undefended barracks, the religious tactic of inviting the army to the side 
of Islam and people had brought the military command to its knees. The rate of 
desertion and turning against the commanders by the soldiers and junior officers had 
already heralded the emergence of the "Sacred Islamic Order."3 

1 Afrashteh, K. in Ayoob, M. ed. 1981, pp. 90-120 
~ These negotiations were co-ordinated by the American general Huyser in January 1979; the cassette tape of the 
negotiations, which was published in the form of a book in 1986, the army commanders failed to make any 
decision for action on almost all important issues arising from the revolution. 

The Islamic Republican media juxtaposed the new government with the Pahlavi regime using such terminology. 
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Three Components of the Islamic Revolution 

To many observers of the Islamic Revolution, and certainly to its participants, 
the image of the revolution was symbolised by large crowds marching the streets, 
chanting anti-Shah slogans. The spectacular crowd betrayed something reverent, and 
the sheer size of it convinced many of those who were not part of it to feel ashamed, 
irresponsible and abandoned by God and/or the people. It thus created an intense 
sense of patriotism and/or religious emotionalism among even the pacifist people and 
encouraged them to join the revolution. 

This environment created the impression that whatever the crowd did was 
right, because it came out of genuine feelings and pure emotions of the devoted. It 
thus seems essential to examine the main features of what motivated the crowds to do 
what they did throughout the days of the revolution. These could be categorised 
around three basic elements, namely the political economy, the religious dogma and 
the advent of the Messiah. 

The first element, as noted earlier, had to do with the socio-economic and 
socio-political developments in the State and society as a result of the inclusion of 
Iran as a peripheral State in the capitalist "world-economy". These developments 
resulted in changes in the mode of land ownership, mechanisation of agriculture, 
industrialisation, urbanisation, national homogeneity, proletarianisation, 
bureaucratisation, and the formation of partisan political activism. It also led to the 
domination of Iran's political and economic life by foreign powers by virtue of their 
strong position in the "world-economy". 

The second element had to do with the doctrinal developments in Usuli 
Shi 'ism, which had established itself as the national religious authority and the sole 
institution capable of putting up a viable opposition to the policies of the Pahlavi 
State in political, economic and cultural fronts. Politically, it presented a defiant 
attitude toward the State, which it considered illegitimate in the absence of the Mahdi. 
Moreover, thanks to politicisation of the religion since the 1950s, a de facto faction 
was formed within the religious establishment, which legitimised direct political rule 
of the ulama on behalf of the Mahdi. The articulation of this contentious doctrinal 
innovation, against the background of expression of resentment by most of the grand 
Ayatollahs for explicit political activities, was crucial in giving the religious 
movement a coherent political ideology. Economically, the militant ulama posed an 
opposition to the Shah by lending support to the anti-government commercial 
bourgeoisie of the bazaar as against the State-affiliated "petro-bourgeoisie" and the 
corporate sector. As for the cultural opposition, the domain was virtually unlimited as 
the Shi 'i belief was ingrained in he social consciousness of the population through 
observation of the Islamic rules and rituals and, more recently, through grass-root 
religious networks. 

The third component of the revolution had to do with messianic notions and 
hysterical emotions associated with the imminent return of the Mahdi, and with the 
phenomenon of mass religion. This type of religion whose origins can be traced back 
to the early stages of the spread of Shi'ism in Iran, was undisciplined, non-elitist, non-
scholastic, superstitious and by and large despised by the ulama elite as common and 
susceptible to eclecticism. The scholastic religion had in effect suspended the 
millenarian notions through rationalisation of religion. But the Babi experience was a 
bitter reminder of how millenarian movements could give their allegiance to an 
independent claimant of the Mahdihood. Nevertheless, there was an essential link 
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between the popular and elite religions, as both were in general terms Islamic and 
Shi'i, and as neither could survive without the other. The elite were the high-up 
mujtahids, professionals in religious affairs and the professors of the Shi 'i seminaries; 
and naturally their recognition by the public as the custodians of religious 
jurisprudence and scholarship was essential to their social existence. The religion of 
the public also derived its raison d'etre from its being recognised by the Shi'i 
professionals and the established church. The ulama success in preserving their status 
depended to a large extent on their ability to keep on top of religious emotionalism, 
which was essential to the mass religion and any form of significant collective action. 
The initiation of a trend within the religious establishment since the 1960s to 
encourage and organise the mass religion entailed the suspension of apolitical and 
elitist character of orthodox Shi 'ism and played an important part in the solidification 
of the politico-religious relationship of the ulama and the public. 

None of these three elements alone though could possibly inspire such mass 
participation and dedication as was demonstrated in the days of revolution by millions 
of people. Economic problems alone were unlikely to instigate a revolution of such 
calibre. Egypt and Turkey were in a more or less similar economic condition, but they 
never faced the prospect of a mass revolution in the proportion of the 1979 Iranian 
Revolution. Neither could the dogmatic party alone create such a social movement as 
it was dominated by elitist, scholastic and apolitical worldviews. Nor were the 
undisciplined religious emotionalism and the Mahdistic tenet on their own capable of 
organising a sustainable mass movement with specific political and cultural purposes. 
The most they could inspire would be another heated but short-lived religious revolt 
with little lasting consequence. 

Combined with each other, however, these three components were able to 
create a magical moment, which instigated a mass movement with specific goals, and 
with enough resources, emotions and ecstatic energy to generate a desire for sacrifice 
in order to achieve these goals. This combination took place as a result of a peculiar 
historical conjuncture, where the political, economic and cultural conditions of the 
country accommodated a successful religious revival. When the people took to the 
streets in their millions to topple the Shah's regime, they demonstrated in their very 
actions - maybe without conscious knowledge - their commitment to these three 
components of the revolution. They attacked the banks and corporations, which 
represented the hegemony of the big bourgeoisie and the foreign capital. They 
attacked the military barracks and police stations, which they saw as instruments of 
political oppression. They observed religious codes of practice, chose mosques as 
their headquarters and the clerics as their leaders. Women wore the chador, the 
leaders cited the Qur 'anic verses and the crowd chanted Allah-o-Akbar (God is Great) 
when engaging in heroic actions. 

During the general strikes and the absence of the State authority - except in the 
form of the tanks and troops - a network for distribution of basic necessities was 
successfully formed around the mosques and functioned effectively as a de facto 
government. And finally, the inspiration for sacrifice and dedication that made 
possible the victory of the revolution came from the popular perception that the 
advent of the Mahdi was imminent. For a short period, Ayatollah Khomeini was 
attributed with miraculous powers, which could lead to his rise to the position of the 
Mahdi in the public mind. But his strong scholastic background, and the clear 
doctrinal rejection of direct claims to Mahdihood. by the Usuli juridical establishment, 
prevented the elevation of Khomeini to Mahdihood. Instead, he accepted to be revered 
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as the deputy and forerunner of the Mahdi, a position he comfortably enjoyed until his 
death in 1989. 

The Islamic Government in Power 

The triumph of the Islamic Revolution had serious socio-political 
repercussions. It led to a myriad of transformations in the State and societal 
institutions in Iran, as well as in the political attitude of the religious authority towards 
the temporal power. Ayatollah Khomeini's theory of velayat-e faqih, unelaborated as 
it was, was embodied in the Constitution of the Islamic Republic. Article 5 of the 
Islamic Republic Fundamental Law (Ghanun-e Assassi), which was drafted and 
passed in an unusual legislative process, recognised the principle of a religious 
government, and identified the most qualified jurist as valy-e amr (holder of 
authority). It asserted: "During the Occultation, velayat-e amr (sovereignty) and the imamat 
(leadership) of the ummat (nation) is upon the just and pious jurist."1 These powers were 
very close to those traditionally reserved for the Concealed Imam. 

The Constitution of the Islamic Republic handed over velayat-e amr to 
Ayatollah Khomeini as the natural choice of the population. The doctrinal and 
political repercussions of this event were immense and have been reflected upon ever 
since by those interested in modern Iranian politics. But the significant political, 
ideological and intellectual developments of the post-revolution era compel even 
more serious attention. I shall discuss some of these later in Chapter 8. Here, I shall 
review in passing some of the important transformations in the religious authority 
with respect to the State, which came about with the victory of the Islamic 
Revolution. With the establishment of the Islamic Republic, political order which 
traditionally was represented by the temporal authority - and hence was rendered 
illegitimate - became consecrated and the clerical ideologues sought to theorise this 
sanctity of the political order. 

Before he was assassinated shortly after the victory of the revolution, 
Ayatollah Morteza Motahhari maintained in one of his speeches that the Islamic 
government was a sacred institution because its authority was derived from the 
qualified ulama, the deputies of the Concealed Imam. According to another 
ideologue, Haddad Adel: "This revolution (was) the integration of religion and politics, ... 
In other words, this revolution (was) the acceptance of the servitude of God for deliverance 
from the servitude of non-God, and the acceptance of the sovereignty of God for salvation 
from the domination of taghut, a sovereignty which is realised through obedience to the 
Prophet and the Infallible Imams and obedience to the learned and just ulama:' 

In sharp contrast to the traditional Shi 'i jurisprudence which had postponed 
political activity until the reappearance of the Mahdi, people were urged to involve 
themselves in politics as an incumbent religious duty. In a Friday prayer sermon in 
1983, Ayatollah Meshkini pronounced political activity an incumbent duty without 
which Shi'i religion would not last. Ayatollah Khomeini himself repeatedly 
announced that the preservation of the Islamic Republic was a divine duty and that 
this duty must be fulfilled through the active involvement of the people. This attitude 
has been largely responsible for the enduring state of emergency in Iran and the 
continued use of mass mobilisation for political purposes. 

It should be noted, however, that the arguments for the consecration of 
Khomeini's Islamic Republic have predominantly come from the lower ranking 

1 Arjomand, S. A. 1988, p. 179 
2 Cited in Ibid, pp. 179-181 
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mujtahids. The most learned mujtahids of Qom and other Shi 'i establishments have 
either gone into opposition or have decided not to speak out. To be sure, none of them 
have openly approved the religious sanctity of the Islamic Republic. The inclination of 
orthodox jurisprudential Shi 'ism has been to emphasise the significance of the specific 
socio-legal functions of the ulama as against the insignificance of direct involvement in 
policy making. Also there have been numerous movements of modernist Islamic 
persuasions that have opposed the identification of the government policies with 
divine rulings. 

The following passage cited by Arjomand from A.A. Naseri's Emamat va 
Shafa 'at signifies the specific functions considered by the traditional Ayatollahs to be 
appropriate for the ulama under the title of velayat. "The velayat of the fully qualified 
faqih, according to indubitable evidence is the authority over the affairs of those minors who 
have no specific parents, and over the insane, so that he may manage their affairs according to 
expediency, and also authority over the wife of a person who has disappeared as regards 
maintenance and divorce ... and the supervision of those awqaf which are without specific 
administrators, and the upholding of the hudud and judgeship and ruling according to the 
sacred law (hokumat) and resolution of hostilities and investigation of claims and upholding 
of rights and the like." 

In his revolutionary interpretation of Shi 'ism, Ayatollah Khomeini extended 
these specific functions and advocated the direct administration of government by the 
ulama in order to implement the Sacred Law, hence his efforts to identify Islam with 
political activism and government. Khomeini's maverick proposition, which defied 
the orthodox views of the Shi'i establishments in Qom and Najaf made the religious 
legitimacy of the Islamic Republic largely dependent on his own charisma. None of 
the grand Ayatollahs has any governmental post and not a single figure among the 
clerics who have high governmental positions can sustain Khomeini's charisma. Thus 
the prospect of the doctrinal foundations of the Islamic government remains bleak 
after the demise of Khomeini, particularly with the intellectual challenge that has been 
put up against absolutist interpretations of'velayat-e faqih by the religious opposition. 

The Islamic government faces serious problems particularly from the 
ideological standpoint, mainly by becoming closed to alternatives. As Akhavi has 
noted, this is a dilemma virtually all ideologies seem to contend with. Their very 
strength may become their great weakness. Before Khomeini's death in 1989, it was 
commonly held that at the very least his departure from the scene was a precondition 
for the Islamic government to begin to behave less ideologically. Indeed, this is a 
possibility if less ideological and more pragmatic figures dominate the Statesmanship. 
It may be, however, that Iranian politics will not easily return to an essentially 
pragmatic course in the post-Khomeini era. 

The Khomeini-inspired Islamic Republic, which rose to power following the 
1979 revolution, initially exhibited tendencies that other revolutionary regimes have 
produced, namely the totalitarian tendency. Not that Khomeini's Islamic Republic 
emulated the existing totalitarian regimes, which have been predominantly inspired by 
Marxism. Far from it, it opposed these regimes because of their atheism. Nonetheless, 
the Islamic Republic clearly demonstrated that total ideologies, in theistic or atheistic 
forms, tend to expose many inherent similarities in their social operation. The study of 
the totalitarian aspects of the Islamic Republic is out of the scope of this work. Suffice 
it to mention in general terms that until recently, the Islamic Republic refused to 
recognise individual freedom as a relevant issue and emphasised corrective measures 
to put right the collective life of the society. This regime put into action an intense and 

'Ibid, p. 178 
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repressive program of social morality and public piety, addressing the people in 
cultural and moral rather than individual terms. Ironically, the proclaimed objective of 
the Islamic Revolution namely, the building of a morally upright society, equipped 
with a godly collective consciousness and devoid of corruption, has remained only an 

objective. 
Apart from inspiring a sense of identity among a core constituency ot 

believers, which was translated to a fierce campaign to impose strict religious 
solemnity, Khomeini's ideological legacy has amounted to economic setbacks, social 
tension, and political chaos. However, one should be careful not to take the economic 
failure and political repression as linearly linked to the decline of collective religious 
convictions. When Khomeini's life ended in 1989, millions of people took to the 
streets to mourn his loss. The procession of his funeral attracted the same if not more 
number of religious believers as did his arrival in Iran ten years earlier. Many have 
logically reasoned that ten years of economic stagnation and political repression, eight 
years of which were also marked by a disastrous war, had resulted in the decline of 
Khomeini's preponderance. However, the astonishing turn out of the population to 
mourn his death with such passion demonstrated the still powerful religious 
aspirations of the Iranian believers. Ayatollah Khomeini defied logic in his death, as 
he did in his life. 

As for the future, one may safely predict that, one way or another, the Islamic 
Republic will have to embark on more politically and economically pragmatic 
measures to serve its own institutional power and structural interests. More so, in the 
absence of the charismatic leadership of Ayatollah Khomeini, which seemed to be 
capable of sustaining a political regime incongruous to the existing world order. 
Signals from the post-Khomeini Iran indicate that the Islamic Republic, like the 
Safavid dynasty following the death of its founder, is likely to choose to preserve the 
theocratic posture of the polity, and at the same time rationalise religious dogma 
through the restoration of the normative order. Such a normative order will have to 
rely on the symbiotic interplay of religious and temporal authorities and is unlikely to 
resolve the Church-State question in a foreseeable future. However, it may promote a 
measure of political stability, opening up the prospects of a period of internal peace 
and economic and, to a lesser extent, political activity accompanied by efforts to 
accommodate the existing world order. There are already signs of economic and 
political improvements. 

However, for the Islamic Republic to succeed in rationalising the polity, it will 
inevitably have to go through the painful process of re-appraising and redefining 
itself. For one thing, it will have to cast aside its extremist image both domestically 
and in the international arena. Like the pragmatic successors of the charismatic 
founder of the Safavid dynasty, the rationalist followers of Khomeini may have to turn 
against their comrades-in-arms, i.e. the revolutionary zealots who helped bring the 
Islamic Republic into existence, but who wish to sustain its "extremist" and "radical" 
character. The "pragmatists" would naturally be more concerned about the viability of 
the Islamic Republic in this world, and therefore should be prepared to abandon some 
of their "otherworldly" ideals where necessary. On the other hand, the "radicals", who 
seek to uphold the idealist aspirations of the Islamic Revolution, would ineluctably 
accuse the "pragmatists" of hypocrisy and even treason. Their confrontation has 
already begun. 
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The Institutionalisation of the Revolution 
Although Ayatollah Khomeini's leadership of the revolution and the Islamic 

revolutionary government was undisputed, the actual process of the ascendance of the 
ulama to political leadership was far from smooth, and involved many upheavals and 
much violence. The process of the institutionalisation of the Islamic Revolution 
proved to be much more complex than the analysts of this revolution predicted, and as 
such more often than not defied their anticipations. This complex process began very 
early on with the formation of the revolutionary provisional government of Mehdi 
Bazargan and continued through the hostage-taking drama, the "cultural revolution", 
the rise and fall of President Abol-Hassan Bani-Sadr, the ethnic wars, the riots and 
uprisings against the government, the brutal suppression of the opposition, and the 
power struggle within the government. Even the new doctrinal and ideological 
developments within the Shi 'i establishment were a part of this complex process; as 
were the external adventures, such as the war with Iraq and the "export of the 
revolution" to other Islamic countries. 

Many analysts have tried to analyse the process of the institutionalisation of 
the revolution in Iran on the basis of the conventional (Western) standards, identifying 
various factions within the post-revolutionary polity, such as "liberal", "radical", 
"moderate" and "fundamentalist" factions. These classifications certainly have merit, 
but they have so far been applied to the Iranian situation all too simplistically. As 
Henner Furtig has suggested, all these labelling have so far "failed to perceive that 
intrafractional dispute was almost always immediately suppressed when the power 
interests of the whole clergy were in danger." ' He has rightly asserted that "the 
common interests of the clergy to stay in power" has strengthened the traditional 
affinity among them, and as such it is "almost impossible to label a given clergyman 
only as radical or moderate."2 

However, the close association among the clergy does not preclude the 
existence of differences of opinion on important doctrinal, social, political and 
economic issues. Khomeini's zeal in building an intricate institutional organisation for 
the Islamic Republic during his lifetime ensured that such differences would remain a 
feature of political life without destroying the political structure of the Islamic State as 
a whole. Through careful manoeuvring between the factions and the creation of 
multiple sources of political power, Khomeini skilfully played the factions against 
each other and kept himself as a source of superior advisory power above factional 
interests, with extreme influence, but with almost no responsibilities. By breaking 
down the legislative, judiciary and executive powers at various institutional levels, he 
prevented the concentration of power in any one institution or personality, while 
creating a de facto system of checks and balances. The overlapping powers and the 
inter-relatedness of these institutions, although they made decision-making difficult, 
created a suitable condition for the inhibition of dictatorial tendencies and the rise of a 
peculiar kind of political pluralism. 

The institutionalisation of the Islamic Revolution thus involved an intense 
internal power struggle over the differences of opinions between the personalities and 
factions. Although this political struggle was muted in the lifetime of Ayatollah 
Khomeini due to his superior charismatic power, there were important instances of the 
outpour of these struggles requiring amendments and modifications of the existing 
institutions and laws, and in some cases, creation of further institutions and laws. For 

Furtig, H. "Iran - the Second Islamic Republic?" Journal of South Asian and Middle Eastern Studies. Vol. XX, 
No. 3, Spring 1997, p. 22 
2 Ibid, p. 23 
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example, the Islamic Republican Party, which had formed shortly after the revolution 
on the basis of the unitarian message of Ayatollah Khomeini, vahdat-e kalameh (the 
unity of word), was disbanded after signs of serious factionalism appeared in its 
structure at both leadership and grass-roots levels. The Islamic Republican Party 
(Hezb-e Jomhuri-ye Eslami) was on the course to shape the polity on a one-party 
model, similar to communist parties in the totalitarian States. It had become the single 
most important political organisation of the State and society by absorbing, outlawing 
and eliminating all alternative political thought and action. 

The rapid rise of the Islamic Republican Party involved gathering all the 
Islamic associations and groupings loyal to Khomeini and the Islamic Republic 
around the Qur 'anic concept of Hezbollah (Party of God), or the newly made up 
concept of the "Followers of the Imam's Line" (Peyrovan-e Khatl-e Imam). The 
Islamic Republican Party was thus successful for a while in denying or undermining 
the real intellectual and ideological differences among the loyalists of the Islamic 
Republic. Those who were left outside the circle of the Hezbollah were subject to 
demonisation and eventually brutal suppression. Parties on the left of the political 
spectrum, such as the Mojahedin, the Fada 'iyan and the Tadeh Party were the first 
victims of the revolutionary zeal for ideological uniformity, and with their naïve 
political tactics they even contributed to their own demise. Even the Islamic 
organisations or personalities came under attack if they did not follow the "Line of the 
Imam" as prescribed by the Islamic Republican Party. Prime Minister Bazargan and 
his Liberation Movement, and Persident Bani-Sadr were prominent Muslim figures 
and organisations that were ousted by the "Followers of the Imam's Line" because 
they fell out with the Islamic Republican Party. 

Ayatollah Khomeini, however, did not wish to see the rise of a single party to 
absolute political power even if that party operated under his own name and his own 
command. He probably realised the danger of the experience of the socialist 
revolutions in creating huge single party apparatuses, which tended to suppress all 
political and ideological differences and lead to the stagnation of the polity. As such, 
not long after the ouster of Bani-Sadr - a renegade President who had challenged the 
clerical power - he disbanded the Islamic Republican Party, and encouraged the 
Majlis-e Showray-e Eslami (the Islamic Consultative Assembly) to pass a law for the 
operation of a multiple-party system. Although the peculiar shape of this multiparty 
system was not similar to the Western model, and showed intense intolerance for 
political organisations of alternative ideological and intellectual persuasions, it 
nonetheless gave rise to an intense political and ideological struggle within the polity. 
It has thus led to the emergence of a certain kind of internal political opposition. This 
process began in the lifetime of Khomeini and immediately after the disbanding of the 
Islamic Republican Party, but it has intensified since his demise. 

The Beginning of an Internal Power Struggle 
Early signs of a growing concern about the political deadlocks between the 

President and the Majlis, and the Majlis and the Council of the Guardians {Showray-e 
Negahban) - a constitutional body supervising the Majlis legislation - emerged when 
Ayatollah Khomein was still alive. The internal disputes over political, social, cultural 
and ideological issues were mainly a result of the vagueness of the relationship 
between the executive, legislative and judicial institutions and authorities, and the 
differences of opinions as to how the grey areas should be interpreted. Khomeini 
himself encouraged the existence of differences as long as they did not threaten the 
entirety of the Islamic regime. However, the internal power struggle became more 
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acute toward the end of Khomeini's life, and particularly after the end of the war with 
Iraq in 1988 and the disqualification of Ayatollah Hussein-Ali Montazeri as the heir 
apparent of Ayatollah Khomeini. 

Montazeri, the highest-ranking jurist among the radical ulama after Khomeini, 
had serious disagreements with Khomeini over the extent of religious and political 
power of the clerics. He did not hold any official post, and remained in Qom 
continuing his religious scholarship. However, he exercised a relatively strong 
political influence as the leader of Friday prayers in Tehran. In his sermons, he 
frequently criticised the attribution of divine weight to the political decisions of the 
clerics-turned-politicians. But his final fall-out with Khomeini was over the issue of 
the treatment of political prisoners including the Mojahedin-e Khalq who were 
considered by Khomeini and the cleric-politicians as the most dreadful enemies of the 
Islamic Republic. The conflict came to a head when a young relative of Montazeri, 
Mehdi Hashemi, was put on trial and subsequently executed on charges of treason for 
being involved in a plot against the regime, and for sympathising with the Mojahedin. 

The war with Iraq, although disastrous, costly and inconsequential, was 
successful for eight years to repress the necessity of attendance to immediate socio
economic problems of the country. The war had created a sense of patriotism and a 
national emergency situation, which demanded a high measure of religious asceticism 
and the deferment of calls for material well being. With the end of the war, bold 
economic reforms were urgently needed to address the economic problems, which 
were aggravated by the destruction of the war. The importance of the disqualification 
of Montazeri, as the future Supreme Leader was due to the crisis that it caused with 
regard to the question of succession. After all, Montazeri was formerly the most 
respected of politically minded living mujtahids in line to succeed Khomeini. 

As I have noted earlier, according to the original Constitution of the Islamic 
Republic, the position of the velayat-e faqih was understood as the source of real 
political power. According to Furtig, the political impetus of the original Constitution 
of the Republic, which had grown out of the immediate exigencies of the revolution, 
was predominantly "directed at fortifying the position of the clergy in a yet undecided 
power struggle."1 And as such, it tended to invest the institution of velayat-e faqih 
with ultimate religious and political powers, while vaguely delegating legislative, 
judiciary and executive duties to the Majlis, the Supreme Court, the President, and the 
Prime Minister. Particularly, during Bani-Sadr's presidency in the early 1980s and his 
power struggle with the clergy who had packed the Majlis, the interpretations of the 
Constitution by the clergy tended to minimise the power of the President vis-à-vis the 
Majlis and the Prime Minister. As Furtig has noted, with the ouster of Bani-Sadr in 
1981, the consolidation of the power of the Supreme Leader, and the election of 
Hojjat-al-Eslam Seyyed Ali Khamene'i as President, the office of President was 
considered more as a "caretaker" position than a real source of power. Khamene'i as 
President deferred to the Supreme Leader on all of the important political decisions in 
order to affirm the political centrality of the velayat-e faqih. 

As noted earlier, in this period, there also arose a power struggle between the 
Majlis and the Council of Guardians. This Council was a constitutional body of six 
conservative mujtahids and six lay religious activists mainly appointed by Khomeini, 
and was empowered to ensure that legislation of the Majlis did not contravene the 
Constitution and the Sacred Law. The conflict emanated from the push of a radical 
faction of junior clergy in the Majlis for radical economic reforms, such as the 

1 Ibid, p. 27 
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distribution of agricultural lands among poor peasants, and limitation of the economic 
expansion of the private sector, particularly the bazaar. Referring to the radical 
revolutionary rhetoric of Ayatollah Khomeini, these clerics and their lay religious 
allies called for economic policies in the benefit of the lower classes and against the 
wealthy bazaar merchants. They also insisted on a hard-line foreign policy. The more 
conservative ulama shared in the radical views in foreign policy, but they resented the 
economic views of the radical faction. Numerous instances of deadlock between the 
Majlis, which was dominated by the "radicals", and the "conservative" Council of 
Guardians prompted Khomeini to introduce a new body called the Council for 
Arbitration (Showray-e Tashkhis-e Maslahat) in 1988. 

There were also instances of religious and ideological deadlock between the 
"conservative", "moderate" and "radical" clergy, which gave rise to a debate over 
doctrinal issues, such as the interpretation of the position of fiqh (jurisprudence) in 
dealing with socio-economic and socio-political issues. Hence, the intense argument 
by the "radical" faction for the essentiality of dynamic interpretations of jurisprudence 
(fiqh-e puya) as against the traditional jurisprudence (fiqh-e sunnati). In all these 
instances of dispute and deadlock, it was in fact the overarching influence of 
Ayatollah Khomeini that settled the conflicts, albeit temporarily. The power struggle 
within the regime also prompted a large number of the members of the Parliament, 
including some of his prominent followers, to call for amendments to the Constitution 
in order to resolve the political disputes. 

The Rise of Junior Clerics and the Constitutional Amendments 

With the election of the relatively young Hojjat-al-Eslam Rafsanjani as 
President of the Republic in the early 1989, and the meteoric rise of another young 
cleric Hojjat-al-Eslam Khamene'i as the Supreme leader after Khomeini's death in the 
same year, a new era in the history of the Islamic Revolution began. Ayatollah 
Khomeini had been acutely aware of the problematic nature of the existing political 
realities, whereby the living grand Ayatollahs of the Qom and other Shi'i 
establishments in Iran, such as Ayatollahs Golpayegani, Mar'shi-Najafi and Kho'i, 
did not support his political reading of the concept of velayat-e faqih. And therefore, 
he anticipated the necessity of the rise to power of the capable and trustworthy 
younger clerics, who were loyal to him. Perhaps it was in this anticipation that, not 
long before his death, he issued certain decrees, and ordered the amendment of the 
Constitution through a referendum; moves which were designed to give more power 
to the new President and the Supreme-Leader-in-the-wings. 

In fact, after the assassination of strong figures of the Islamic Revolution like 
Ayatollah Morteza Motahhari and Ayatollah Muhammad-Hussein Behashti, and the 
political elimination of Ayatollah Hussein-Ali Montazeri, younger politically active 
and ideologically committed clerics were the obvious choices for succeeding 
Ayatollah Khomeini. Clerics such as Akbar Hashemi-Rafsanjani and Seyyed Ali 
Khamene'i, although junior in the ranks, had proved to be more qualified than others -
even the elder and the more learned ulama - to inherit the political power of "Imam 
Khomeini". They were also most trusted by the leader of the revolution and the 
founder of the Islamic Republic. After all, it was under the advice of Rafsanjani - the 
ardent disciple and one of the closest aides of Khomeini - that the Supreme Leader 
gave up his intransigence and accepted the terms of the United Nations to end the war 
with Iraq. 

Khomeini's move to amend the Constitution was thus designed for two 
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political purposes. Firstly, it was to invest more political credit in the institution of 
velayat-e faqih as the supreme leadership of the Islamic Republic in order to preserve 
this institution as the centrepiece of the political structure of the Islamic State in his 
absence. After all velayat-e faqih as the theory of clerical political rule was Ayatollah 
Khomeini's pet project and was conceived as the guarantor of the Islamic nature of 
the government. And secondly, the constitutional amendments meant to provide for 
the existence of a relatively strong but loyal president, who would not challenge the 
authority of the institution of faqih. This combination would reflect the long-held 
position of Khomeini to create internal checks and balances in government institutions 
in order to both avoid the rise of cult of personalities, and preserve the supremacy of 
religious over political authority. It was ironic that Ayatollah Khomeini cherished 
very modestly his own cult of personality as a divine and popular gift, but did not trust 
any other individual with such "corruptive powers". He believed in and practised an 
ascetic lifestyle, and was popularly believed to be in control of his egotistic instincts. 
Neither Khomeini, nor the public, recognised any other individual as having such 
ascetic qualities. 

Thus, the velayat-e faqih as enshrined in the original Constitution of the 
Islamic Republic, was formulated to fit the person of Khomeini, and there were clear 
doubts about its continued credibility after his demise. Khomeini probably realised 
that in his absence no body could carry his personal and charismatic influence. And 
perhaps, his initiation of new institutions, doctrinal interpretations and constitutional 
amendments were designed to further clarify the relationship of the legislative and 
executive powers after his death in order to provide his successors with Islamic 
mechanisms for conflict resolution. To be sure, his dominant message to his followers 
during his lifetime, which was also reiterated in his "Last will and Testament", was to 
keep to the principle of "the unity of word" and avoid factional fighting of the 
Western type, while expressing different opinions. 

Khomeini therefore initiated a debate, which resulted in the formulation of the 
concept of velayat-e motlaq-e faqih (the absolute governance of jurist), and ordered 
the amendment of the Constitution to differentiate the political and religious aspects 
of velayat-e faqih. It is now a matter of common knowledge that after the 
disqualification of Montazeri, Khomeini had already earmarked Khamene'i as his 
successor as the Supreme Leader. And most probably, in order to maintain the 
superiority of the position of faqih - which would be occupied by a junior cleric -
over the power of the President - which was derived directly from popular vote - he 
insisted on the absolute authority of the faqih. Meanwhile, he hinted that he wished to 
consolidate the power of the President in the Constitution by eliminating the position 
of Prime Minister and delegating the responsibilities of that position to the President. 
The amended Constitution was approved in a referendum less than two months after 
the death of Ayatollah Khomeini in June 1989. 

The Question of Succession 

As noted earlier, the main political problem of the original Constitution of the 
Islamic Republic was that its definition of the qualifications of the Supreme Leader 
(the valy-ye faqih) was designed to fit the person of Ayatollah Khomeini. He had 
combined in his personality the religious seniority of a marja 'e taqlid (source of 
emulation) and the absolute political authority of an undisputed revolutionary leader. 
None of Khomeini's living followers, except for Ayatollah Montazeri, could claim 
both religious and political authorities. And almost all of the older generation of grand 
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Ayatollahs of the Qom establishment were unwilling to directly participate in politics. 
The obvious choice was Ayatollah Montazeri, who was therefore nominated in 1982 
as the heir apparent of "Imam Khomeini" by the Council of Experts {Majlis-e 
Khobregan) - another constitutional body dominated by the politically minded 
mujtahids - that had drafted the original Constitution. 

The problem of succession became acute toward the end of Khomeini's life 
when Montazeri in a serious fall-out with Khomeini over the treatment of opposition 
political parties was disqualified as his successor in the early 1989. The constitutional 
amendments that were initiated by Ayatollah Khomeini were thus aimed, at least 
partly, at addressing the question of succession. In the new amendments approved 
after Khomeini's death, a differentiation was made between the political and religious 
functions of the velayat-e faqih. ' Accordingly, the new Constitution allowed that the 
most politically qualified clerics could occupy the position of the supreme leader 
without being necessarily a mar ja 'e taqlid, while a theologically qualified cleric from 
the scholastic establishment would be elected by the Council of the Experts to 
function as the marja 'e taqlid. Meanwhile, in accordance with Khomeini's desire, the 
position of velayat-e faqih was declared as absolute in order to confirm the political 
authority of the newly appointed successor of Ayatollah Khomeini, who lacked 
religious seniority, and hence was not as popular as he was. Also in line with 
Khomeini's wish, the position of Prime Minister was abolished and its authority was 
delegated to the President. 

As I have already mentioned, just before Ayatollah Khomeini's death, one of 
his most prominent of followers, Hashemi-Rafsanjani occupied the position of 
President; and with a degree of increase in the power of the President, he was charged 
with the task of rebuilding the war-stricken Iranian economy. Not unexpectedly, 
Khomeini's other prominent disciple, Ali Khamene'i, was elected by the Council of 
Experts as the Supreme Leader upon Khomeini's death, and was invested with 
constitutional powers superior to the President. The new Supreme Leader also 
inherited the position of the commander-in-chief of the armed forces from Ayatollah 
Khomeini. Meanwhile, the very old grand Ayatollah Araki was nominated as the 
marj 'e taqlid in religious matters. 

The Post-Khomeini Power Struggle 

A feature of the post-Khomeini political development was the intensification 
of the power struggle and renewed expression of opinions about ideological, political, 
social, economic and cultural issues within the ranks of his loyalists. As Furtig has 
noted: "Different opinions of the clergy have become visible since 1989 - in addition to the 
debates of the Majlis-e Shura-ye Eslami - in an organisational structure mainly in the form of 
loosely knit electoral arrangements, unions, and networks.'2 The original unity among the 
politically minded ulama in the Islamic Republican Party was replaced by a division, 
which occurred among the ulama and was consolidated around two main associations. 
These two associations were the Jame 'e-ye Rohaniyyat-e Mobarez (Society of the 
Militant Clergy) and the Anjoman-e Rohaniyyun-e Mobarez (The Association of the 
Militant Clergy). 

The first group, as Furtig has suggested, includes "the majority of the teaching 
staff of the Howze-ye Elmi-ye (the Centre for Religious Learning) in Qom and is supported by 
well-to-do merchants of Tehran's bazaar, private entrepreneurs, technocrats, and better paid 

1 Ibid, p. 32 
2 Ibid, p. 24 
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strata of the middle classes." The clergy, labelled as "moderate" in the Western 
literature on Iranian politics, such as the former president Rafsanjani, have had close 
ties with this group. So have those labelled as "conservative", such as the Supreme 
Leader, Ayatollah Khamene'i, the influential cleric, Ayatollah Mahdavi Kani, and the 
powerful Speaker of the Parliament, Hojjat-al-Eslam Ali-Akbar Nateq-Nuri. 

In the political arena, the Jame'e-ye Rohaniyyat-e Mobarez by and large 
supports the absolute velayat-e faqih as the supreme source of political power. In 
domestic politics, there has been little disagreement within the Jame'e on its 
unequivocal support for the mostly conservative-traditionalist rhetoric of the Supreme 
Leader Khamene'i. But in foreign affairs, there exist diverging opinions within the 
group over the relations with the Western countries, particularly the United States. 
The former President Rafsanjani, for example, was known to advocate a more open 
policy toward the West, and still managed to attract some support from the Jame 'e 
Rohaniyyat-e Mobarez. Meanwhile, Ayatollah Khamene'i, who has held a rather 
intransigent stance particularly against the United States, has also found supporters 
within this grouping.2 Culturally, the Jame 'e holds conservative-traditionalist views, 
and economically it favours a national capitalist growth around the commercial 
bourgeoisie of the bazaar and with a diminished role of the State in the national 
economy. 

The second group, Anjoman-e Rohaniyyun-e Mobarez labelled as "radical" in 
the Western literature, includes some of the ardent supporters of the revolutionary 
ideals. Some share with the "conservatives" in their insistence on upholding Islamic 
moral and cultural codes, but they have proved to be more resilient in the application 
of these codes. They also differ from the conservatives over political and economic 
issues. In the political arena, for example, the leading figures of this grouping have 
emphasised the supremacy of Islamic ideology, but they have gradually moved away 
from their initial emphasis on the original idea of the "export of the revolution", and 
their uncompromising "anti-Western" stance.3 

Economically, this grouping has advocated State intervention in favour of the 
lower classes and curbing the unbridled capitalist growth, which has resulted in the 
accumulation of wealth by the "bazaar capitalists" and the widening of the gap 
between the rich and poor. Also the revolutionary groups, such as the Students of the 
Imam's Line - who had occupied the American Embassy immediately after the 
revolution - the Islamic Teachers Union, and the Islamic Workers Union, have sided 
with the "radicals"of the Anjoman, and have in time become more moderate. 

Under the presidency of Rafsanjani and the supreme leadership of Khamene'i, 
the advocates of the latter group, who initially occupied most of the seats of the 
Parliament and some of the important Ministries, and expressed radical politico-
economic views, were gradually driven from their positions. Particularly in the 1992 
parliamentary elections, many of the so-called radicals lost their seats and were 
replaced by the more conservative figures. Rafsanjani had frequently complained 
about the blockade of his economic plans by the radical members of the Parliament. 

1 Ibid, pp. 24-25 
2 In this regard, Ayatollah Khamene'i has successfully combined a "radical" foreign policy rhetoric with a mostly 
"conservative" domestic standpoint. In offering a political rhetoric that combines "radical" and "conservative" 
tendencies Ayatollah Khamene'i tends to follow the model of Ayatollah Khomeini's discourse. 
3 These figures include Mir-Hussein Musavi, the former Prime Minister Hojjat-al-Eslams Musavi Kho'iniha, the 
fromer Attorny General, Hojjat-al-Eslam Mohtashami, the former Interior Minister, Hojjat-al-Eslam Karrubi, the 
former Speaker of the Parliament, Hojjat-al-Eslam Khalkhali, the former Judge of the Revolutionay Islamic 
Courts, Hojjat-al-Eslam Reyshahri, the former Intelligence Minister, Behzad Nabavi, the former Minister for 
Heavy Industry, and interestingly Ayatollah Khomeini's son Ahmad. See also Furtig, H. 1997, p. 25 
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Of course, Rafsanjani's measures against his critiques were also tough. In fact, the 
followers of the President were accused of engaging in conspiratorial acts against 
their critiques. Even the sudden death of Ahmad Khomeini in 1995, at a relatively 
young age, sparked speculations of foul play by the government. 

Thence, the resistance of the "radicals" against the "moderates" was mainly 
expressed through their publications particularly the newspaper Salam. Most of the 
press and the electronic media though praised Rafsanjani for his "wisdom" and 
"courage". As Furtig has indicated, in 1989, the then Deputy Minister of Foreign 
Affairs Larijani stated: "Ideologically, we think the concept of Islam must be presented in a 
modern way, related to modern needs."1 There were also instances of crack down on the 
opposition press, and in some cases led to the closing down of some newspapers. 
Meanwhile, Ayatollah Azari-Qomi, a conservative and influential cleric, published 
the newspaper Resaalat in competition with the "radicals". This newspaper mainly 
represented the politically minded ulama of the Qom religious establishment and 
promoted "conservative" political and economic policies in opposition to both the 
"moderates" and the "radicals." As it turned out, the struggle between the radicals and 
the moderates strengthened the position of the conservatives both in the Majlis and in 
the judiciary. 

Rafsanjani's Reforms 

In Rafsanjani's first term as President, a range of political, social and 
economic reforms were carried out, which primarily included the provision and 
implementation of a five-year plan of economic reforms. This plan was basically 
designed to open up the economy and instigate a rapid growth in order to address the 
breakdown of the economy as a result of the eight years war with Iraq. Rafsanjani, 
labelled as an "economic pragmatist", emphasised in his economic plan the necessity 
of rapid growth of the economy and raising of the living standards of the population. 
He thus encouraged "foreign investment", relaxed "the State control over the private 
sector," and allowed "borrowing on the international financial markets."2 He also 
"ordered the privatisation of public companies and arranged the establishment of 
special investment zones, for example, at the island of Kish in the Persian Gulf"3 

President Rafsanjai also encouraged the return of the Iranian businessmen and 
specialists, who had left Iran in the heavily repressive and violent post-revolution 
environment. He also made overtures to the United States to release the frozen Iranian 
assets, which it had withheld since the victory of the revolution. 

However, Rafsanjani's reforms were not limited to the economic sphere. He 
also initiated certain political-institutional reforms. For example, he embarked upon 
merging the command structures of the army and the revolutionary guards on the one 
hand, and the police and the local revolutionary committees on the other. Here, 
Rafsanjani's aim, as Furtig has suggested, was "to gain a better control of Iran's 
armed forces and to contain the many adventurers in its ranks."4 But Rafsanjani did 
not do so much in terms of relaxation of the suppressive measures of the government 
against the political dissidents. In fact, he was accused by the opposition-in-exile to 
have been involved in ordering the killing of leaders of monarchist, secular nationalist 
and leftist opposition, who lived outside Iran. The verdict of a German court in the 

1 Ibid, p. 26 
2 Ibid, p. 37 
3 Ibid, p. 38 
4 Ibid, p. 33 
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early 1997 about the involvement of the Iranian government figures in an act of 
assassination in Berlin was not only damaging to President Rafsanjani and the 
Supreme Leader Khamene'i, but also created tension between Iran and some of its 
trading partners in Europe. Meanwhile, there were numerous reports about the 
imprisonment, persecution and even execution of political dissidents under 
Rafsanjani's presidency. 

By and large, President Rafsanjani's reforms did not meet the expectations 
that they had raised when his presidency inaugurated. As already noted, his reforms 
were faced with constant criticisms of his opponents from both the "radical" and 
"conservative" side, which made life difficult for him. He was variously accused as 
betraying the ideals of the revolution and trying to revive the influence of the 
foreigners in Iran. He was also criticised for his preparedness for returning Iran into 
the capitalist world-economy dominated by the United States, and for being 
insensitive to the Islamic ideals of building a spiritual society with a modest economy, 
and with social justice as its feature. In fact, Rafsanjani's reforms did not contain any 
serious social reforms to benefit the poor. He was thus depicted by his opponents as 
trying to return Iran to Western consumerism and materialism instead of giving 
priority to development of national industries and domestic resources, strengthening 
of the co-operatives and establishing a welfare system.1 

As a result of the mounting pressures of the opposition, Rafsanjani "eventually 
abandoned his collision course with his opponents and offered a compromise."2 In his 
second term as President, he began to promote his modified policies around two 
strategic principles. One was the domestic strategy of keeping key industries and 
infra-structural enterprises under the public ownership, and another the international 
strategy of building a strong and economically independent Iran as a regional power 
and an "stabilising factor between the Persian Gulf and Central Asia."3 

More Recent Developments 

In the Presidential election of May 1997, Rafsanjani, having served two 
successive terms (according to the Constitution a President may serve a maximum of 
two terms), was succeeded by Hojjatol-Eslam Muhammad Khatami. Interestingly, for 
the first time since the revolution, a presidential candidate, who was neither endorsed 
by the Supreme Leader, nor was on the ticket of the powerful Jame 'e-ye Rohaniyyat-e 
Mobarez was elected President. Khatami, however, had the tacit support of his 
predecessor Rafsanjani, and had served in his cabinet as Minster for Islamic Guidance 
before he was demoted under the pressure of "radical" and "conservative" opposition. 
Khatami won his victory in an unexpected landslide on the platform of increased 
political participation, the rule of law and promises to raise the standard of living of 
the increasingly impoverished majority of the population. His main constituencies 
were women and the youth, two of the largest social groups in Iran at present. In fact, 
over 20 million eligible voters, predominantly the women and the youth voted for 
him. 

Thus far, President Khatami has initiated a number of plans to relax political 
repression and institute social justice. He has also tried to establish a closer 
relationship with the ordinary people by travelling around the country in a pick-up 
truck instead of bullet-proof official vehicles. His power rests on the vote of about 70 

1 Ibid, p. 39 
2 Ibid, p. 42 
3 Ibid, p. 42 
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per cent of the eligible voters, but his position suffers from important constitutional 
weaknesses. Constitutionally, Ayatollah Khamene'i, as the valy-ye faqih, is superior 
to the President, and the President cannot make any important domestic or foreign 
policy decisions without his approval. So far, both the President and the Supreme 
Leader have cordially accommodated each other and avoided public confrontation. 

The most serious of Khatami's domestic moves so far has been giving a more 
moderate and tolerant face to the Islamic government with respect to the society. He 
has also frequently spoken of the compatibility of Islamic values with values of a civil 
society, such as civil liberties, the rule of law and political pluralism. He has relaxed 
the censorship and has permitted some formerly banned books and films to be 
published or screened. Without any attempt to dissociate himself from the Islamic 
values or the ideals of the Islamic Revolution, Khatami and his followers, most of 
whom are the young reformed revolutionary radicals, are trying to provide new 
interpretations of Islam and revolution. According to these new interpretations, which 
are also resonated in academic and intellectual circles, Islam and revolution are 
portrayed in a more humanistic and peaceful light devoid of the aggression, militancy 
and xenophobic views of the "conservatives". 

President Khatami's main move in the foreign policy has of course been his 
elaborate message to the American people in an interview with CNN in January 1998, 
in which he called for a dialogue between the two nations in order to "crack the 
mutual wall of mistrust." His comments on resumption of ties with the U.S. are still 
far from calling for government to government talks, but they nonetheless herald a 
new view of the West formerly missing in the rhetoric of the Islamic Revolution. 

It is interesting that Khatami ran for President as independent of the powerful 
clerical establishment, and yet found overwhelming support among the public. This 
independence, if preserved and used wisely, may create an alternative way of 
development for the Islamic Republic totally different to the militant and extremist 
trends that have so far dominated the post-revolution politics. Particularly so, because 
it appeals to the more educated and younger generation of Iranians, who 
predominantly cherish their Islamic heritage, but do not subscribe to militant politics. 
But this independence may also lead to his rapid decline, if he cannot sustain his 
popularity or lose his prestige by reneging or not delivering on his election promises. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have argued that in the context of increased religious vitality 
during the 1960's and 1970's, new forms of religious political thinking arose, which 
were to affect the traditional mode of religious thought and action henceforth. This 
new thinking found expression notably in transformations in the Shi'i political 
philosophy on the basis of the response of the ulama and lay religious intellectuals to 
exigencies of the two decades preceding the revolution. As a result different political, 
ideological and intellectual tendencies emerged with different views of the social 
changes brought about under the Shah; so did different opinions as to how these 
changes should be treated. These political and intellectual tendencies have continued 
unabated since the revolution and have heated up particularly in the post-Khomeini 
period. 

The ideology of the Islamic Revolution found its most elaborate expression in 
the contributions of the individuals and groups who actively took part in the religious, 
philosophical, social and political debates and disputes in this era. Some of these 
ideologues were more significant than other ones. The eight ideologues, whom Hamid 
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Dabashi has studied in his Theology of Discontent, namely Al-e Ahmad, Shar'iati, 
Motahhari, Taleqani, Tabataba'ie, Bazargan, Bani-Sadr and Khomeini, were 
deservedly the most important figures who contributed to the construction of the 
Islamic ideology in the immediate stages before the Islamic Revolution. In the next 
chapter, I shall discuss the discourse of these Muslim ideologues in more detail, and 
in Chapter 8, I shall concentrate on the post-Khomeini political, ideological and 
intellectual developments. 
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Chapter Seven 

The Ideology of Revolution 

Introduction 

The imaginary of the Islamic Revolution was fundamental in motivating the 
social actors in Iran of the late 1970s to embark upon a massive project of social and 
political reconstruction. This project was a collective effort for political, economic 
and most importantly cultural reproduction of the Iranian society as a modern nation. 
It was expressed in the form of a utopian-ideological revolution, which was destined 
to go beyond the existing political structures in an effort to actualise the dream of an 
alternative society. The Islamic revolutionary ideology, relying on new interpretations 
of the dominant religious tradition, convinced the people to imagine the future in 
terms of an Islamic society run by an Islamic government. It was imagined that a true 
Islamic society was a just society where religious laws would bring freedom and 
equality to the people. There were various social fantasies: the fantasy that the Islamic 
government would pay the share of each citizen of the oil income to their doors, and 
that the people no longer had to pay for energy. 

The true believers of the Islamic Revolution also believed that a true Islamic 
government would facilitate the return of the Mahdi who would create a government 
of absolute justice, where money would be abolished and economic transactions 
would become a free exchange of commodities. It was dreamed that at the time of the 
government of the Mahdi, people could obtain their requirements not with the 
payment of money, but by reciting a prayer in praise of the Prophet Muhammad. 
These social fantasies had long existed in the collective conscience of the Shi'i 
believers in Iran in the form of a passive expectation for the Mahdi. The Islamic 
ideologues of the 1960s and 1970s incorporated these fantasies into an Islamic 
revolutionary imaginary, which would offer a model for the reproduction of the 
Iranian society on an Islamic model. 

While the Islamic ideological agitation was getting momentum through new 
political interpretations of popular religious scriptures, symbols, rituals and fictions, 
the Pahlavi polity was increasingly losing its will, agility, ability and probably interest 
in effectively addressing the expression of desire of the growing Islamic movement 
for an Islamic identity for Iran. In his speeches, behaviour, and policies, the Shah 
made it increasingly clear that he had no intention in allowing modern Iran to be 
culturally identified as an Islamic society. In fact, it was becoming clear that he was 
more interested to make a fundamental break between modern Iran and its dominant 
religious traditions. His increasingly aggressive and insulting language against 
politically minded ulama - whom he called the "black reactionaries" - his repressive 
policies against the Shi'i tullab (seminarians), and his economic pressure on the 
religious endowments and the bazaar did not leave any opportunity for peaceful 
participation of the religious leaders in politics. 

Culturally, the Shah tried to eradicate the Shi 'i Islamic influence by frequent 
references to Persian pre-Islamic glory, violating Shi'i moral codes in the public, 
organising huge ceremonies and festivals to glorify the ancient kings, and changing 
the Islamic calendar.1 He also financed numerous studies of the Persian ancient 
religion and history at the cost of Islamic studies. By the early 1970s, he dropped his 

The Shah did not take part in public prayers and drank wine in the public. 
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earlier pretensions to commitment to the Islamic faith, and almost completely omitted 
from the language of the State all references to the Islamic and Shi 'i saints, and the 
sacred events of the Islamic history. 

To put it more clearly, with the huge increase in the oil income and the 
industrial and construction boom in Iran, the Shah, as the absolute head of the State, 
appeared to be convinced that he had already brought Iran into the course of 
modernity, progress and prosperity. In his numerous speeches and interviews, he 
frequently referred to the era of "Great Civilisation", which he insisted was around the 
corner, where the people could relax and reap the fruits of modernisation and 
progress. Until the eve of the revolution, he proclaimed wishfully that his "White 
Revolution" and his pre-Islamic sense of nationalism had made the nation 
economically content, and had created a proud identity to please the Iranian psyche. In 
his communication with the people, he seemed increasingly removed from the social 
reality. As if he had only to prove himself to the Western media, his language was 
predominantly one of the portrayal of a rosy picture of Iran, referring to it as the Japan 
of the Middle East. As such, The Shah became increasingly an object of ridicule by 
both religious and secular intellectuals. 

As it turned out, the Iranian national psyche was deeply injured under the Shah 
by a crisis of identity, threat of an alien culture, and a sense of loss of community. 
Even the relative economic prosperity of the 1960s and 1970s had not alleviated this 
sense of psychic injury. Ironically in the late 1970s, the economic prosperity turned 
into a source of further aggravation of the cultural problems when there appeared a 
slight downturn in the living standards. This was the case, although the living 
standards in Iran were still high compared to many other Third World societies. 

The Islamic Utopia therefore found an explicit and effective political 
expression in addressing the problems of cultural and identity crisis. As such, it took 
the form of an ideology of dissent with order-shattering potentials. Its final stages of 
development owed a lot to the development of a powerful imaginary of revolution and 
a theory of State in the context of the religious reform movement during the two 
decades preceding the fall of the monarchy. In this chapter, I shall concentrate on the 
religious intellectual developments in the 1960s and 1970s, which found expression in 
a coherent ideological formulation of an Islamic Utopia and an Islamic revolutionary 
ideology. 

Religious Reform Movement (1960s 6B 1 9 7 0 S ) 

In the early 1960's, there emerged a reform movement within the religious 
community which - being overshadowed by the State's socio-economic reforms - did 
not attract much attention at the time from the local and foreign analysts and media. It 
was initiated by a number of reform-minded ulama and lay religious intellectuals like 
Jalal Al-e Ahmad Ali Shari'ati, Mahmoud Taleqani, Murtaza Motahhari and Mehdi 
Bazargan as an effort to revive the Shi 'i faith. These men wished to revive the faith 
because they believed it was becoming stagnant and losing touch with the exigencies 
of time under the domination of the conservative ulama of the Qom religious 
establishment. The genesis of this reform movement was marked in 1960 with a series 
of public lectures organised by some reform-minded ulama and Muslim intellectuals 
in Tehran and other main urban centres. 

There were three main trends of religious debate going on at this time within 
Iran. One was organised by the collaborative efforts of the modernist ulama and the 
Islamic intellectuals like Motahhari and Bazargan. It appealed largely to professional 
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intellectuals of traditional background, such as the members of the Islamic 
Association of Engineers. Public lectures organised by this association were published 
over several months periodically under the title of Guftar-e Mah (Monthly Lectures). 
The academic nature of this attempt at religious reformation and the fact that it did not 
involve political issues explicitly limited its public exposure and consequently its 
closure in 1963 by the government did not raise much public protest. 

The second trend was that initiated by Al-e Ahmad and continued by Ali 
Shari'ati. In the early 1960s, the author and political activist, Al-e Ahmad, had 
popularised the notion of Gharbzadegi (Westoxication), which articulated the 
problems of Iranian intellectuals in their confrontation with Western modernity. His 
discourse of Ghabzadegi was basically a critique of the tradition of secular 
intellectualism in Iran, which had begun in the early twentieth century with a strong 
dose of fascination and awe with respect to the modern advancement of the West. 
Ale-Ahmad, who himself had experienced an intellectual transformation from 
secularism to religious conviction, had tried to reduce the sense of intellectual 
selflessness and alienation before the West that he thought had undermined the 
authenticity of Iranian collective identity and the sense of national dignity and pride. 
He had offered Shi 'i tradition as the core of modern Iranian national identity, and had 
advocated the reversal of the intellectual tendency away from the living religious 
tradition. He thus had attempted to bridge the gap between modern Iranian 
intellectuals and the Shi'i ulama and forge an alliance, which he believed would 
create a powerful political force to reverse the political, economic and social 
backwardness of Iran in modern times. But Al-e Ahmad's ideas, although they were 
warmly received by the reform-minded and radical ulama, failed to sway the secular 
intellectuals. This was the case, perhaps, because his criticisms of the political 
incapacity and cultural alienation of modern intellectuals was too harsh, and his praise 
for the political and cultural virtues of the ulama too uncritical. 

Shari'ati, a French-educated Muslim intellectual, was deeply influenced by Al-
e Ahmad; but at the same time he saw serious shortcomings in Ale-Ahmad's 
theoretical and practical solutions to the problem of intellectuals, and thus sought to 
remedy these shortcomings.1 He began to deliver his social and political message 
mainly through public lectures. But instead of relying on the ulama or appealing to the 
older generation of secular intellectuals, he tried to educate a new generation of the 
youth who were coming of age in the intense political and social environment of the 
1960s and 1970s. He combined traditional and modern learning to bridge the gap 
between religious and modern thought and bring a new brand of Shi'ism as an 
ideology of revolution to the Iranian youth.2 The main arena for Shari'ati's agitation 
was the Husseiniyeh Ershad in Tehran, a religious foundation funded mainly by the 
bazaar merchants. Shari'ati's discourse appealed to a younger and more radical 
audience from traditional background consisting of the university students and those 

' Shari'ati completed his primary and secondary schooling in Iran. He also received religious education under the 
guidance of his father who was a religious scholar. Shari'ati went to France in the 1960s where he completed a 
doctorate degree in religious studies. He could be best described as a sociologist of religion. Shari'ati returned to 
Iran in the mid-1960s. But upon his arrival, he was arrested and jailed for six months. After his release, he began 
his career as a university lecturer and public orator. 
2 Apart from his dedication to the Shi'i tradition and its saintly figures, he was influenced by modern French 
thinkers like Raymond Aron, Henry Corbin, Frantz Fanon, Roger Garaudy, Louis Massignon, and Jean-Paul 
Sartre. He also made references in his works to German philosophers like Hegel, Marx, Husserl, Jaspers, 
Heidegger and Marcuse. Apart from his dedication to the Shi'i tradition and its saintly figures, he was influenced 
by modern French thinkers like Raymond Aron, Henry Corbin, Frantz Fanon, Roger Garaudy, Louis Massignon, 
and Jean-Paul Sartre. He also made references in his works to German philosophers like Hegel, Marx, Husserl, 
Jaspers, Heidegger and Marcuse. 
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who had recently graduated from high schools and universities to professional 
occupations. It concerned itself with social and cultural issues, but it stopped short of 
targeting the State directly and explicitly. Shariati's movement was emotionally 
stirring and had a far more mobilising revolutionary power than the liberal approach 
of the Goftar-e Mah contributors to the reform. 

The third trend was that of Ayatollah Khomeini, which directly targeted the 
State authority from within the ranks of the radical ulama in the Qom establishment. 
Although Khomeini's movement existed as an underlying trend since the 1940s, but 
as a religious reform movement, it made an emphatic appearance in the anti-regime 
rebellion of 1963 and continued thereafter. The radical religious movement led by 
Ayatollah Khomeini directly attacked the regime's modernisation programme of the 
early 1960s, and attracted a strong following at the depths of the society, not only 
among the traditional middle class, but also among the lower classes with millenarian 
aspirations. It thus drew under its hegemony many modernist members of the reform 
movement in sparking off the 1963 uprising. 

The main questions addressed by the first trend were more systematically 
reflected in a collection of essays written by the Guftar-e Mah contributors and 
published in 1961 under the title Bahsi dar Barey-e Marja'iyyat va Ruhaniyyat (An 
Inquiry into the Religious and Spiritual Leadership).1 Shahrough Akhavi has summed 
up the cardinal issues considered by this movement as subject of religious reform. 
These issues were: "the nature and significance of the imamate (the leadership of the 
Muslim community); the concept of delegation of authority and sustaining the practice of 
Imam Ali in rulership (velayat); the problematic of emulating the best and the brightest of 
society's learned men in the absence of the Imam (marja'iyyat); the doctrine of creative 
deduction of points of law from the traditional corpus of jurisprudence to satisfy the 
exigencies of new situations (ijtihad)."2 Other important points were also stipulated like: 
"the need for an independent financial organisation for the clergy; the necessity of aShura-yi 
fatva - i.e. a permanent committee of'mujtahids ... to issue collective authoritative opinions in 
the matters of law; ... (and) an interpretation of Islam as a total way of life, therefore 
incorporating social, economic and political issues into religious ones.' 

As for the second trend, for a period during the 1960s and 1970s, Shari'ati and 
his Islamic Shi 'i ideology dominated the political-religious intellectual scene in Iran. 
Although Shari'ati's thought could be studied under the category of Islamic 
reformism, it was distinct from more conventional forms of Islamic reform tendencies 
in two respects. First, in contrast to mere attempts to reform the religion to adapt it to 
the demands of modern social structures, Shari'ati advocated a revolutionary 
interpretation of Shi 'i Islam, hence deviating from the prevailing quietist doctrine of 
the Imami theology. He by-passed the abstentionist traditions of later Imams and 
referred directly to the militancy of early Imams, notably Imam Ali and Imam 
Hussein. He proclaimed, for example: "Hussein, the heir of Adam who had given life to 
humanity, the heir of the great prophets who had taught humanity how to live, has come in 
this age to teach the children of Adam how to die". 

Second, probably as a result of his Western higher education, Shari'ati 
developed an ideological interpretation of Islam in a style that could be confused with 
Western populist ideologies. He insisted that the Islamic principle of towhid (the unity 
of God) should correspond to a classless social order. His interpretation of Shi 'i Islam 
was basically concerned with the oppression of the people by the forces of domination 

'Akhavi, S. 1980, p. 119 
2 Ibid, p. 117 
3 Ibid, 119-120 
4 Shari'ati, A. Shahadat (Martyrdom), The Abu Zar Foundation, Tehran, 1977, p. 75 
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manifested in internal despotic and external imperialistic forms. He advocated an 
intensified effort to adopt an Islamic as against a Western identity. 

Questioning the governmental image of progress and Western rationalism, 
Shari'ati, following Al-e-Ahmad, formulated a theory of social and political alienation 
by incorporating Western concepts into the Islamic language and symbolism, and 
raised the question of identity crisis among the Iranian young intellectuals. In the 
1970's, terms like gharbzadegi, the title of one of Al-e-Ahmad's books, found 
widespread use among the intellectuals, who denounced the growing trend of 
Westernisation of life and society. 

But, despite his Western education, Shari'ati formulated his main arguments in 
terms of Qur 'anic verses, stories and metaphors, with frequent references to Islamic 
cultural traditions. He used the Islamic symbolism particularly to revive the charisma 
of an ideal Islamic community and to identify an external enemy, the West. He then 
proceeded to shift the blame for the recent backwardness of the Islamic community to 
the enemy. The tendency to use Islamic symbolism in rationalistic arguments, which 
gave an intellectual dimension to the new anti-Western Islamic movement, was 
important in its capacity to attract the radical youth. Shari'ati elaborated on the Shi'i 
paradigm of martyrdom to glorify struggle. He said: "Shahadat (martyrdom) in our 
culture, in our religion, is not a bloody and accidental event, shahadat is a sacrifice by heroes 
who are killed in struggle against the enemy."1 

Increasing numbers of young Iranians joined the Islamic Shi 'i opposition to 
the Shah's regime, especially because Shi'i thought, a traditional belief system, was 
now providing an intellectual articulation for social dissent. Shari'ati associated Islam 
with struggles against colonialism and great power domination - a theme, which gave 
more impetus to the articulation of the social dissent in Islamic terms. His ideas, in 
many respects, inspired the radical religious intellectuals who provided the revolution 
of 1978-1979 with an updated religious discourse.. 

Although Shari'ati's concern lay with the revival of Islam and Shi'ism, he was 
a Western educated layman and this could not have been without effect on his 
worldview, neither could it be ignored by the orthodox ulama. Shari'ati's contribution 
to the Islamic ideology contained an element of defiance of the dominant religious 
structure which, to him, had vulgarised Islam by suppressing its socio-political 
concerns, limiting it to nonsensical rituals of chanting and praying.2 In this respect, he 
was in fundamental agreement with the more radical ulama. But this affinity was 
overshadowed by Shari'ati's indiscriminate attacks on the clerical institution as 
outmoded and redundant. The conflict between Shari'ati's interpretation of Islam and 
that of the ulama was never fully resolved. Nevertheless, it made its impact on the 
traditional religious orthodoxy and further galvanised the development of 
revolutionary ideological interpretation of Islam within the ranks of the ulama. There 
began a militant tendency within religious orthodoxy, which demanded radical 
political action. 

Shari'ati's approach was also different from that of the liberal religious 
reformers like Bazargan, who were trying to promote the credibility of the teachings 
of the faith by finding affinity between Islam and modern positive sciences. Shari'ati, 
on the other hand, as Mehrzad Boroujerdi has noted, was critical of positivism and 
scientism, and "preferred mythology over history" because, for him, "the former 

1 Ibid, p. 75 
2 Shari'ati, A. Va Bar-e Digar Abu Zar, (And Once Again Abu Dharr), The Abu Zar Foundation, Tehran, pp. 35-
61 
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represented history as it should have happened, whereas the latter embodied realities 
that were made up by others."1 

The third trend, under the leadership of Ayatollah Khomeini, was central in 
instigating and enhancing collective revolutionary action. Khomeini's push for 
politicisation of Islamic tradition laid the foundation for emergence, in the ranks of 
religious authority, of militant young clerics of lower ranks. He was politically 
significant because he not only attracted the militant clerics such as Hussen-Ali 
Montazeri and Mahmud Taleqani, but also a more liberal minded ulama and 
intellectuals such as Morteza Motahhari, Muhammad-Hussen Behehshti, Mehdi 
Bazargan and Abo-Hassan Bani-Sadr. The leading militant ulama who have occupied 
the highest positions of power since the revolution have been, with rare exceptions, 
drawn from the large groups of former Khomeini students. Personalities like Ali-
Akbar Hashemi-Rafsanjani and Seyyed Ali Khamene'ie are conspicuous examples of 
this trend. The younger militant clerics were looking forward to political action as a 
factor to create avenues of rapid upward political mobility through restoration of 
prestige and status of the religious authority. 

Although these three reform tendencies within the religious community were 
divided on their attitude towards the degree of reforms needed in the orthodox 
religion, they shared the idea that only through a religious revival was social progress 
possible. For instance, in 1970 Ayatollah Motahhari gave a series of talks to the 
Islamic Association of Engineers, which were published under the title of Khadamat-e 
Moteqabel-e Islam va Iran (The Mutual Services of Islam and Iran). In these lectures, 
he deplored the fascination of the intellectuals of Islamic countries with the imitation 
of the Western patterns as well as their propensity to resort to non-religious materialist 
and nationalist themes. He also emphasised the need for an Islamic consciousness in 
order to tackle issues of a modern society in a changing international situation. 

According to Motahhari: "In the first stage, the intellectuals of underdeveloped 
(Islamic) countries engage in pure imitation of Western patterns of life, which are assumed to 
be leading to prosperity. In the second stage, they become aware of the nation to which they 
belong, but turn to its past history, folklore, and myths - nationalism, imitative of Western 
nationalist ideology. In the third stage this is replaced by Islamic consciousness appropriate to 
a unified Islamic community of believers.'2 

These groups tended to turn Shi 'i political philosophy into a modern Islamic 
ideology in different fashions, and came to co-operate in the first phase of the Islamic 
Revolution of 1978-1979. In the second phase of the revolution, however, one version 
of the ideological Shi 'ism - that of Khomeini - came to dominate the political scene. 
This ideology contained traces of the revolutionary ideology of Shari'ati, the 
traditional ideology of Sheikh Fazlollah Nuri, the nationalism of the constitutionalists, 
the anti-imperialism of international Marxism, and the so-called fundamentalism of 
the Muslim Brotherhood. 

Other Marginal Religious Developments 

Mention should also be made in passing of other religious developments, 
which although marginal were effective in the making of the Islamic Revolution. One 
was the continuation of the line of the traditional Shi'i doctrine of political 
"abstentionism", which denounced the direct involvement of religion in politics. This 

Boroujerdi, M. Iranian Intellectuals and the West: The Tormented Triumph of Nativism, Syracuse University 
Press, New York, 1996, p. 108 

Motahhari, M. Khadamat-e Moteqabel-e Eslam va Iran (The Mutual Servises of Islam and Iran), The Islamic 
Association of Engineers, 1971, cited in Arjomand, S. A. 1988, p. 96 
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line was objectified in the grand Ayatollahs who were recognised as having the 
highest religious knowledge, and advocated the idea of the separation of the State and 
religion formulated in the early twentieth century Constitution. Ayatollah Kazem 
Shariatmedari was the most prominent representative of this group. 

Also in the 1960's, one group of young Islamic militants that had originally 
followed the Islamic liberals like Bazargan developed a revolutionary ideology of its 
own. This ideology was based on the theme of monotheism and the monotheistic 
classless society taken from Shari'ati, the Islamic-socialist trend in the thought of 
Ayatollah Taleqani, and the techniques of armed struggle of some Palestinian 
guerrilla organisations. This group constituted itself as a radical guerrilla group under 
the name of Mujahedin-e Khalq (People's Holy Warriors). 

Another religious development was, as I have mentioned before, the 
emergence in the 1970's of a rapidly growing conversion to Shi'i religious fervour 
among a newly urbanised population who had settled in the shantytowns ringing the 
major urban centres, notably Tehran, Isfahan and Shiraz. These groups, which had a 
traditional upbringing in the provincial and rural areas, were among the most recent 
and the most unfortunate internal migrants. Hit by the recession of the late 1970's, 
most of these migrants were much worse-off than the earlier migrants. As the rural 
areas were only of minor concern to urban-centred clerical authority, these groups had 
little religious knowledge prior to their moving to the cities. Once in the cities, 
marginalised and alienated as they were, they learnt that they had no hope of aspiring 
to the indulgent lifestyle of the upwardly mobile new middle-class. 

These migrants therefore were well placed to identify with the imaginary of a 
miraculous emancipation by a religious Utopia. Largely illiterate, they presented "little 
inclination towards the more abstract and arid branches of theology." Most of these 
migrants, particularly the youth, were also eager for excitement and ecstasy. In the 
prosperity of the mid-1970s, some of them succeeded in securing a decent urban 
lifestyle. Other less fortunate ones were blinded by the attractions of outrageous urban 
entertainment and found consolation in audio-visual ecstasy, sexual laxity and 
intoxication. However, with the economic downturn of the late 1970s, and the rise of 
economic and psychological frustration, most of them turned to the religious radical 
propaganda. 

They thus rapidly found affinity with the Shi'i militancy, which rejected the 
"evils" of the "sinful" lifestyle of the "arrogant infidels". They formed a receptive 
audience for the militant Shi 'i ulama, but remained marginal until the early days of 
1978. Then with dramatic suddenness, they were massively mobilised against the 
Pahlavi regime by Ayatollah Khomeini. Ever since, these groups have developed a 
revolutionary, totalistic worldview with stress on religious solemnity, and have 
become intolerant of any deviation from what they regard the "righteous path of 
Islam". The ranks of the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps and the Islamic 
Revolutionary Committees, which were formed as revolutionary militias after the 
victory of the revolution, were filled by these men. Some of them even ascended to 
high political positions.2 These groups have been referred to as the '"sans-culottes" of 
the Iranian Revolution. 

'Gellner, E. 1981, p. 48 
2 Muhammad AH Raja'i was a protagonist of this trend. He worked his way up from peddling to become a teacher, 
and was destined to become the Prime Minister and then the President of the Islamic Republic of Iran, only to be 
assassinated shortly afterwards. 
3 Afrashteh, K. in Ayoob, M. ed. The Politics of Islamic Reassertion, Croom Helm, London, 1981, pp. 90-120 

353 



In order to establish a reasonable basis for understanding the unexpected 
explosion of the revolution in Iran under religious leadership and the rapid 
disintegration of the monarchy, it is essential to discuss the role of the Islamic 
ideologues, who formulated the ideology of the Islamic Revolution. Here, I have 
selected for discussion three of these ideologues, Ali Shari'ati, Morteza Motahhari 
and Ruhollah Khomeini.1 

Shari'ati's Revolutionary Interpretation of Shi'ism 

The influence of Shari'ati's discourse on the Islamic Revolution is beyond 
doubt. As Hamid Dabashi has suggested, Shari'ati's power lied in his belief in "the 
magic of the Shi 'i collective mythology", which he saw inherent in the charisma of 
the Shi 'i Imams as well as in the Persian mystical tradition. For him, Hussein, the 
martyred Shi'i Imam, and Hallajj, the martyred Persian mystic, were two figures of 
frequent reference. Yet, Shari'ati's references to these and other mythical, religious 
and historical figures such as Cane and Abel, Abraham and Hajar, Salman and Abu-
Zar, and others were not made merely for mystical contemplation.2 Rather, he was 
seriously concerned with the re-interpretation of these figures into images of 
revolutionary inspiration to be used as models for social action at present time. 

For example in the case of Mansur al-Hallajj, Shari'ati sought to extend Louis 
Massignon's "ascetic mystical" reading of Hallajj in order to construct a "puritanical 
revolutionary" image of him.3 As Dabashi suggests, Hallajj's asceticism, his self-
denunciation and his mystical conviction became, in Shari'ati's hands, quite adaptable 
to the promotion of his idea of political revolution. But it should be noted that 
Shari'ati's fascination with Hallajj as a source of emulation was not as intense as 
Dabashi describes. He was, in fact, critical of the social weaknesses of Hallajj's 
mysticism. 

In his lecture entitled Ravesh-e Shenakht-e Eslam (The Method of 
Understanding Islam), Shari'ati, compared the personalities of Imam Hussein, the 
saint, Ibn-e Sina, the philosopher and Hallajj, the mystic. In describing Hallajj, he 
said: "And Mansur al-Hallaj is on fire; an individual on fire is not responsible for his actions. 
Why is Hallajj burning? Out of his love for God, he is holding his head in his hands running 
in the alleys of Baghdad, loudly crying: 'break open this head of mine that has rebelled 
against me, and free me from this fire that is burning inside me. I am nothing. I am God'. 
Which means I do not exist; whatever there is, is God." He then went on to say: "But 
suppose, for example, that there were 25 million people (referring to the population of Iran 
at the time) like Hallajj living in today's Iran. Iran would then turn into a madhouse where 
everybody would be running the streets screaming: 'kill me. I cannot bear this life any more. I 
have nothing. There is only God in me'."4 

Shari'ati's Contribution to the Islamic ideology 

Many of the secular Iranian intellectuals and activists of the 1970s, 
particularly the Marxist agitators of the Tudeh party and the Fada 'iyan-e Khalq, tried 

In my discussion of these ideologues, I should acknowledge my debt to Hamid Dabashi's text Theology of 
Discontent, which is thus far the most comprehensive study of "the ideological foundations of the Islamic 
Revolution in Iran". 
2 This is the case although Shari'ati was passionately devoted to philosophical and mystical contemplation as is 
evident from his kevir writings. 
3 Dabashi, H. Theology of Disconten, 1993, p. 107 

Shari'ati, A. Ravesh-e Shenakht-e Eslam, n.d., Mashhad, pp. 15-16 
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to undermine the originality of Shari'ati's political thought. They, for example, 
despised Shari'ati's references to Sartre and Fanon in describing the West as 
consciously trying to make the colonised people into "mindless imitators" of the 
West, who would provide markets for the capitalist goods. They portrayed these 
references as not based on genuine understanding of the Western philosophers. They 
thus claimed that Shari'ati's formulations were politically backward looking, as those 
of Allama Muhammad-Hussein Tabataba'i, the apolitical philosopher of religion. 

The reason for such views was the tendency of Shari'ati, and Tabataba'i for 
that matter, to question the simplistic understanding of the Western notions of "the 
government of the people, by the people and for the people". To be sure, both 
Shari'ati and Tabataba'i believed that the ultimate source of law was God and not the 
people, and that Islam was neither merely democratic nor did it advocate communism. 
But contrary to the claims of the Marxist intellectuals, they understood God not as a 
tyrant whose interests were opposite of the interest of the people. Philosophically 
speaking, they understood God as the Haqiqat (Truth) and Haqq (Right); and 
therefore, they saw no difference between God and people's interests. They believed 
in God's edalat (justice), which was believed to be the ultimate guarantor of 
redressing the injustices done by the man-made institutions. In this sense, they 
proclaimed that even the most popular man-made institutions might do injustice to the 
people, and therefore could not guarantee the institution of true justice. 

The understanding of politics, which call for an absolute trust in goodness of 
the human agency, and the tendency to relegate evil to the enemy, have long faced 
criticism. It is hardly acceptable that the misgivings about the over-optimistic 
understandings of politics from Plato and Aristotle to Hegel and Nietzsche should 
mean these political philosophers have been backward looking. Like their 
philosophical predecessors, in their political positioning, Shari'atis and Tabataba'is Of 
our time were reacting to the fact that the banner of democracy raised by the West in 
former colonies in the post-colonial period did not mean nearly the same as what it 
had meant in the West. They observed the daily struggle of the people of the former 
colonies against a cruel and selfish face of the Western democracy, loaded with 
hypocrisy. Shari'ati and Tabataba'i were expressing the true popular feelings when 
they compared the social outcome of the plunder of the Western democracy in Iran to 
the outcome of the brutalities of Alexander, the Great, and Genghiz Khan. 

The difference of Shari'ati's philosophy to that of the leftist Western 
intellectuals like Sartre was similar in many ways to the difference between the 
religious and irreligious existentialists. In his religious philosophy, Shari'ati was more 
like Kierkegaard and Heidegger than Marx and Sartre. Although in his political 
attitude, he resembled the two latter thinkers. Indeed throughout his works, especially 
in his writings and lectures, such as Irfan, Barabari, Azadi (Mysticism, Equality and 
Freedom) and Bazgasht be Khishtan (Return to Self), he had frequent references to 
philosophers like Kierkegaard and Heidegger. Whereas, in his more explicitly 
political works such as Che Bayad Kard (What Is to Be Done) and Khodsazi-e 
Enghelabi (Revolutionary Construction of the Self), he had more references to Marx 
and socialist existentialists like Sartre. 

As Fischer and others such as Akhavi, Abrahamian, Algar, Arjomand and 
Dabashi have noted, Shari'ati called for a rethinking of the message of Islam as an 
essentially social and political message. He saw himself both as a modern political 
revolutionary, such as Lenin and Fanon, and as a religious reformer, such as Luther 
and Calvin. At times, he presented Islam in "sociological" rather than "metaphysical" 
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terms. At other times, he saw Islam suffering from a condition similar to "medieval 
Catholicism", and hence in need of a "Protestant Reformation".1 

As Fischer has noted, Shari'ati offered "a linguistic-phenomenological 
analysis of key Islamic terms". For example, he defined the term ummat as a 
"dynamic" form of community in contrast with the concepts of nation, class, society, 
race and tribe, which he defined as "static". In his definition of the term Imam, he also 
offered an innovative conceptualisation. In his definition, the Imam or leader is not "a 
hero created by the fantasies of men in their need to identify with a powerful figure."2 

Rather, he is a revolutionary figure like Ali or Abu-Zar, who rises to leadership 
because of the purity of his soul, detachment from worldly attractions, commitment to 
the cause of the people and persistent struggle against injustice. Yet in his 
Eslamshenasi (the Study of Islam), Shari'ati tried to portray Islam in terms of the 
modern concepts of progress and democracy.3 

As Boroujerdi has suggested, Shari'ati found affinity between the 
phenomenological notion that "concrete objects and subjects are only appearances of 
a primary reality" with the religious-mystical notion that "the primary reality is 
hidden, unknown and beyond one's grasp."4 He clearly stated that the language of 
modern philosophy and human sciences, despite its negation of religion and 
metaphysics, was the best language for understanding religion. 

These apparent contradictions in Shari'ati's writings, if properly understood, 
would turn out not to be contradictions at all, but dialectical aspects of the totality of 
his thought. In other words, his rejection of Western democracy did not mean that he 
rejected the idea of human freedom. Quite the contrary, as he has made it clear in his 
Mysticism, Equality, Freedom, he believed that the human freedom would neither be 
achieved through the democracy of Western capitalism, nor through human equality 
of the Western socialism. Rather, he formulated a Utopia in which both of these 
endeared human goods might be realised via an individual and social endeavour to 
free one's self and society from the symbols of corrupt wealth, power and hypocrisy 
(zar va zour va tazvif). This third way, he sought in a true understanding of irfan 
(gnocism/mysticism). 

By irfan, Shari'ati did not mean to promote the conventional practice of 
certain mystical Sufi orders in Iran or Buddhist monks in Eastern Asia in retreating 
from worldly affairs and resorting to reclusive contemplation, although he did not 
reject the merit of such practice for spiritual self-discipline. He did not even view 
irfan as an Oriental production, but as an ingredient part of the essence and meaning 
of human development. Ironically, the god-fearing Shari'ati agreed with Darwin as far 
as the physical evolution of life form less to more complex forms was concerned, but 
he argued that the physical evolution of man from the primates was of a different 
order than the development of man as source of meaning.5 He thus defined irfan in 
terms of a "primitive feeling" that marks the departure of humanity from animal 
world, a feeling that had been manifested in a "mysterious relationship" between 
human beings and "sacred symbols" or objects of worship from the very beginning. 
For Shari'ati, irfan is in general terms "the inner feeling of anxiety in human beings in 
the material world", which had found philosophical expression in the "Eastern 

'Fischer, M. 1980, p. 165 
2 Fischer, M. 1980, p. 166 
3 Cited in Ibid, pp. 166-167 
4 Boroujerdi, M. 1996, p. 107 
5 Shari'ati, A. Irfan, Barabari, Azadi, Husseiniyyeh Ershad,, Tehran, (n.d.) p. 4 
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religions" due to the high degree of sophistication of civilisation and culture in the 
East.1 

According to Shari'ati, the inner anxiety and tension is an inherently human 
phenomenon arising from impossibility of full satisfaction of human beings in the 
natural world. Hence, the essential "alienation" of man from the world and the 
"nostalgia" for a world beyond in order to fulfil his spiritual needs that cannot be 
satisfied in this world.2 In this sense, the material progress of man does not diminish 
his "solitude" and "strangeness" in this world. On the contrary, the more man gains 
mastery over nature, the more he becomes alienated from it, and in order to escape 
this alienation, he turns to a world that is not here, a world that is "absent" and 
"concealed", and by that virtue "mystical". In short, for Shari'ati, the nature of man is 
essentially mystical, and irfan or mysticism is the human way for discovering and 
understanding the concealed world to which man tries to connect himself.3 Shari'ati 
even attributes the human quest for progress to the mystical nature of man, which 
underlies his discontent with what is known to him, and his dynamism to discover the 
unknown. In this vein, Shari'ati concludes that contrary to materialist views that 
equate mysticism with social stagnation and decadence, the elimination of mystical 
tendencies in man would abort his dynamism and repress his desire for a progressive 
movement.4 

Shari'ati's understanding of irfan also put him in opposition to the 
conventional understandings of religion, particularly that of the Shi 'i establishment in 
Iran. In affinity with the tradition of Islamic philosophical mysticism, he argued that 
beyond the moral and legal codes of religious dogma, all religions had a common 
mystical bond. For him, the variation in religions, "Eastern or Western, monotheistic 
or polytheistic", did not affect this mystical bond, but only reflected the "evolutionary 
development" of this generic essence. He therefore concluded that the degree of 
sophistication of a religion is determined by the "advancement" of the mystical 
feelings in its believers, and that the more advanced human beings in this sense were 
those who expressed a stronger measure of discontent with the status quo. He thus 
criticised the conservative religious establishment in reducing religion and irfan to a 
set of "superstitious" practices and an instrument for "legitimation of the ruling class", 
which had thus blocked "the progress of free human spirit."5 

Shari'ati's understanding of irfan is a modern interpretation of the tradition of 
Islamic philosophical mysticism whereby alternative interpretations of sacred texts 
and events created the possibility of intellectual and social dissent against the 
dominant religious and political establishments. Shari'ati appealed to the spirit of 
mysticism in the tradition of the medieval mystic Mansur al-Hallajj, which was 
epitomised in his cry of An-al-Haqq (I am God), and which led to his takflr (being 
accused of blasphemy) and hanging at the behest of the official religious 
establishment. He thus discarded the institutional forms of mysticism in various Sufi 
orders and orthodox versions of religion. His appeal was thus to the revolutionary 
spirit of irfan in order to empower modern Iranians by means of novel interpretations 
of the traditions to which they belonged. He was particularly concerned with 
empowering the youth in confrontation with both, the Western revolutionary 
ideologies, which he considered inauthentic and alien, and the established religious 

1 Ibid, p. 5 
2 Ibid, p. 6 
3 Ibid, pp. 6-7 
4 Ibid, p. 7 
5 Ibid, p. 9 
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authority and conventional religious practices, which he considered as bankrupt and 
corrupt. 

Shari'ati referred to irfan in the context of Iran as a modern Third World 
society, which was in the grip of modern political, social, economic and cultural 
problems of the post-colonial period. He tried to use irfan as an ideology of dissent, 
which would enable the Iranian youth to overcome the sense of inferiority that they 
felt due to the poor economic and political position of Iran in the modern world. In the 
tradition of mysticism, poverty was considered a virtue, and the ultimate achievement 
of a mystic was to empty himself from his ego so that he could be filled with God. 
Shari'ati interpreted these concepts in a way to encourage Iranians to turn their 
material poverty and weakness into spiritual dignity and pride. The new Islamic 
identity that he preached would be created through "the submission of the people to 
God" in order to rebel against all other authorities and systems of oppression. 

Shari'ati said: "In Islam, there is a conflictual relationship between man and God, 
which consists of negation and affirmation, total annihilation of the ego before God in order 
to gain a godly power in the material world." Shari'ati portrayed Imam Ali as an 
example of a true aref (mystic). He described Ali as a soul full of anxiety and 
discontent with the miserable condition of material life, an anxiety that created in him 
an insatiable love for a world beyond this. Yet this love that pushed Ali toward a 
world that seemed all too subjective, turned him in the "objective" world into a 
socially and politically conscious individual who was concerned with the plight of the 
poor, the humble and the disinherited.2 

Yet, as Fischer has suggested, Shari'ati failed to provide a bridge between 
Islam and the secular thought of the West, and as such "reinforced isolation and 
increased the possibilities for political demagoguery rather than knowledgeable self-
reliance". Nonetheless, such critique should remain qualified and not be reduced to 
the type of criticisms, which have held Nietzsche responsible for the demagogic abuse 
and distortion of his thought by the Nazi propaganda. 

Shari'ati also made a clear political miscalculation in thinking that one should 
nostalgically search for the leaders of the forthcoming revolution beyond the official 
religious establishment and the secular intellectual circles, among the ordinary 
masses. Fischer is right to criticise Shari'ati for his intransigent belief that the Iranian 
intellectuals were fully assimilated by the West, and as such totally incapacitated in 
making any contribution to the revolution. Shari'ati was also obviously wrong in 
insisting on the assumption that the clerical establishment had totally exhausted its 
potentials to provide leadership for a modern revolutionary movement. 

Selective Invocation of Traditions 

In his treatment of Shari'ati's dedication to a revolutionary cause, Dabashi 
suggests that Shari'ati resorted to Shi'i Islam as a political ideology because he had 
witnessed the failure of the radical secular ideologies in Iran and other Islamic 
countries. Shari'ati thus recognised "the fundamental problem of introducing a secular 
political ideology into a religious world" and, at the same time, aimed at mobilising "the 
masses for political ends that the very secular ideology had articulated." According to 
Dabashi: "Shari'ati sought to achieve his revolutionary ends through the same ancient 

1 Ibid, pp. 30-31 
2 Ibid, pp. 31-32 
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tradition that other secular ideologies considered as the opium of the masses. To achieve this, 
he had to reconstruct, single-handedly, the entire history and ideology of Islam.'J 

However, the emphasis on the importance of Shari'ati's political agenda 
should not cause losing sight of the activist core of the Shi 'i political philosophy. 
Therefore, Shari'ati did not need to reconstruct the whole Shi 'i history to promote it as 
a political ideology. Others before him, in the Islamic world, had already sought to 
invoke the revolutionary spirit of Islam in general, and Shi 'ism in particular. Seyyed 
Jamal-ad-Din Asadabadi, Muhammad Iqbal, and Muhammad Abduh were only recent 
examples of this trend. Yet, Shari'ati possessed a rare creative capacity, which 
contributed to the production of a novel understanding of religion in the context of the 
interaction of the existing Shi 'i Islamic traditions with modernity. 

What should be understood is that Shari'ati neither reinvented Shi 'ism, nor did 
he resort to a pragmatic copying of his predecessors. This way of thinking leads to the 
assumptions, made by many analysts, that Khomeini's revolutionary reading of Islam 
had to be understood in turn as a pragmatic copy of Shari'ati's understanding of the 
modern political situation in Iran. It is true that pragmatic considerations have had a 
role in the formation of new ideas out of the old ideas. But reducing the imaginative 
creation of new interpretations of past traditions to one or a few does not explain the 
spontaneous appeal of these new readings to the people. Nor does it explain why 
many other interpretations have not been successful in touching a common cord with 
the people. 

It is more sensible to suggest that the invocations of the past traditions are 
selective, due to the fact that certain traditions have gained certain qualities and others 
have not. Moreover, new interpretations must have been able to prove their own 
validity and meaningfulness in the context of the traditions in order to be embraced by 
the people on a massive scale. Simple imitation of others would not have made for the 
charisma of leaders like Khomeini and Shari'ati. Nor should it be lost to the observer 
that Shari'ati did not turn to Islam mainly due to the failure of other rather secular 
political ideologies.2 Dabashi's assumption that Shari'ati and his mentor Al-e Ahmad 
turned to Islam simply due to the failures of leftist ideologies in simplistic. It is a 
gross understatement that undermines the underlying influence of Shi'i Islamic 
traditions on people like Al-e Ahmad and Shari'ati, which had roots in their 
environment of upbringing and outpoured in specific conditions. Otherwise, it is 
difficult to explain why many other Iranian leftist political activists did not turn away 
from their secular convictions, nor why they did not converted to the Islamic 
ideology, even after the failure of the radical leftist ideologies in Iran and in the world. 

In confusing the problem of religious belonging with political pragmatism, 
Dabashi in fact turns away from his own earlier arguments about the roots of religious 
convictions in the psychical operations of the collective unconscious. For Shari'ati, 
and Al-e Ahmad for that matter, Shi'ism was in truth a comprehensive ideology of 
revolution, but had been turned into a collection of sermons and prayers in the hands 
of the conservative official clergy. Its revolutionary spirit was then to be revived 
through a religious renaissance. 

1 Dabashi, H. 1993, p. 110 
2 Jalal Al-e Ahmad was an author and activist who popularised the concept of Gharbzadegi (Westoxication) in his 
critique of obsessive imitation of everything Western in the 1960s. He was a member of the Tudeh Party before 
turning into a staunch advocate of the political authority of Shi'i Islam. He wrote extensively in the criticism of 
Western-oriented secular intellectuals and the political meaningfulness of Islamic history, symbolism and rituals. 
Ale-Ahmad's account of his pilgrimage to Mecca (hajj) was an early contribution to modern Shi'i political 
discourse, which powerfully demonstrated the intertwining of religious symbolism, spiritual ecstasy and political 
power. 
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Yet, it was not only for Shari'ati and Al-e Ahmad that there was in Shi'ism a 
"built-in mechanism of ideological preparation" for a "political revolution". This was 
the case for many other mystics, philosophers and social reformers since the medieval 
time. As Dabashi himself acknowledges, the symbolic structures for creation of new 
political ideologies were already there "in people's collective imaginations and shared 
sensibilities."1 

The Responsibility of Being a Shi'i 

In his Tashayyo 'e Alavi and Tashayyo 'e Safavi (the Alavid Shi 'ism and the 
Safavid Shiism), Shari'ati set out to present his revolutionary reading of Shi 'ism in 
terms of the revival of the Shi'i faith in association with the time of Imam Ali. He did 
this with the intent of distinguishing Ali's Shi'ism from the Shi'ism that dominated 
Iran since the Safavid period, which for Shari'ati, meant the rise of a corrupt official 
religious establishment, whose task it was to provide religious legitimacy for the 
Safavid dynastic rule in Iran. He thus embarked on a radical re-interpretation of the 
tenets of the faith, such as the imamat (the right of the twelve Shi 'i Imams to the 
leadership of the Muslim community), gheybat (the period of the disappearance of the 
twelfth Imam before his eventual return), etc. 

However, Shari'ati did not empty these concepts totally from their traditional 
content. He still emphasised on the traditional meanings of etrat (the originality of the 
Prophet's household) and esmat (the purity of the innocent Imams) against non-
believers, but he extended these concepts in quite logical ways to adapt them for use 
in the new social and political environment. In his Che Bayad Kard? (What Is to Be 
Done?), he began to elevate the position of those, who would engage in asceticism, 
self-denial, contemplation and education for the purposes of the Islamic renaissance, 
close to the position of saints. 

Also, in his Mas 'ouliyyat Shi 'i Boudan (the Responsibility of being a Shi '/), 
Shari'ati, offered a new meaning of the concept of gheybat, which would free it from 
interpretations that rendered it as a "passive expectation" (entezar-e manfi) whereby 
present political and social responsibilities would be given up. He particularly 
emphasised the responsibility of the people of knowledge, alluding to the ulama, 
during the gheybat to continue the true path of the Prophet and the Imams. He also 
offered a creative interpretation of the ijtihad (the authority to derive updated rulings 
out of the Islamic traditions). He said: "The ijtihad is the free research by the responsible 
researcher in order to make it possible for the people to better understand the new ideas; and 
in order to provide new solutions to address the needs of the time and necessities of the 
leadership of the society on the basis of the faith.' 

How to Be? 

As Dabashi has noted: "Shari'ati consciously believed and propagated the idea that 
his version of Islam, the true Islam, the Islam that was there but forgotten or never learned, 
was different from and opposed to the historically received Islam.' Hence, he set out to 
attack the whole Shi 'i establishment as outmoded, concerning itself with virtuosity 
while forgetting the revolutionary message of the faith. He did not advocate the return 
to a religion that was concerned only with individual purity or transcendence. Rather, 

1 Dabashi, H. 1993, p i l l 
2 Shari'ati, A. The Responsibility of Being a Shi 'i, Mahhad, n.d., p. 21 
3 Dabashi, H. 1993, p. 113 
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he preached the revival of Islam as a new collective consciousness, which would 
preserve its imaginary connections with past, but would strive to achieve a collective 
Utopia, a Utopia where "freedom", "equality" and "irfan" (mysticism), were the 
hallmarks. 

Even in the tradition of irfan, Shari'ati sought a path to collective salvation. 
This does not mean that he rejected individual transcendental elevations. His writings 
on the kevir (sand deserts of central Iran) - which comprise a large part of his corpus -
involved a deep engagement with individual contemplative spirituality, which he said 
brought him closer to his soul. But, as a socially and politically concerned individual, 
suffering from the material, cultural and spiritual poverty that bemoaned the Islamic 
lands, he found himself an advocate of the disinherited. He felt that he had a social 
responsibility to educate the young to enable them to have a direction and a 
commitment in life, an ideological conviction that would make them the builders of a 
better future for the disinherited of their land. 

Thus, Shari'ati's political activity was carried out almost entirely as a teacher 
and an educator delivering lectures to his young, enthusiastic and growing audience. 
In his lecture entitled How to Bel he advocated an "ummi " (communitarian) Islam, a 
collective conviction that is "constructive and creative"; a "social-revolutionary 
ideology" that changes the social relations and environment. The Islam he advocated 
was not a civilisation, a form of political power or a scientific culture. It was, as he 
put it: "a human resurgence flowing from deep-inside the conscience of the people; a mental-
spiritual revolution that becomes a new divine emergence.' 

Shari'ati was also concerned with Islam as a global force of good that must 
confront the forces of evil, namely the colonialism and the world imperialism. He 
explicitly called for the construction of an "Islamic ideology" that would reconstitute 
the religious thought as an alternative to the existing radical secular ideologies, 
particularly Marxism. He also wanted to inspire ordinary people to gain religious 
revolutionary consciousness first hand, and as such free themselves from the need for 
the Shi'i priesthood. This was a position that he intensely advocated and 
consequently brought him in discord with even the revolutionary ulama, such as 
Ayatollah Khomeini and Ayatollah Motahhari, who were politically very close to him. 

Mystical Love: A Revolutionary Reading of Symbolic Structures 

More than anything, Shari'ati used his oratory skill and common-sense logic 
to read revolutionary meanings in the Shi 'i texts, symbolic structures and rituals. He 
insisted that the sacred texts such the Qur 'an and the hadith must be interpreted to 
make sense in the context of the "direction" of the "true path". Otherwise, he said: 
"The Qur'an without a direction will become meaningless, as will the traditions". 
"Direction", in this context, was not for Shari'ati the direction of fiqh, which he pre
maturely considered to be non-ideological and hence outmoded and conservative. He 
saw the Islamic ideology as a movement in the "direction" of tackling the crisis of 
modernity. 

He said: "One who thinks in terms of a logical, humane and progressive Shi 'i Islam, 
must know what is his/her direction with respect to colonialism, Marxist ideology, capitalism, 
bureaucracy, automation, commercialisation of human beings, the sexual liberation, the 
modern civilisation, etc."3 As a means to deal with the problems of modernity, he 

Shari'ati, A. The Revolutionary Constitution of the Self, Husseiniyyeh Ershad, Tehran, n.d., pp. 17-18 
Ibid, p. 34 
Ibid. p. 41 
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rejected both, the Western nihilism and Oriental obsession with private piety and 
individual asceticism. Instead, he advocated the construction of an Islamic ideology, 
which would protect its adherents against the power of the Western civilisation, the 
Marxist ideology and the nationalist and racist tendencies. 

Shari'ati used the metaphor of "fire" to reintroduce the "mystical love" (eshq-e 
infani) into modern Shi 'i political discourse. Accordingly, the mystical love is a fire 
that throughout human history, "has impregnated cultures, moral values, human 
creativity and revolutionary movements" with "meaning" and "direction"; a fire that 
"exists within all religions and philosophies, and inspires all nationalisms"; an eternal 
feeling that "offers a divine reading of the world", a feeling that has "pre-existed 
ownership and social classes". ' 

Struggle for justice was also high on Shari'ati's agenda for a "revolutionary 
constitution of the Self'. For him, this was a struggle for the elimination of 
discriminations and against oppression and tyranny. He criticised the evolutionary 
project of Enlightenment and its claim to Truth as responsible for the rise of scientific 
justification of three human evils: the domination of the weak by the strong, the 
decline of real human freedom, and the repression of the human capacity for irfan? 

A Teacher's Recipe for the Revolutionary Constitution of the Self 

As a teacher, Shari'ati urged his students to learn not for utilitarian purposes, 
but for the purpose of reconstituting their selves in preparation for an Islamic 
revolution. This construction of the self involved a radical reconstitution of an Iranian, 
Islamic identity vis-à-vis the West, which he described as the dominant civilisation. 
But he did not advocate any form of "prejudicial violence" against the West. Rather, 
he believed that the only means of resistance against the Western domination is to 
know both oneself and the other. Just as, he believed, the present Western superiority 
over the East came from both its knowledge of the East and its knowledge of itself. 

Shari'ati said: "The medieval Europe was a cultural colony of the Islamic East, and 
only after feeding on the Eastern civilisation learned how to stand against it. It even came to 
know its own religion and philosophy through the Muslim philosophers like Ibn-e Sina 
(Avecinna) and Ibn-e Rushd (Averros). (And) it returned to itself, and began the Renaissance 
movement, which was a rebirth, that is a return to the golden age of the ancient Greece.'3 He 
therefore called for a deep and rich understanding of the West as a means for a 
conscious and responsible return to self and for a cultural renaissance in Iran. 

As such, Shari'ati introduced a list of reading to his students that consisted of 
two main elements: first, the general Western history, and second, the Western history 
of ideas. In the Revolutionary Constitution of the Self, he listed in detail the areas and 
lines of reading he would like to see his audience to pursue.4 His list of reading 
included not only believers but also non-believers. From Luther and Calvin to Marx 

' Ibid, pp. 42-43 
2 Ibid, p. 47 
3 Ibid, p. 183 
4 Ibid, pp. 183-184; Shari'ati's list of reading included: 1) The history of Renaissance with an emphasis on its 
economic roots, the growth of cities, the rise of trade and its relationship with the Islamic East. 2) The history of 
the Protestant Movement, the ideas of Luther and Calvin and their influence on industrial civilisation, scientific 
and material development in Europe and the decline in the medieval thought. 3) The ideas of the main figures of 
the modern European philosophy, such as Bacon, Descartes, Spinoza, Pascal, Voltaire, Rousseau, Kant, Hegel, 
Fichte, Nietzsche, Darvin, Spingler, Schiller, Kierkegaard, Bergson, Jaspers, Heidegger, Sartre, etc. 4) The history 
of the social movements and the ideas of the social and political thinkers in the West and in the East, such as the 
French Revolution, the industrial revolution, the Russian Revolution, the anarchist movement, the social 
democratic movement Saint Simon, Prouhon, Marx. Mill, Durkheim, Mead and Fromm. 
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and Nietzsche to Kiekegaard and Bergson to Sartre and Fromm were included in this 
list. Nor did he neglect the Eastern tradition, recommending the reading of the 
teachings of Lao Tsu and Confucius, as well as the texts of Hinduism, Buddhism, 
Mitraism, Zaroastrianism, Manichaeism and Mazdakism. As such, Shari'ati's Islamic 
ideology appealed not only to the young religious intellectuals, but also to some 
extent to the secular intellectuals. 

The Utopia of a God-Worshipping Social ist 

No doubt, Shari'ati was influenced by Marxism and Western existentialist 
philosophies through his higher education in France. As such, he advocated the cause 
of free will against the call of the traditional religion for pre-destination, and hence 
provided a theology of political responsibility For him, this was an essential 
reformulation of the faith in order to combat what he called, following Al-e Ahmad, 
cultural alienation and Westoxication. 

To ensure his followers of his Islamic convictions against those who criticised 
him as a Western-educated, Marxist or existentialist, he expressed his views 
completely in religious terms, invoking the religious symbols, texts and events, as 
well as the symbolism of rituals. His symbolic philosophy of history was constructed 
on a progression of history from the murderous confrontation of Cain and Abel to a 
modern "universal revolution". This progressive history went right through the era of 
Prophets (Nabovvat), the period of the infallible Imams (Imamat), and the period of 
the greater Occultation (Gheybat), leading to a "universal revolution" in the modern 
time. His dialectical philosophy was based on the incessant confrontation between 
the forces of good and evil, reminiscent of the Manichaean dualism; and his Utopia 
portrayed the formation of the ummat as a classless society inhabited by the "perfect 
man" (ensan-e kämet). 

Shari'ati's monotheism (towhid), entailed an ethics of sacrificing self-interest 
for the sake of human values. The ritual of hajj (pilgrimage to Mecca) was for him an 
example of this unity in diversity. For Shari'ati, as Dabashi explains: "Between the two 
opposing ideals of individualism and socialism, the, hajj pilgrimage objectifies an ideal that 
supersedes the evils of both these extremes. In this ideal state, the divine attributes are 
expostulated in the 'I' of the individuals. Realisation of these Divine attributes in the 'I' of 
individuals, as objectified in the hajj ceremonies, precludes the possibility of any sacrifice of 
one for all or all for one. Opposing this 'I', which is the true 'I' and entails potential godly 
virtues, are Ts fabricated by race, ethnicity, nationality, social class, family, guild, etc."3 

Shari'ati also tried to find in the Islamic tradition a concept equivalent to 
socialism, which would enable him to rival Marxism in its own terms. He therefore 
popularised Abu-Zar, a disciple of the Prophet, as a "God-worshipping socialist" in a 
play by the same title.4 He introduced Abu-Zar as a man of virtue and strong faith 
who was prepared to confront the rich and powerful in defence of the rights and 
equality of the downtrodden. Imam Ali's total justice was also epitomised as a true 
egalitarian tradition whose existence in Islam predated the Western socialist ideas. 
After all, Abu Zar was trained in Ali's school. 

Shari'ati also criticised the Marxist analyses that advocated a socialist 
revolution in Iran, particularly those of the Tudeh Party. In response to the communist 
agitation, he retorted that the Iranian society differed from the industrial societies of 

1 Dabashi, H. 1993, p. 121 
2 Ibid, p. 129 
3 Ibid, p. 133 

This play was later performed at Husseiniyyeh Ershad. 
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the West. Borrowing the concept of the "Asiatic mode of production" from Marx 
himself, he proposed that Iran was characterised mainly by an "Asiatic mode of 
production", and thus it was not in need of a socialist or bourgeois revolution, but a 
renaissance and a religious reformation.1 

Dabashi's reading of Shari'ati is by far the most comprehensive and most 
erudite study of the ideas of this revolutionary ideologue. But his analysis is at times 
burdened by a pre-ordained belief that Shari'ati was mainly concerned with the 
synthesis of the Western ideas of revolution with the Shi'i symbolic structures. 
Whereas, Shari'ati's work could be better conceptualised as the struggle of an idealist 
socialist, who attempted to bring about human salvation via a socialism of his own 
making in rivalry with the Western socialism. It was in this context that he turned the 
religious concept of monotheism into "a worldview more scientific than materialism" 
in order to provide an alternative "socialist Utopia", namely the "jame'e-ye bi-
tabaqey-e towhidi" (the classless, monotheistic society).2 It is also in this context that 
one could speak, as Dabashi does, about Shari'ati's effort to turn faith into "human 
progress", martyrdom into "the responsibility to keep the flame of struggle alive", and 
the notion of waiting for the Mahdi into "the source of continuity of a revolutionary 
movement."3 

In his study of Shari'ati, Dabashi mentions but does not attempt to seriously 
tackle the notion of irfan in Shari'ati's thought, which is the key to the originality of 
his thought. Through the introduction of the concept of irfan, Shari'ati interjected an 
indigenous concept into the global struggle to address the problems arising from the 
crisis of modernity. Shari'ati's thought, in this sense, was an original contribution, 
which went beyond the Iranian context in order to tackle the wider global cultural 
conflicts. It has been reasserted forcefully in various forms in the post-revolution and 
particularly post-Khomeini political discourses in Iran. (See Chapter 8 for more 
detail.) 

The Dream of an Islamic Renaissance 

One of the significant features of the development of political thought in Iran 
was that it did not involve a religious reformation or renaissance. Bayat was 
reaffirming this point when she noted that the politicisation of religion in Iran 
occurred almost exclusively in the domain of the turbaned ulama. This view has been 
shaped around the idea that the development of philosophical thought, as it occurred 
in Europe after the Renaissance and Reformation, did not occur in Iran. Accordingly, 
the European Renaissance and the Christian Reformation took the West to what was 
imagined to be the true source of the Western thought - that is the Greek philosophy -
in order to find a shape or a contour for its own projection into the future. On the basis 
of this understanding, in Iran this meaningful connection with the past was lacking. 
That is to say that in Iran modern philosophical thought, in its Western sense, did not 
develop; simply because there occurred no renaissance or religious reformation. 
Shari'ati's political philosophy is best understood in this light. 

Shari'ati was a strong advocate of an Islamic renaissance. In his Return to Self 
and other works like Mysticism, Freedom and Equality, What is to be Done? and the 
Revolutionary Constitution of the Self he consistently argued for such a religious 
renaissance and the development of a modern philosophical discourse based on a 

1 Dabashi, H. 1993, p. 137 
2 Ibid, p. 143 
3 Ibid, pp. 143-144 

364 



reformed Islam. In his the Responsibility of Being a Shi 'i, he offered more arguments 
about the specific shape of the ideology that was to guide this reformation. In this, he 
himself played the role of a reformer, philosopher and ideologue combining the roles 
of Luther, Heidegger and Sartre. His philosophy, as mentioned earlier reflected a 
strong existential, socialist and to a lesser extent liberal bent. His ideology might yet 
serve as a rich source for the Islamic renaissance, which has begun with the Islamic 
Revolution of 1979. 

Shari'ati's understanding of Shi 'ism is a novel understanding not in the sense 
that it was totally new, but in the sense that it was the first clear formulation of an 
action plan to implement a new interpretation of Shi 'ism. His interpretation placed 
Shi 'ism at the level of something like Protestantism without its dogmatic aspects; a 
system of thought that combined religious belief and philosophical analysis; a school 
of thought that wanted to achieve religious reformation and enlightenment 
simultaneously. 

Maktab-e Tashayo'a, or Shi'i school of thought, was what provided for 
Shari'ati the cultural environment within which a rebirth of a new Islam was possible. 
This rebirth, he believed, would be necessary for the creation of a strong society, and 
would proudly stand as a source of political power in the international arena. 
Shari'ati's concern was, in this sense, a global one; it criticised the foundations of the 
global dominance of the West. As such, he sided, in many aspects, with existentialist 
and socialist philosophers of the West in exposing the crisis of modernity. But at the 
same time, he criticised Western philosophers as part of the crisis-ridden modernity 
and, in the last analysis, as its apologists. 

Shari'ati resented the uncritical adoption of Western ideologies of Marxism 
and liberalism by Iranian secular intellectuals, which he blamed for the disconnection 
of these intellectuals from the masses. He also despised the lack of regard of the 
"Westoxicated" intellectuals for metaphysics and mysticism, which he considered as 
the essence of civilisation. But at the same time, he was critical of the "obscurantism" 
of the Shi 'i establishment for its political acquiescence and its failure to acknowledge 
the tremendous advancement of science and technology in the modern time. He thus 
advocated a doctrinal and institutional restructuring of orthodox Shi 'ism on the model 
of Renaissance, Christian Reformation and modern scientific breakthroughs. 
Influenced by modern human sciences, he argued that the Islamic thought should be 
freed from the scholastic specialisation and organised into a systematic body of 
responsible knowledge about politics and society, which would make social and 
political awareness an essential component of government. 

Shari'ati believed that the traditionalist Shi'i ulama were incapable of offering 
the leadership and organisation necessary for such a radical change in religious 
thought and practice. By turning Shi'i Islam into a modern political ideology, he 
meant to open the possibility for the transfer of religious leadership from the 
traditionalist ulama to a new generation of modern committed Muslim intellectuals, 
who would be able to offer new interpretations of the sacred texts and traditions fit to 
tackle the modern responsibilities of religion. He thus look forward to the emergence 
of a class of committed intellectuals, who were neither mere scientists with the 
knowledge of "facts" or things as they are, nor converts to the old and outmoded 
religious convictions. Rather, they would be a group of responsible Muslim 
ideologues who were prepared to speak of "truth" or things as they should be.1 

; Cited in Boroujerdi, M. 1996, p. 111 
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Return to Self: An Anti-Western Strategy 

Shari'ati criticised the Iranian intellectuals who in their "intoxication" with the 
Western pre-eminence had lost their "identity", and had become in his word 
"assimilé". For him, these intellectuals had stopped short of even understanding the 
Western self-criticism. Shari'ati was therefore a representative of the attempt of the 
Islamic thinkers to project an authentic Islamic identity that would defy the sense of 
humiliation felt by the Muslims as a result of the Western cultural, scientific and 
technological superiority. This sense of humiliation was so strong that it had become 
the principle motivator of major political upheavals in the Iranian history and in this 
respect had overshadowed economic problems. 

The list of reading given by Shar'iati to his intellectual audiences was 
demonstrative of the degree of emphasis he placed on the enhancement of knowledge 
of the modern Western philosophy. As mentioned earlier, he also encouraged the 
reading of Indian and other non-Islamic religious and philosophical writings of the 
East, such as the Upanishads, in order to become better prepared for a profound 
understanding of the Qur 'an and other the Islamic sacred and canonical texts. And 
more importantly, he urged young intellectuals to familiarise themselves with irfan 
(mysticism) as a source of emancipation and egalitarianism, and as an element of 
proud resistance against the Western concepts of freedom and equality. He held the 
view that the Western concept of freedom must be rid of capitalist appropriation, as 
the concept of equality must be freed from Marxist domination. 

Upon the structure of his Shi 'i school of thought, Shari'ati then built his Utopia 
of an Islamic Revolution and the society it would bring about. For him, such a 
revolution must be mainly concerned with building an authentic Islamic nation-State, 
ummat, which would be truly sovereign, and would be able to stand at an equal if not 
superior footing with the West in terms of cultural and political exchange. But, as 
mentioned earlier, he was never concerned with a military confrontation with the 
West in order to build this powerful nation-State. 

To be sure, Shari'ati believed that military strength was an important factor in 
the early Islam in enabling the propagation of the true message of the faith, as it was 
today in the superiority of the West. But, in the tradition of the true bearers of Persian 
culture, he was basically concerned with knowledge as the ultimate guarantor of 
political power. He thus was concerned with establishing a strong State whose 
strength was demonstrated in its stability, resilience and tolerance based on the 
accumulation of knowledge and inspired by an authentic ideology and worldview. 
Such a system would find an existence of its own, and while being flexible would not 
be changing its entire character due to instability; and hence it would not need to be 
suppressive and intolerant. 

In his Political Order in Changing Societies, Samuel Huntington has also 
located the source of the strength of the Western democratic States in their 
institutional capacity not to be manipulated by individual politicians and interest 
groups, while being able to allow change and accommodate non-conforming 
creativities. Shari'ati, an acute observer of his time, also dreamed of a State system 
with structural ability and enough flexibility to accommodate dissent and change, but 
strong enough not to allow the fundamental principles of lawful institutions to be 
undermined. For him, every society had a need for an ideological structure or 
worldview as the backbone of its stability and resilience. According to Shari'ati, 
Western democracies had achieved this through the reformation of Catholicism, 
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development of modern philosophy, and the ascendancy of Enlightenment; whereas 
the Islamic world had to address this need in its own way, not by imitation of the 
West, but by returning to its own "authentic self'. 

Shari'ati's concept of "return to self' have undoubtedly been influenced by 
Fanon's notion of "return of the oppressed", but as Boroujerdi has suggested, Shari'ati 
differed from Fanon in his religious tone.1 His "return to self' was, in this sense, a 
new version of Al-Ahmad's quest for "authenticity". In his quest, Shari'ati was 
competing with other native contesting claims to authenticity. His "return to self' was 
competing with at least for rival claims to authenticity: the secular nationalists' quest 
for return to pre-Islamic glory, the liberal contention for the authenticity of the 
modern notions of freedom and democracy, the Marxist struggle to restore the power 
of the oppressed, and the effort of the conservative clerics to return to religious 
traditionalism. 

According to Boroujerdi, Shari'ati's quest for religious authenticity was 
"deceptive and intellectually flawed", because it gave the impression of a return to 
past traditions, whereas it was in fact a discourse of present, which offered an 
"instrumentalist view of the role of religion in politics."2 In this view, Shari'ati's 
rejection of the West was not that of "an Islamic mystic", which he would like to be 
presented as, but that of "a disillusioned Western-educated intellectual", who was 
trying "to inject aspects of modernity into the traditional socio-religious relations and 
value systems of Iranian society."3 Boroujerdi has also criticised Shari'ati for his 
"naivete in wanting to imitate the Protestant Reformation" in an "age of modernity 
and universal secularism."4 

Although these criticisms are valid in a rational sense, but they do not detract 
from the sincerity of Shari'ati's quest to find a resolution to the problem of identity 
crisis in modern Iranian politics. Although, in his lifetime, Shari'ati failed to inspire 
more than a young militant following and little constructive political consequence, but 
his anticipation for a religiously inspired national identity that could resolve the 
problem of the encounter of Iran with modernity in a lasting manner may still be 
valid. To be sure, as Boroujerdi acknowledges, "Shari'ati deserves credit for heralding 
the notion that the lay intelligentsia is as capable and, perhaps, even more successful 
than the ulama in addressing the perennial questions of Islamic thought."5 

Freedom: A Religious Feeling 

Shari'ati defined freedom as an originally religious feeling, inherent in the 
notion of salvation; a progressive freedom, which was not only liberation from certain 
limitations, but "a flourishing that frees human soul from the vicious circle of 
reincarnation." He understood freedom as an inner revolution against the bondage of 
the "social self'. The outer expression of freedom, he believed, would occur through 
an Islamic revolution, which would come out of a spontaneous upsurge of an 
authentic struggle for freedom and resistance against the external relations of 
domination. He thus called on Muslim believers to engage in an struggle for freedom 
on two fronts against both the inner evils of avarice, arrogance and hypocrisy and the 

1 Boroujerdi, M. 1996, p. 112 
2 Ibid, p. 113 
3 Ibid, p. 114 
4 Ibid, p. 115 
5 Ibid, p. 115 
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external evils, namely the domineering West and the official religious establishments, 
which legitimised the despotic and arrogant States. 

For Shari'ati, this authentic struggle for freedom would come about through a 
sudden change of heart or a kind of revelation, which would turn the younger 
generation upside down in terms of their understanding of their political and social 
responsibilities. He provided a detailed action plan for the younger generation for 
their self-construction. He criticised the types of freedom practised in the Western 
democracies, which were, to him, the foundation of the present consumer society. 
And, he saw the present mode of regulation of pleasure in the West as a grand 
conspiracy by ultra-national corporations for devouring the world. He insisted that big 
corporations were engaged in creating false cultures that reproduced the consumer 
society, and thus urged the Muslims to resist the lure and fascination of such a society. 
He urged them to go back to their own source of freedom and power, i.e. irfan. 

Shari'ati's philosophy is important in its creating a movement in Iran, which 
successfully addressed the serious issue of building a modern Iranian identity. The 
background of this movement had been shaped by attempts under the Shah to present 
the Iranian people with a modern image of the Iranian nation. The Shah had tried to 
constitute an imaginary of the Iranian modern identity, which would match the image 
of Iran as a modernising nation on the track of fast industrialisation and 
commercialisation. As I noted earlier, this imaginary identity borrowed heavily from 
the pre-Islamic Persian tradition, and hence had to resort to ancient mythical and 
religious ideas. Its main purpose was to build an ideology, which would provide a 
sense of purpose and meaning to the aspiring Iranian nation. But the Shah was not 
successful in selling this image to Iranians. People rejected his national imaginary and 
gathered around their national religion as the cornerstone of a new sense of 
nationality.1 

The Third Woman: An Alternative View of the Muslim Woman 

Shari'ati was perhaps the first modern Muslim thinker to attempt to tackle the 
issue of gender in the Iranian society and politics in a serious manner. In his Fatima is 
Fatima, The Story of Hassan and Mahboubeh and the Expectation of the Modern Age 
of the Muslim Woman, he portrayed his view of the female in a modern Muslim 
society. In constructing his image of a modern Muslim woman, he naturally referred 
to the past Shi'i history and mythology to find models for the present and future. 
Fatima, Ali's wife and Hussien's mother, and her daughter Zeynab, were the symbols 
to be reinterpreted in order to provide this new image of women. 

In conformance with his revolutionary ideology, his admiration of these 
figures as part of the e trat (the Prophet's household) was not in the conventional form 
of eulogy for the sufferings of the ahl-al-beyt (members of the Prophet's household). 
To be sure, Shari'ati still referred to the pains and sufferings inflicted upon Fatima 
and Zeynab by the enemies of the household of the Prophet. But he interpreted these 
sufferings as the moments of active and conscious resistance against social and 
political injustice. 

' As noted by Mehdi Abedi, scholars such as Pour-Davoud had made a significant scholarly contribution to 
building a modern Iranian identity based on pre-Islamic traditions. This attempt at forging a modern ideology to 
legitimise the Iranian State under the Shah followed the Shah's failure in presenting himself as a devout Muslim to 
the Iranian people. His first attempt involved going to the hajj pilgrimage and writing a book called Mission for My 
Country in which he presented himself as a kind of Messiah chosen by a popular Shi 'i saint Abbas, the brother of 
Imam Hussein. 
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For Shari'ati, the resistance of Fatima and Zeynab against the repressive 
political authorities of their time was to be used as a model of social and political 
activism of women in all ages and all places. And it was in this context that he offered 
his interpretation of these figures as an alternative not only for modern Muslim 
women, but also for the women of the world in general, whom he thought were 
increasingly perverted and exploited by Western capitalism. He thus criticised both 
the "anti-woman" and "perverted" traditions of the Middle Ages in the Catholic West 
under the guise of religion, and "the claims to women's freedom" made by the 
"bourgeois culture".1 

Shari'ati was particularly concerned about the threat to the position of women 
by the notion of sexual liberation, which he thought was systematically advanced by 
Freudianism as a scientific view to reduce the "mysteries of the depth of human soul" 
to the "representations of repressed sexual desires".2 He thus criticised the efforts of 
the secular Iranian intellectuals to uncover instances of repressed sexuality in the 
figures of Islamic mysticism such as Hafiz and Mowlavi. He believed that these 
intellectuals undermined the moments of "human genius, spirituality and resistance to 
oppression" in the writings of these great mystics by reducing them to the level of 
sexual desires. 

Shari'ati considered the modern bourgeois culture not only as "a means of 
cultural colonisation of the East by the West", but also as "a mode of exploitation of 
the East and West by a global power structure."3 This mode of exploitation, he 
argued, was also evident in contemporary art in general, and in the film industry in 
particular, where violence and sex had become fundamental ingredients.4 According 
to Shari'ati, the conventional notion of sexual liberation, especially among modern 
Western women, thrived on the basis of the critique of "patriarchal prejudices". But 
he added that the intent of bourgeoisie was not to free women from the inhumane 
patriarchal bondage, but to prepare them for the acceptance of "the insidious capitalist 
exploitation".5 

Shari'ati then turned his attention to the Islamic societies where outmoded and 
repressive traditions reproduced and reasserted themselves under the guise of religion. 
He thus insisted that tradition and religion should be separated in order to identify the 
essence of religion apart from "the collection of ideas, tastes, feelings, and social and 
legal practices", which were peculiar to a certain people of a certain historical period.6 

In this vein, Shari'ati proceeded to suggest that "the old and restrictive traditions and 
practices" that repressed women in the name of Islam, "should be destroyed in order 
to build new traditions", which emanated from the "essence of Islam", but were 
compatible with the exigencies of time.7 For him, Fatima and Zeynab were the 
symbols of this eternal and ideal essence of Islam, whom if properly understood, 
could serve as models for true liberation of women. He identified in these figures the 
capacity of women as social and political leaders to create change not only in the 
situation of women, but also in the social relations of power. 

Shari'ati was acutely aware that he was a man preaching on the rights of 
woman, and as such he also showed concern about the role of men with respect to 

Shari'ati, A. The Expectation of the Modern Age of the Muslim Woman, a speech in Husseiniyyeh Ershad, 
Tehran, 1354/1975, pp. 10-11 
2 Ibid, p. 12 
3 Ibid, p. 13 
"Ibid. p. 15 
5 Ibid, p. 17 
6 Ibid, p. 18 
7 Ibid, p. 20 
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women. He thus emphasised the essentiality of the recognition of the antinomy of the 
Islamic faith with the superiority of men over women. In this context, he referred to 
the unconventional practice of the Prophet to appear meek before his wife and his 
bold move to accept a group of young women to take part in the battle of Honein as 
warfront nurses.1 He thus ridiculed the propensity among modern Iranian intellectuals 
to buy the Western notions of sexual liberation as progressive and to neglect their 
indigenous models for true liberation of women. 

Shari'ati then went on to propose his alternative view of a liberated Muslim 
woman, as "the third woman" who would reject both the repressive traditions of the 
past and the exploitative practices of modernity.2 He thus argued: "This third woman is 
a woman who wants to make a choice, a woman who neither accepts her inherited image, nor 
the imported image that is being pushed down her throat... None of these images are truly 
Islamic. The first image belongs to the traditions of patriarchy and even slavery. And the 
second image, which comes from the West, is neither scientific, nor humane and nor 
liberating... To select a third image, the Muslim woman of today should take heed of the 
objective images of the Shi'i culture, which are more authentic than history and more concrete 
than scientific and jurisprudential arguments.' 

In relating the stories about Fatima, he portrayed her as a woman who 
accepted to suffer during her lifetime for a human cause, "a woman who made her 
presence felt as a socially responsible and politically conscious person, engaged in a constant 
struggle to shape the destiny of her community, and who defended the integrity of her people 
against social injustices and perversions.' And he recounted Zeynab as a revolutionary 
political leader who denounced the legitimacy of the powerful Umayyad caliphate 
after the military defeat and the tragic death of her brother Hussein in the battle of 
Karbala. Shari'ati also offered numerous other examples of the traditions of social and 
political activity of women in the early Islamic period as models to be emulated by 
modern Muslim women. 

And finally, Shari'ati tackled the sensitive issue of the veil or chador in the 
Islamic tradition. Here too, he tried painstakingly to differentiate between the pre-
Islamic traditions of veiling women in Persia and Arabia and the essence of the 
Islamic concept of the veil. He thus insisted that the Islamic concept of the veil was to 
be understood as a means for the protection of the integrity and dignity of women, and 
that the variety of outward manifestations of the veil must be tolerated due to varying 
climatic, social and cultural conditions.5 

Yet despite his innovative ideas about women within the Islamic tradition, 
Shari'ati failed to deal with the concrete issues of women's rights and particularly 
with the issue of sexual desire. His emphasis on the liberatory nature of Islamic 
politics opened up new possibilities for political empowerment of Muslim women. 
But his strictly moral view of gender politics, and his categorical pessimism about the 
Western culture, did not allow him to appreciate the real depth of modern quest for 
women's rights and the connection between the notion of sexual liberation and power 
relations. He remained deeply sceptical about psychoanalytical insights into the 
question of sexuality and other attempts to give weight to the autonomous function of 
sexual desire in social and political relations. Instead, he remained convinced that 
Freudianism and the notion of sexual liberation were Western designs for the moral 

1 Ibid, pp. 24-26 
2 Ibid, p. 28 
3 Ibid, p. 29 
4 Ibid, p. 32 
5 Ibid, p. 36 
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corruption of women in general, and the perversion of true political liberation of 
women in particular. 

Shari'ati thus remained obsessively confined within the constraint of a 
romantic attachment to the Islamic notion of chastity and failed to connect the demand 
for political freedom for Iranian women with wider global quest for women's rights. 
As such, his views about the liberation of Iranian women suffered from the same 
particularism that limited his views about political liberation in Iran in general. He 
thus reinforced the isolation of Iranian women form the secular Western thought by 
his overemphasis on the particularity of Shi 'ism as the only source for their inspiration 
for liberation. His referents for political and social emulation for Muslim Iranian 
women remained limited to the shadowy figures of the early Islam like Fatima and 
Zeynab, just as his only models for true liberation of men were limited to Ali and 
Hussein and other early Islamic heroes. 

Ayatollah Motahhari: An Islamic Philosopher 

Shari'ati's challenge to the ideology of the Pahlavi State was the challenge of 
a lay intellectual, who however sincerely presented himself as a devout Muslim, was 
not recognised as such by his clerical peers. The resentment of the clergy towards 
Shari'ati, as mentioned before, was mainly due to his radical anti-clericalism and his 
call for exclusion of the ulama from political life. By contrast, Ayatollah Morteza 
Motahhari was the revolutionary ideologue favoured by the radical ulama. 

Like Shari'ati, Motahhari embarked on a program of modernising Islam to 
make it fit to stand against the Western modernisation advocated by the State. His 
main contribution to Islamic modernism may have been his introduction of 
philosophy as an Islamic field of knowledge that would empower Muslim 
intellectuals, and would make them free form reliance on secular Western 
philosophies. In this sense, he did in the clerical domain what Shari'ati hoped to 
achieve outside the religious establishment. 

In the 1950s, Motahhari enhanced his knowledge of Islamic philosophy by 
reading Avicenna, Mulla Sadra, and other Muslim philosophers of the past. He also 
read, mainly through secondary sources, Western philosophers like Hegel. During this 
period, he studied under the tutorship of Ayatollah Khomeini and Allama Tabataba'i. 
As a result of his vigorous work on Islamic philosophy, he offered a rigorous critique 
of the materialist philosophy in his writings. These included his extensive notes on 
Allamah Tabatab'i's Osul-e Falsafeh va Ravesh-e Realism (Principles of Philosophy 
and the Method of Realism), as well as his lectures and books such as Elal-e 
Gerayesh be Madigari (The Reasons for Tendency to Materialism), Materialism dar 
Iran (Materialism in Iran), and Ashna 'i ba Olum-e Eslami: Manteq va Falsafeh (An 
Introduction to Islamic Sciences: Logic and Philosophy). 

As Dabashi has noted, Motahhari insisted that philosophy was not a 
"prerogative of the West" where he believed philosophy was "in decline". Like 
Shari'ati, he recounted the debt of the Western philosophy to the wisdom of the East. 
Motahhari proclaimed that the ancient Greek philosophers learned much of their 
knowledge from the texts of the ancient "Eastern" scholars and mystics including 
Iranians, Arabs, Chinese and Indians. His defensive mode against the West, like many 
other Islamic modernists, was due to the threat to Islamic knowledge and culture that 
he perceived was coming from the Western secular ideologies and what he described 
as "the decadent Western culture". He thus advocated the formation of an Islamic 
ideology based on the Islamic philosophy he had developed. "His ideological agenda 
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was targeted essentially towards a collective resuscitation of a general Islamic 
consciousness", which could confront the secular ideologies "without resorting to 
religious dogmatism".1 As such, Motahhari, while warning the Muslims against the 
Western threat, often praised a deeply religious and mystical side of the West, which 
he identified with progress, knowledge and science untainted with ethical and cultural 
degeneration. 

Motahhari's philosophy was essentially a rationalist religious philosophy, 
which treated various subjects such as, realism, idealism, knowledge, perception, 
existence, necessity, possibility, causality, actuality, time, unity, multiplicity, 
substance, etc. from the perspective of a believer. He therefore, like Shari'ati, wanted 
a dialogue with the West in a fair and level playing field where he claimed Islam and 
Iran could make significant moral, philosophical and cultural contributions. 

Fict ion: A Source of Public Morality 

Another area of Motahhari's contribution to advancement of the Islamic 
ideology was his use of the Islamic fiction in providing imaginary models for creative 
thinking to the Muslim youth in order to "protect" them against Western cultural 
influence. In 1960, he published a collection of ethical stories in the simple language 
of fable under the title Dastan-e Ras tan (The Story of the Virtuous). These stories, 
which were extracted from the Qur 'an and other religious canonical sources, mainly 
dealt with issues of public morality. Motahhari thus revived a collective memory that 
was meant to lead the believers out of the rising tendency of relegating ethics to the 
private sphere. By bringing these stories out of the obscurity and technicality of the 
"canonical texts", which were mostly in Arabic, he made them accessible to the 
general Persian speaking public. As Dabashi has noted: "The narrative simplicity, the 
short and concise context, and the anecdotal discourse of these stories not only rendered them 
easily comprehensible, but also turned them into compelling components of a kind of 
common folklore.' 

The apparently apolitical language of these stories, and their appeal to the 
children and the youth, even broke the barrier of the official censorship by making it 
to public broadcasting on the State-run national radio. Also, the recitation of these 
stories by the local preachers in the prayer gatherings in the neighbourhood mosques 
made them accessible to the illiterate ordinary folks, who were unable to read. 

The main characters of these stories were the Prophets, the Shi 'i Imams and 
other saintly figures of the Shi 'i history and mythology, and the locations of the events 
were mostly the Shi'i holy sites. The main storey lines were concerned with the 
superior ethics of these familiar figures; and their occurrence in sacred spaces of the 
Shi'i collective memory facilitated their visualisation. As such, they succeeded in 
producing a field of shared memory and an imaginary and yet real Utopia that could 
be held out as a model of Shi 'i history, and could be used for construction of an 
alternative moral order. 

1 Dabashi, H. 1993, pp. 152-153 
2 Recently, Motahhari's dualistic view of the West has been echoed in the Islamic Conference in Iran by two ot the 
prominent'figures of the Islamic Republic. The supreme leader Ayatollah Khamene'i expressed views similar to 
the anti-Western-side of Motahhari's views in attacking the evil and corruption of the West, comparing the 
Western culture to "an ethical quagmire", which would eventually destroy it. President Khatami, on the other hand, 
praised the good sides of the Western civilisation, its religious origins, scientific achievements and advances in 
technology from which the Muslims must learn. 

3 Dabashi, H. 1993, pp. 159-160 
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The Legitimate Leadership of the Muslim Community 

Motahhari also made a contribution to the sensitive debate over the issue of 
political leadership in the Muslim society. In locating the source of legitimate 
authority within the ranks of the Shi'i ulama, he actually counterbalanced Shari'ati, 
who tried to find qualified leaders for the coming Islamic revolution outside the 
clerical circles within the ranks of the lay Muslim intellectuals. In his discussion of 
marja'iyyat (the supreme religious authority), he voiced his contention that politics 
was included in the domain of religious authority. In his Vala 'ha va Velayat-ha 
(Legitimacies and Authorities), he referred to the role of the founders of the Islamic 
faith as political leaders of the Muslim community in order to argue that political 
authority belonged to the ulama. 

Referring to several Qur 'anic verses, he extended the meaning of Imamate 
beyond its conventional meaning in the Sunni and Shi'i fiqh. In the Sunnifiqh, Imam 
was understood as the leader of religious congregations. In addition to this meaning, 
the Shi 'ifiqh also understood the Imamate conventionally as the religious authority of 
the Infallible Imams. Motahhari went beyond these meanings to define the Imamate as 
the leadership of social and political affairs of the community.1 He thus prepared the 
ground for future extension of this authority to the living religious leaders who had 
superior knowledge of the Islamic law and theology. 

Like Shari'ati, Motahhari tried to find meanings in the Shi'i symbolic 
structures, such as martyrdom, in order to motivate a contemporary revolutionary 
politics of struggle against injustice. He insisted that such contemporary struggles 
were tantamount to the revolutionary struggle of Imam Hussein in Karbala. He thus 
criticised the conservative older generation of the ulama for their literal and legalistic 
understanding of the faith. He characterised the dogmatic mode of the Islamic 
knowledge as a mode of religious learning for the sake of learning and individual 
purification. To his conservative critics, he retorted that this kind of understanding 
Islam did not comply with the "essence" of the "true faith", which to him was a recipe 
for social action. 

In his Ehya-ye Tafakkor-e Eslami (Revival of Islamic Thought), Motahhari 
asserted that an Islam, which was not involved in moving and stirring the society, had 
no force, and consequently such an Islam was like "a dead and infested tree, which 
(was) standing lifeless and inanimate".2 Like Shari'ati and Khomeini, he referred to 
numerous Qur 'anic sources to prove that the activist essence of Islam had been 
historically and systematically distorted by the corrupt caliphs, kings and sultans in 
order to justify a quietist reading of the faith. 

Motahhari's concept of legitimate authority or vala'e esbati (affirmative 
legitimacy) was concerned with bringing all Muslims together around a leadership 
that derived its legitimacy from its affinity to the Qur'an, the Prophetic traditions and 
the purity of the Household of the Prophet. Interestingly, Motahhari's engagement in 
issues concerning leadership and political authority in Iran was most intense during 
the 1960s and 1970s, coinciding with Ayatollah Khomeini's treatment of the same 
issues in exile. But his presence in Iran was perhaps a reason that his arguments were 
less politically explicit than Khomeini whose use of a more radical rhetoric in dealing 
with these issues was certainly facilitated by the relative security of the exile. 

1 Motahhari, M. Vala ha va Velayatha, Tehran, 1370/1991, pp. 53-54 
2 Cited by Dabashi in Theology of Discontent, 1993, p. 177 
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Motahhari was also one of the first Shi 'i clerics of modern time to attend to 
contemporary social issues such as gender, equality, and the ethical problems of 
technological development in a non-dogmatic language. As such, he, like Shari'ati, 
criticised the conservative versions of Islam preached by the traditional ulama on the 
nature of chastity and morality of the female component of the Muslim community. 
He was also a fervent advocate of scientific and technological developments without 
losing sight of the ethical dilemmas that an unbridled scientism could cause. 

Critique of the West 

I have already hinted at Motahhari's concern with the threat of the Western 
modernity, which emanated from his fear from "penetrating" and "corrupting" 
influence of the Western culture on the indigenous culture via modern ideological 
formulations. In his lectures published under the title The Causes of Attraction to 
Materialism, he offered his detailed views on the sources of the materialist thought as 
a "pathological state of mind" in the West. In these lectures, he was basically 
concerned with offering an Islamic critique of the Western materialist ideologies. He 
argued that the materialist philosophies became attractive in the West primarily 
because of the inadequacies of the Christian religious conceptions. He particularly 
mentioned as examples of these inadequacies the Christian idea of portraying God in 
the image of man, and the violence of the Church against people in Medieval Europe. 
He also argued that the weaknesses of Western philosophy were a secondary 
contributor to the tendency in the West toward materialism. 

Motahhari thus engaged in criticising August Comte as the foremost 
representative of the notion that advancement of positive sciences was possible only 
at the expense of belief in God and Creation. He argued that Comte's logic of looking 
for God only where positive knowledge is lacking was a logical fallacy, which led to 
the decline of the concept of God with the advancement of positive knowledge. 
According to such views, he added: "Only some of the material events and objects of the 
world would have any sign of God, the events and objects whose causes are not known. 
Whereas the events and objects whose causes were known would fall outside the domain of 
God."3 

Motahhari then, in line with Islamic cosmological philosophers, referred to 
various Qur 'anic verses to argue: "all the worldly events, creatures and objects were the 
signs (ayat) of God, and that the world in its totality existed as a reflection of His Intellect, as 
He pre-existed time and location".4 He also rejected as a logical fallacy the notion of 
God as immediate cause of the world. He compared the view of looking for God 
within the mechanism of the world to a view that looked for the watchmaker within 
the mechanical structure of the watch. This, he argued, entailed the denial of God due 
to inability to locate Him in the material interactions of the world. As such, this was 
like denying the watchmaker due to inability to locate him within the mechanics of 
the watch. 

Motahhari then went on to refute Comte's division of human history into three 
progressive periods, namely metaphysical, philosophical and scientific, and instead 
offered his own Islamic philosophical view whereby all these three stages have 

1 Motahhari, M. Elal-e Gerayesh be Madigari, Tehran, Fajr Publication, 1373, 1994, pp. 55-69 
2 Ibid, pp. 73-98 
3 Ibid, p. 61 
4 Ibid, p. 62 
5 Ibid, p. 63 
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simultaneously existed in the history.1 As mentioned above, he also considered the 
violence of the medieval Christian Church in imposing religious belief upon the 
people as a source of the attraction to materialism in the West because of what he 
called "the disregard of this imposition for the freedom of thought". He insisted that in 
Islam religious belief was valued only if accepted through "free will and rational 
decision making."2 

Activism vs Quietism 

As a secondary reason for the rise and perpetuation of philosophical 
materialism in the West, Motahhari pointed to what he considered to be the failure of 
Western philosophers like Kant, Hegel, Spencer and Sartre in explaining the original 
cause of existence. He saw the source of this alleged weakness of Western philosophy 
in its shift from "esalat-e vojud" (the authenticity of being) to "esalat-e mahiyyat" 
(authenticity of essence). Following Avecinna and particularly Mulla Sadra, he set out 
to shift the point of argument from essence to being and to existence. Ironically in his 
argument, he sounded rather like Sartre, who insisted that the original cause 
constituted itself and hence was not constituted by any other cause.3 According to 
Motahhari: "The Truth of Being {Haqiqat-e Hasti) is equivalent with intrinsic causality 
(vojoub-e zati)...Therefore, the truth of Being implied autonomy, independence and the lack 
of need for anything other than itself."4 

As another cause of the rise of materialism in the West, Motahhari named the 
inadequacy of modern social and political concepts, which according to him: "equated 
religion with social and political quietism and anti-religion with activism and revolution.'* 
Instead, he suggested that Islam and particularly the Shi 'i Islam contained an activist 
and revolutionary ideological core that must be revived. It was in pursuit of this 
revival that he embarked upon reinterpreting concepts such as taqiyya (dissimulation 
of one's belief), which had conventionally been understood in terms of political 
quietism. In response to the activist critics of the Shi 'i concept of taqiyya, he offered a 
new interpretation, which rendered dissimulation of one's belief in the face of strong 
enemies a strategic positioning. As such, this strategy was justified only for 
preventing total destruction of own forces in the hands of the enemy while 
accumulating resources for an effective attack. 

Motahhari's Theory of Revolution 

In addition to attempts at defending Islam against what he perceived to be a 
serious threat to the religious identity of Iran, Motahhari was also engaged in 
depicting the Utopia of an Islamic revolution and an Islamic government. His plan for 
construction of this Utopia contained three elements: a theory of revolution, a theory 
of State and a theory of society. He used several occasions to formulate his own 
vision of Iran of the future in terms of the negation of the secular ideologies of the 
West. This vision was entirely built on the basis of sacred Islamic traditions and texts. 
In referring to sacred texts, he had a great advantage over Shari'ati. Due to his official 
status as a member of the ulama, which he had acquired through years of disciplined 
learning in the Shi'i centres of religious scholarship, he enjoyed a level of credibility 

1 Ibid, pp. 64-66 
2 Ibid, pp. 67-72 
3 Ibid, p. 82 
"Ibid, p. 81 
5 Ibid, pp. 157-158 
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that no lay religious intellectual could dream of. His scholarly background involved 
studentship of the learned Ayatollahs such as Borujerdi, Khomieni and Tabataba'i. 
Motahhari also had the political and financial support from Ayatollah Khomeini who 
was involved in political agitation against the Pahlavi regime while in exile in Naraf 
during the 1960s and 1970s. ' 

Motahhari's theory of revolution contained the most explicit reference to a 
Mahdistic revolution. In his The Uprising and Revolution of the Mahdi form the 
Perspective of the Philosophy of History, he formulated his theory in terms of various 
themes such as "the contemplation of a final victory", "the expectation of 
emancipation" and "the Qur 'anic view of history and society". He also developed 
other related concepts such as "the monotheistic interpretation of the evolution of 
history", "the relation of Islamic thought with dialectics", "the sanctity of struggle", 
and "the ideal Islamic society". 

Motahhari emphasised that the idea of the rise of the Mahdi to establish the 
final victory of the forces of good over evil had been formulated in a coherent way 
only in the Islamic tradition. This, he explained, was due to the fundamental 
optimistic view of Islam of the future development of the human history in contrast to 
many other belief systems that had a negative view of the destiny of man.2 Motahhari 
added that this optimism was represented in the Islamic vocabulary by the term 
"entezar-e faraf (expectation of emancipation), which was derived from a Qur'anic 
principle that forbade loss of hope as contradictory to the Ruhollah (Spirit of God). 
This principle of hope and belief in final emancipation, he insisted, would protect the 
Islamic community against "meaninglessness", "absurdity" and "depression".3 

Motahhari defended his positive version of entezar as one, which was 
"constructive" and "moving", would bring about "commitment" and "energy", and 
was thus "a kind of prayer". At the same time, he rejected a rival interpretation of 
entezar, which he described as "destructive", "bonding", "paralysing", and as such 
"sinful". He thus radically contrasted the two types of entzar in terms of religious 
conviction and sin. This was in fact a bold challenge to the quietist interpretations of 
the concept of the Mahdi according to which the rise of the promised Mahdi would be 
hastened by the spread and intensification of oppression, inequality and corruption. 

The quietist view, supported most fervently by a group called Hojjatiyya, 
claimed that the revolution of the Mahdi would be of an explosive nature emanating 
from the spontaneous tendency to a new order as a result of the total collapse of an 
existing order.4 In this view, the revolution of the Mahdi was understood as a 
miraculous and explosive appearance of a hidden force of good that would come to 
the rescue of a world which was totally overtaken by evil and in which all forces of 
good were annihilated. 

Motahhari in a sarcastic tone criticised this view on the basis of its rejection of 
any attempt at reform of the present situation by the social reformers under the pretext 
that it would delay the emergence of the Mahdi by creating good in the world.5 He 
placed the value of this view even lower than the radical materialist views of 
revolution. Although opposed to reform as an act retarding the revolution, he noted, 
the radical Marxists at least believed in the struggle of people against oppression. The 

Ayatollah Khomeini, as marja 'e taqlid (source of emulation), was the recipient of the Sahm-e Emam (the 
religious taxes), and he was authorised to use these funds as he saw fit in the upkeep of the faith. 
2 Motahhari, M. The Uprising and Revolution of the Mahdi, Amir publications, Qom, 1398, h.g p 6 
3 Ibid, p. 7 
4 In this dense, the Hojjatiyya's views about the end of the world is similar to that of the Jehovah Witnesses' views 
about Armageddon. 
5 Motahhari, M. The uprising and Revolution of the Mahdi, 1398 (h. g.), p. 62 
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proponents of the passive view of the Mahdi's revolution on the contrary, he added, 
did not believe in any action and would leave everything to the miraculous powers of 
the Mahdi.1 

A Progressive Understanding of History 

Against the negative view of the revolution of the Mahdi, Motahhari offered 
his own definition of this revolution by referring to various Qur 'anic verses and 
hadith. Accordingly, the believers on earth, who were disinherited by the non-
believers, were promised to be the eventual inheritors of the earth. He argued that in 
the light of such Qur 'anic verses the rise of the Mahdi would be understood as a 
means for making the disinherited {mostaz 'afin) the leaders and proprietors of the 
society and the forerunners of the "God's Caliphate".2 He thus insisted that the rise of 
the Mahdi must be seen as "the last link of the chain of struggles of the righteous 
against the wrong doers", which had continued throughout history, and which would 
necessarily lead to the victory of the righteous. In this, although he remained 
committed to the dualistic Manichaean views of the pre-Islamic Persia, but his 
essentially optimistic view of the victory of good over evil on earth stood in sharp 
contrast with the Manichaean view, which saw no hope for the victory of good on 
earth. 

Motahhari also referred to a hadith from the authoritative mohaddeth Sheikh 
Saduq who said that the rise of the Mahdi was possible when both the forces of good 
and evil (sa 'eed and shaqi) were at the peak of their activity.3 Using the authority of 
this medieval mohaddeth (one who specialises in the knowledge of hadith), he went 
on to proclaim that according to the hadith, prior to the revolution of the Mahdi "a 
series of spontaneous rebellions by the righteous" would occur. He then asserted that 
"a government of the righteous" would come out of these rebellions, which would 
prepare the ground for the rise of the Mahdi. The promised Mahdistic movement, 
therefore, would "fulfil the ideal of all the Prophets and the righteous" as the last of 
these movements and rebellions.4 

Motahhari's main line of reasoning in support of his interpretation of the 
revolution of the Mahdi was based on rationalist philosophical arguments and not on 
ecstatic and undisciplined millenarian aspirations of the populist claimants of the 
Mahdihood. His arguments were based on the premise that the events of the world at 
natural and social levels were causal. As such, he proclaimed: "Society has a nature, a 
character, a tradition and a law; in that it operates according to its nature; and its actions and 
reactions can be explained by means of a series of general laws.' . 

Motahhari also argued that the Qur'an viewed history as "a source of 
knowledge", and "an object of thought". Accordingly, the Qur 'an rejected the belief 
that a lawless power of pre-destination determined all historical developments of the 
world, and asserted that people could make or break their destiny by means of their 
existing practices and traditions.6 He insisted that Islam and the Qur 'an confirmed the 
progressive character of the history. But instead of a dialectical and materialist view 
of history, he offered what he called a "human essence" view of history. 

1 Ibid, p. 64 
2 Ibid, p. 65 
3 Ibid, p. 66 
4 Ibid, pp. 67-68 
5 Ibid, pp. 9-10 
6 Ibid, p. 13 
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For Motahhari, the materialist view was equal to an instrumental view of 
history, and as such was based on the belief that "in the beginning man was a raw 
material, which was gradually shaped by labour and the tools of labour". By contrast, 
he suggested that in the "human-essence" view, "the first man was already invested 
with the seed of various potentialities and tendencies", which must be "nourished with 
care and guidance", and were not to be treated like an "industrial material".1 As a 
result of a "comprehensive" and "dynamic" development of human nature, Motahhari 
added, "man would gradually diminish his dependence on his natural and social 
environment and would increase his autonomy by relying on faith and ideology". This 
autonomy would then be turned into a complete inner freedom, which would be 
achieved in the future through total dedication to religious faith, and through the 
victory of reason over desire.2 

Motahhari thus advocated a legitimate struggle of right against wrong in 
defence of monotheism, which would be the guarantor of the deliverance of the 
disinherited. But he insisted that because the main driving force of history was man, 
and because man was free, autonomous and selective by nature, there was no linear 
progressive historical movement. Instead, he argued that "historical movement had 
fluctuations", and as such "a society could progress as much as it could decline". In 
other words, in specific battles, right had the same chance to win as wrong. 
Nonetheless, he emphasised that the movement of history was in general progressive.3 

Therefore, although he believed that historical events "were not accidental", and 
hence differed from "fantasy", he insisted that the lawfulness of history would not be 
of any practical value if it was not subjected to human will.4 

Yet Motahhari's concept of Islamic revolution and Islamic revolutionary 
ideology, although it was less idealistic than Shari'ati's by virtue of its connection 
with the living tradition of the Shi 'ism in the clerical establishment, was by the same 
virtue more limiting. Not only did it not connect the quest for political and cultural 
renewal of the Iranian society to secular revolutionary traditions, but also by virtue of 
its strict advocacy for the exclusive political authority of the Shi 'i ulama, it failed to 
appeal to many lay Muslim intellectuals who were not too enthusiastic about the 
prospect of a clerical political rule. 

To be sure, Motahhari tried to offer a reformist view of Shi 'i Islam, which 
would question the conservative apolitical tendencies within the official religious 
establishment. But his insistence on the exclusive right of the Shi 'i ulama to highest 
positions of political authority contributed to the rise of the absolutist interpretations 
of the powers of the velayat-e faqih (the authority of the jurist). Also his glorification 
of the sacred qualities of political leaders like Ayatollah Khomeini contributed 
significantly to the creation of a cult of personality and encouraged, which was 
detrimental to the liberatory aspirations of the revolution. No doubt, the limiting 
nature of Motahhari's understanding of Islamic revolutionary ideology and Islamic 
government, which was to a large extent similar to that of Khomeini, encouraged the 
use of violence against alternative versions of government that was to come out of the 
Islamic Revolution. Ironically, he himself was one of the first victims of the post-
revolutionary violence. 

1 Ibid, pp. 35-36 
2 Ibid, pp. 37-39 
3 Ibid, pp. 48-55 
4 Ibid, p. 56 
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Re-interpretation of the Cult of Martyrdom 

In close association with the revolutionary struggle to uphold the hopeful 
expectation of the rise of the Mahdi, Motahhari developed the concept of "shahid" 
(martyr). For Motahhari, the word shahid was of sacred value, "not as a signifier but 
as a meaning". To confirm this sanctity, he forcefully made a reference to the Qur 'an: 
"Do not suspect that those who have become martyrs in the path of Allah are dead; they are 
not; they are alive, and nourished by God."1 

Following the mystical tradition of Persian poetics, he used the metaphor of 
"the burning candle" to construct the meaning of the shahid. Thus, the shahid, just as 
the burning candle, was consumed to shed light on the life of others. The shahid 
would shed light and give warmth to the lives of those who, as a result of the 
annihilation of the shahid, would get a chance to live. "Martyrs were the candles of the 
circle of humanity", Motahhari wrote; "if this circle fell into darkness, none of the parts of 
the human society could possibly function properly.'2 To support his argument, Motahhari 
unconventionally referred to one of the poems of Parvin E'etesami, a nineteenth 
century literary woman, rarely referred to by the ulama. In this poem, a candle, as is 
so prevalent in the Persian poetry, stands as a metaphor for one who burns to lighten 
up the life of a loved one, glad that self-annihilation would bring happiness to the 
other. Motahhari also referred to a Qur 'anic verse whereby the Prophet was 
metaphorically called saraj-e monir (glowing light). Following Mowlavi (Rumi), the 
famous thirteenth century mystical poet, he argued that the enlightening soul of the 
Prophet came at the cost of the consumption of his body. 

Motahhari then extended the sanctity of the shahid from metaphoric meaning 
to the body of the martyr. He reminded his audience that according to the Islamic 
rituals of death, every cadaver must be washed and cleaned before burial except for 
the body of the shahid. The secret of this, he stressed, was that "the purity of the soul 
of the martyr was such that it would render the body pure."4 He thus elevated 
martyrdom over all other types of death, be it natural death, death of disease, death by 
homicide or death by suicide. From an Islamic viewpoint, he insisted, life was always 
of a higher value than death except for the death of a martyr, which was a death 
superior to life. Martyrdom as such was achieved when one selflessly and voluntarily 
invited death in the name of "a sacred and humane cause in the path of Allah."5 In 
this vein, Motahhari argued that losing one's life in jihad ensured that one died a 
martyr's death. He quoted Imam Ali in Nahj-al-Balaqa (The Model of Eloquence), as 
saying: "Jihad is a gateway to paradise; a gateway that God does not open to everyone.' For 
Motahhari, martyrdom in jihad was "a responsibility" that, if fulfilled, would bring 
eternal happiness to the martyr's soul. 

Motahhari systematically moved from sanctity, responsibility and joy of the 
martyr to the logic of martyrdom. Martyr, he wrote: "combined two sets of logic: the 
logic of a social reformer who felt responsibility towards his society, and the logic of a mystic 
who wished to be consumed in his love affair with God." And he went on to elaborate on 
the legend of the martyr and his/her eternity, emphasising the importance of the 

1 Motahhari, M, Shahid, Qom, 1393 h.g., p. 74 
2 Ibid, p. 76 
3 Ibid, pp. 77-78 
4 Ibid, pp. 80-81 
5 Ibid, p. 84 
6 Ibid, p. 87 
7 Ibid, p. 101 
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Islamic ritual of crying for the martyr as a symbol of the participation of the living 
society in the legend of the martyr, a legend that was revitalising and empowering. ' 
To demonstrate this he then engaged in a detailed discussion of the martyrdom of 
Imam Hussein and his followers in Karbala. 

A Theory of Government 

To construct his theory of government Motahhari's main source of reference 
was Imam Ali's Nahj-al-Balaqa. "One of the essential themes that Motahhari developed in 
his reading of Nahj-al-Balaqa was the question of the legitimacy of an Islamic government.'2 

Accordingly, the highest political quality of a legitimate State was justice of which 
Ali was the epitome. In his interpretation of Nahj-al-Balaqa as a sacred text, 
Motahhari redefined religious concepts such as "asceticism", "worship", "love", etc. 
in order to create a new "collective political consciousness" of legitimacy.3 For him, 
this new political consciousness must contain the core of a new nationalist sentiment, 
which combined religious belonging with territorial attachment. 

In constructing this new nationalism, Motahhari did not refer to the secular 
concept of nationalism, which was associated with the concept of a secular State. 
Rather, he built upon the religious sentiments of the population to establish the 
inevitability of the integration of the concept of a religious State into Iranian 
nationalism. Motahhari's theory of State was conceptualised around the belief that an 
ideal State was one in virtual unity with the nation. Just as he justifiably took the total 
devotion of the Muslim believers to the Islamic faith for granted, he naturally 
assumed that an ideal State for Iran as a nation of Shi 'i believers was one that would 
be guided fundamentally by an institutionalised Islamic consciousness. 

Motahhari, however, was by no means an advocate of a conservative or 
fundamentalist theocratic regime in a strict sense of the term. His Utopia of an ideal 
Iranian State was not a backward one dreaming of restoration of the caliphate under 
the turbaned clerics. He, like Shari'ati, was primarily an educator, and fancied the 
flourishing of an Iranian-Islamic culture, which would gain a high status for Iran and 
Islam in a world where technological and scientific development, economic prosperity 
and political sovereignty set the standard of national pride. 

However, as the leader of the Islamic Revolutionary Council (Sowray-e 
Enghelab-e Eslami), Motahhari, also fulfilled the tyrannical side of the image of a 
"philosopher-king", which was natural to his ideological quest for authority and 
uniformity. He was at one and the same time a philosopher-scholar and a 
revolutionary commander, a fascinated disciple of the mystical power of Khomeini, 
and a revolutionary soldier of the kingdom of God. He, like his teacher and leader 
Khomeini was fascinated by irfan and Islamic philosophy, but was by no means an 

1 Ibid, p. 111 
2Dabashi, H. 1993, p. 190 
3 Ibid, p. 193 

The Islamic Revolutionary Council was the main instrument of the political authority of the Islamic Revolution 
after its victory. In fact, it had been formed before the victory of the revolution, and shortly before Ayatollah 
Khomeini, the supreme leader of the revolution, returned to Iran. After the arrival of Khomeini and his inevitable 
ascendance to the supreme leadership of the Islamic government, the Islamic Revolutionary Council remained in 
power until the appointment of the provisional government of Mehdi Bazargan. Thereafter, the Council continued 
for some time to operate as a de facto government in competition with the official government in a dual power 
structure, symptomatic of immediate post-revolutionary struggles for power. Besides his duties as the leader of the 
Council, Motahhari continued his duties as a scholar and university lecturer. He was also involved in the institution 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards {Pasdaran-e Enghelab-e Eslami), which became the main military arm of the 
Islamic government. In 1980, barely a year after the victory of the revolution, he was assassinated by an ultra
radical Islamic splinter group, Forqan, and became a martyr. 
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ascetic recluse. On the contrary, he was inspired by eschatological politics of the Shi'i 
faith, as formulated by his spiritual and political leader. He was thus prepared to kill 
and become a hero in fulfilling his revolutionary responsibility, or to be killed and 
attain the ultimate fulfilment by becoming a martyr in joining with Allah. 

Motahhari's dream of a modern Islamic State, albeit he would never admit it, 
was one similar to that of the Jewish State, which would use the power of religious 
belief to inspire a nationalism that would restore the pride of a people who felt they 
were historical victims. Just as the Zionists interpreted the Jewish faith as the political 
foundation of a State for a nation that saw itself as a historical victim, Motahhari 
endeavoured to make Shi 'i Islam the source of a modern nation and a modern State 
for Shi 'i Iran as a nation that symbolised the historical victimisation of the Shi 'i 
Imams. In one of his speeches on the occasion of the Israeli victory over the Arab 
armies in the six-day war, he even directly attributed the success of the Israelis, as 
enemies of Islam, to their return to the power of their faith. Whereas, he criticised the 
Arab regimes, which instead of depending on Islam were fascinated either by 
conservative interpretations of religion, or by the secular types nationalist and 
socialist ideologies. 

Like Shari'ati, Motahhari had a premonition that Iranian Muslims were pre
destined to lead the way of reforming Islam in order to bring out its true message. The 
kind of the Islamic renaissance he advocated was one that would revive the "true 
Islam", which was none other than a revitalised Shi 'ism, by a nation that was uniquely 
positioned in history to carry out this task. The Iranian nation, gifted with collective 
belief in Shi 'ism, rich literary heritage, and mystical and philosophical excellence, 
would be a huge resource for supporting, motivating and enriching this renaissance. 
Motahhari even dedicated a series of lectures in the late 1960s and early 1970s, to the 
discussion of "the mutual services of Islam and Iran", which was later published 
under the same title. In these lectures, he analysed the Islamic and Iranian culture as 
two interacting cultural forms that, in their historical interaction and interconnection, 
had enhanced and enriched each other. 

A Cleric's Philosophy of Science 

Motahhari, as a scholar and teacher, believed in the role of education as the 
most effective means of initiating religious and national reform. In this, he not only 
had in mind the education of the youth at the school level (he was engaged with other 
like-minded clerics in writing school texts on religious matters), but also reforming 
the religious thinking at the level of the Shi 'i scholastic centres and seminaries. For 
example, he advocated a more active role on the part of the learned mujtahids in 
expressing innovative opinions on juridical issues. He in fact redefined the concept of 
ijtihad in a radical sense in order to break with narrow understandings that had limited 
the practice of ijtihad to attempts at minor modifications of religious rulings in 
matters of personal piety and hygiene. 

Motahhari sought to break with "the hegemonic paradigms" of scholarship in 
the centres of religious learning in order to introduce "a whole new model of 
inquiry".1 As Dabashi has noted, Motahhari, never read Thomas Kuhn, but he 
proposed similar ideas about the change of paradigms of knowledge in religious 
sciences as Kuhn did in the case of modern sciences. He argued that in jurisprudence, 
one scholar might introduce a new school, which the established paradigms would not 

Dabashi, H. 1993, p. 199 
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be able to easily reject. This new thinking then would gradually bring other schools 
under its authority. For Motahhari, such a religious scholar was a true mujtahid. As 
such, he rejected the claims to ijtihad by the clerics who accumulated religious 
knowledge without going beyond their received knowledge and making independent 
judgements as to how apply this knowledge to the social and political exigencies of 
time. He referred to these clerics as those who were "more learned than intelligent".1 

Motahhari thus criticised the notion of taqlid (emulation) in the sense of blind 
following of the opinions of a cleric without using one's own judgement and reason. 
He insisted that the Qur 'an had taught the Muslims to give priority to reason as the 
measure of right and wrong over a passive receipt of traditions.2 Relying on the 
notions of judgement, intellect and reason, he even questioned the total and eternal 
validity of jurisprudential traditions that banned certain forms of arts, such as music 
and sculpture, on the ground that they "incited the passions", or "caused dullness in 
the mind". Motahhari thus opened the way for the possibility of issuing new rulings 
(fatva) by the mujtahids to allow the artistic works that "would not corrupt feelings 
and distort rational thought." However, Motahhari's view of art, which might have 
been liberal by the scale of the official religious establishment, was not even remotely 
appealing to the community of Iranian modern artists who were predominantly 
modernist and secular, and had a strong non-religious and anti-authoritarian thrust. 

Rethinking the Position of Women 

Motahhari advocated the introduction of a new understanding of the role of 
women into the religious discourse. In this, he laid emphasis on the equal manner that 
the Qur'anic injunctions are addressed to men and women. However, he was quick to 
reject a total equality of man and woman in the Western sense, which as he claimed 
was instituted to justify the equal exploitation of men and women by Western 
capitalism. However, he did not propose any radical Islamic ideas about the rights of 
women beyond the reaffirmation of certain rights that has been recognised by the 
Qur 'an in the settlement of marriage, divorce, and ownership of property. Motahhari 
insisted that the Islamic laws would protect the rights of women, but the extent of this 
protection was not nearly enough by modern international standards of women's 
rights, of which many modern and educated Iranian women were acutely aware. For 
example, on issues such as the custody of children after divorce and inheritance -
where women face a clear lack of equal rights under the existing interpretations of 
Islamic law - Motahhari did not offer any innovative solutions. 

Motahhari like Shari'ati, while remaining committed to the traditional 
concepts of sexual morality and chastity, emphasised that Islam encouraged the 
participation of women in social, economic and political activities. He allocated a 
whole chapter in his The Order of Women's Rights in Islam to the social 
independence of women in areas like choosing a partner, or making decisions about 
their lives. However, he never questioned clear limitations that the current 
interpretations of Islamic laws have put on women's rights, for example the right to 
certain occupations, notably to serve as judges and high religious authorities. He also 
remained uncritical of the enforcement of the tradition of veiling after the victory of 

1 Motahhari, M Ta 'lim va Tarbiyat dar Eslam, (Education and Learning in Islam), Tehran, 1362/1983 pp 8-9 
2 Ibid, p. 25 
3Dabashi, H. 1993, p. 202 
4 Ibid, p. 206 
5 Motahhari, Nezam-e Hoquq-e Zan dar Eslam, Sadra, Tehran, 1367/1988, pp. 85-99 
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the revolution. Meanwhile, he engaged in a bitter attack on the state of morality in the 
West, where he claimed: "women were commercialised and used as objects of men's 
desire...and homosexuality was allowed to flourish."1 

Motahhari's opinions on women's rights were part of his concerted effort to 
reform the traditional religious thinking on modern issues. In other areas, such as 
technological development, new forms of economic relations and transactions, and 
new forms of artistic activities, he also advocated reform. But at the same time, he 
was too conscious about the necessity of the defence of traditions against the 
intellectual trends that, he claimed, were out to destroy the religious tradition in its 
entirety. As such, in various occasions he attacked those who were attempting to 
reinterpret the figures and texts of highly acclaimed literary and mystical value in 
secular and at times atheistic terms. 

Defending Traditions 

In his defence of the Islamic traditions against anti-religious interpretations, he 
specifically targeted the works of the modern leftist poets and authors like Ahmad 
Shamlu and Ali Mirfetros. Shamlu, for example, had published a new reading of that 
Khadje Shams-ad-Din Hafiz in the early 1970s, in which he portrayed the personality 
and poetry of this mystical figure as a paradox. According to Shamlu, the paradox lied 
in Hafiz, the famous medieval mystical poet, while engaging in struggle against the 
dogmatic religious authorities of his time in the language that seemed at times 
blasphemous, still managed to hold a position of high spiritual regard among the 
public. 

Shamlu had raised the possibility that Hafiz was a religious dissenter, had 
materialist views, and his references to the virtues of drinking wine and falling in 
earthly love could have been literal in at least some of his poems. He had also implied 
that Hafiz's mystical poetry had not much to do with dogmatic religious convictions, 
but with questioning the corruption of the religious establishment and the despotism 
of the political rulers. The secret of Hafiz's spiritual and cultural influence was then in 
his art to express popular grievances of his time in the poetic-metaphoric language of 
religious mysticism, which both revealed and concealed his intent, in order to survive 
the brutality of the political and religious suppression. 

Shamlu had also identified certain poems of Hafiz, which he interpreted as 
evidence of the interest of this mystical poet, toward the end of his career, in religions 
other than Islam.2 He had thus portrayed Hafiz, as a potential polytheist or even 
atheist who was nonetheless a committed social revolutionary more concerned with 
the free human soul and the suffering of the lower classes than belief in any 
established church. The secret of the popularity of Hafiz, therefore, lay primarily in 
his advocacy of the cause of the disinherited, which he skilfully, artistically and 
symbolically expressed in a religious-mystical language. 

The author and leftist activist, Mirfetros, had also written a book, which 
identified another famous mystical figure of Iranian history with religious and 
political dissent. In this book, he portrayed Mansur Hallaj as a staunch critic of 
religious dogma and a social revolutionary attempting in the language of "dialectics" 
to reject God in his cry of an-al-haq (I am God), and was executed by the defenders 

1 Motahhari, M. Nezam-e Hoquq-e Zan dar Eslam, (The Order of Women's Rights in Islam), Tehran, 1353/1974, 
pp. 382-384 
2 In one of Hafiz's poems, for example, Shamlu pointed to the poet's praise for a pre-Islamic faith that preached a 
mystical belief in sun (Mitra 'ism). 
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of the faith for that very reason. In a classic Marxist fashion, Mirfetros had also tried 
to pose religion as a stagnant system of thought, which was an instrument of the 
psychological repression of the masses, and Hallajj as a hero of the battle for the 
survival of humanity against religious darkness. 

Motahhari rejected Shamlu's portrayal of Hafiz as ignorant of the language 
and the tradition of Islamic mysticism, whereby references to wine and other objects 
of desire were symbolic rather than literal. ' In sharp contrast to Shamlu, he portrayed 
Hafiz as a true believer and mystic who had memorised the Qur 'an and defended the 
true faith against the dogmatic religious interpretations of his time. Motahhari also 
attacked materialist interpretations of Hallajj as irrelevant and as crude attempts to 
find justification in cultural traditions for the spread of the Western materialist ideas.2 

Motahhri's close engagement in various areas of social, educational, literary 
and political debate and activity, while preserving his links with ordinary people as a 
public preacher and religious authority, served to solidify his contribution to the 
formation of the Islamic revolutionary ideology. Moreover, his ideas inspired a new 
religious thinking that also had a strong influence on shaping the political outcome of 
the Islamic Revolution, namely the Islamic Republic. As such, his critics have 
criticised him for serving as a State ideologue justifying religious absolutism. 
However, while one should acknowledge the validity of many of these criticisms, one 
should remain aware that Motahhari's writings, particularly before the revolution, also 
reflected a deep resentment of religious absolutism. Motahhari specifically criticised 
the attempts of official clergy of all religions to offer their own interpretations of the 
sacred texts as the ultimate religious truth.3 His criticism of the absolutism of the 
Christian Church in the period Inquisition, and his warning against equating man-
made laws with sacred laws in Islam were also examples of his disapproval of 
religious absolutism. 

The challenge to the absolutist interpretations of the political philosophy of 
Islam in Motahhari's work followed the age-old tradition of religious dispute with 
extensive historical precedents, which he advocated at an intellectual level while 
developing his ideological interpretations of the Shi 'i political philosophy before the 
revolution. After the victory of the revolution, however, Motahhari, particularly in his 
public speeches, tended to support or remain silent before the claims of the ruling 
clergy that the laws of the Islamic government were of sacred nature. As such, 
Motahhari's discourse has offered possibilities for both, the legitimation of the 
institutional interests of the Islamic Republic, and the views of the religious critic of 
the Islamic regime in criticising the legitimacy of the official interpretations of the 
Islamic ideology and theory of State in the post-revolution era.4 

1 Motahhari, M. Materialism in Iran, Tehran, 1373/1994, p. 21 
2 Ibid, p. 29 
3 Ibid, p. 67 

Recently, there has been a particular interest among many Iranian religious intellectuals to refer to Motahhari in 
order to provide new interpretations that support political and religious pluralism. Iranian religious intellectuals 
like Abdol-Karim Soroush and Muhammad Mujtahid Shabestari, and politico-religious organisations like Nehazat-
e Azadi- Iran (The Liberation Movement of Iran), have supported their arguments against absolutist interpretations 
of the political philosophy of Islam by reference to that part of Motahhari's views that had criticised religious 
absolutism. They have cast their arguments in terms of the rejection of the idea that the State laws under the 
Islamic regime are equivalent to sacred laws. The implication of this position has been the emphatic claims of the 
religious critics of the Islamic Republic that the laws of the State and the rulings of the ulama should be open to 
legal challenge at religious and civil levels. 

384 



Ayatollah Khomeini, the Idol-Breaker 

If Shari'ati and Motahhari contributed to the construction of the ideology of an 
Islamic revolution and the utopia of an Islamic renaissance, Ayatollah Khomeini was 
the main agent in the creation of an actual Islamic revolution. He was also the main 
theorist of the Islamic State. Khomeini's contributions were of highest political 
significance, and dwarfed Shari'ati and Motahhari in terms of the motivation and 
enthusiasm that they generated in a large section of the population in Iran. Khomeini's 
contributions were important not so much for their erudition and depth of argument as 
for their clarity, simplicity, decisiveness and their power of appeal to vastest numbers 
of people. His contributions to the Islamic Revolution and the Islamic State were 
fundamentally political in that they were not limited to intellectual arguments or 
philosophical eloquence. Rather, they were based on developing a common sense but 
novel political opposition to the Pahlavi regime in the condition that no means of 
peaceful political activity in conventional forms was available. 

Ayatollah Khomeini neither advocated an armed struggle (like that pursued by 
the guerrilla organisations against the Shah), nor did he give in under the dictatorship 
to a milder position of co-operating with or acquiescing to the authority of the regime. 
Instead, he successfully initiated a fundamental cultural campaign against the regime, 
which would shatter its legitimacy as the rightful political authority in the eyes of the 
public. Yet his success was not only based on the collapse of the legitimacy of the 
regime - because a mere decline in the legitimacy of the State in itself would not 
inspire the people to risk imprisonment, torture and death in rising up against the 
military might of the regime. It was also due to Khomeini's success to make the 
Islamic ideology into an action plan for an Islamic revolution, and to motivate the 
people to take to streets by making the utopia of an Islamic government appear 
immediately accessible. It was in this manner that Khomeini combined the authority 
of living religious establishment and the eschatological enthusiasm about the 
government of absolute justice to mobilise vast numbers of people in support of his 
own politico-religious project. His imaginary of an Islamic revolution and an Islamic 
government thus made people feel strong about their responsibility to defend their 
dignity, freedom, identity, belief and cultural heritage against a regime, which was 
perceived to be jeopardising these values. 

Ayatollah Khomeini was the man who successfully won the allegiance of the 
people for his imaginary of the Islamic utopia, which he systematically built on the 
basis of new interpretations of the religious symbols, texts and narratives. He was thus 
able to challenge the mighty monarchical regime head-on, bring it down in utter 
humiliation and disgrace and, like Abraham, triumphantly stand as the object of 
people's admiration in the place of "the broken idols of power and wealth".1 

The Political Beginnings 

Both in his religious learning and his political experience, Ayatollah Khomeini 
was senior to Shari'ati and Motahhari. He began his mature religious and political 
activities as a senior cleric in the 1940s when he was in his forties. At this time 

' The image of Ayatollah Khomeini as "idol-breaker", which compared him to Abraham, was one of the first and 
most potent imageries that was used along with other popular fantasies about him to solidify his meteoric 
ascendance to the undisputed supreme leadership of the Islamic Republic. Khomeini was also portrayed as an 
angel who would replace the demonic Shah, and as the deputy of the Concealed Imam, Mahdi. 
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Shari'ati was barely over ten years old; and Motahhari, in his early twenties, had just 
come under Khomeini's tutorship at the Qom Seminary {Feyziyyah). Khomeini's first 
serious political platform was voiced in Kashf-al-Asrar (Secrets Exposed) in 1944, 
which was targeted both against the State anticlericalism, pursued by Reza Shah in the 
1930s, and the rising intellectual anticlericalism of the secular intellectuals, 
particulalry Ahmad Kasravi.1 

The 1941 occupation of Iran by the Allied forces had brought about the forced 
abdication of Reza Shah, who had moved close to the Germans, and the ascendancy 
of the then fledgling reign of his young son Muhammad Reza. As I mentioned earlier, 
this situation had created an opportunity for the growth of various political 
expressions of religious, liberal and socialist persuasions. Khomeini's political 
enthusiasm, however, subsided by the late 1940s, probably in deference to Ayatollah 
Borujerdi, the supreme mar ja 'e tag lid of the time, who had adopted a less radical 
political stance with respect to the regime. The formation of the Tudeh (Communist) 
Party and the anti-regime agitation of this Party were probably the reasons why 
Ayatollah Borujerdi did not expressed a strong opposition to the Shah. 

In the late 1940s and early 1950s, Khomeini was mainly engaged in teaching 
jurisprudence, Islamic philosophy and mysticism and, in deference to the authority of 
Ayatollah Borujerdi, quietly witnessed the intensification of political developments 
concerning the oil nationalisation movement. As Dabashi has noted, during these 
years an experiment with "liberal democracy" was put to test in Iran under 
Muhammad Mossadeq who as Prime Minister had sought to check the 
unconstitutional tendencies of the Pahlavi monarch, and had eventually forced the 
Shah to leave the country. 

During this period a number of radical revolutionary tendencies grew both 
among the religious forces, such as Fada 'iyan-e Eslam (Devotees of Islam), and 
among those committed to Marxist ideology, such as the Tudeh Party.2 However, the 
restoration the Shah's power with the help of a CIA-sponsored coup, and the ensuing 
suppression of both liberals and socialists after 1953, radically changed the views of 
Khomeini on the Iranian politics. 

The Islamic Ideology in Revolutionary Practice 

Although Ayatollah Khomeini taught jurisprudence and philosophy, had a 
deep personal interest in politics, and conducted a mystical-ascetic lifestyle, his 
contribution to the development of the Islamic ideology of revolution should not be 
measured only in terms these qualities. Neither, his erudition as a philosopher, nor his 
political and social awareness, nor even his mystical asceticism in personal life, can 
fully capture the main feature of his contribution to the Islamic Revolution. All these 
Khomeini qualities, which on their own did not add any more sophistication or depth 
to the existing intellectual life in Iran, became significant in the context of his success 
to bring the already existing social, cultural and political fantasies into an ideological 
discourse. In this ideology the Islamic government was portrayed as the object of a 
Utopian desire that was collectively shared by the Shi 'i Iranians, and summed up the 

Ahmad Kasravi was a famous and influential nationalist intellectual of religious background who had turned 
against religious dogmatic beliefs and practices, which he equated with backward superstitions, and which he 
considered to be opposed to the national interests of Iran as a modern nation. Kasravi had become a staunch 
supporter of secularism and the separation of the Church and State, and his writings had caused great distress and 
strong resentment in the religious establishment. He was finally assassinated by the radical group Fada'iyan-e 
Islam (the Devotees of Islam). 
2 Dabashi, H. 1993, pp. 412-413 
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repression of the desire for recognition as a modern nation. But long-term political 
and cultural repression had displaced this desire into collective fantasies. Khomeini 
skilfully reformulated these fantasies in terms of a grand cause that had remained 
unfulfilled for centuries, at which now could be achieved. As such, he successfully 
related the Shi 'i history of victimisation to his own political struggle against the 
Pahlavi regime. 

Shari'ati's discourse was the language of a modern thinker boasting to his 
knowledge of Eastern and Western thought including modern philosophy and 
sociology, full of references to the Third World liberation movements of various 
persuasions. Motahhari's discourse, on the other hand, was well versed in the Islamic 
philosophy, education, and social morality. None of these discourses addressed 
concrete political issues in more than passing references. Rather, they were interested 
in creating a change in culture, education and worldview of Iranians as a premise for 
the construction of a collective Islamic consciousness and identity. For them, this 
collective consciousness was the component of an Islamic ideology of revolution, 
which would usher in the Islamic Utopia. In their language there were almost no 
references to the Shah or specific political policies of the regime; they mainly 
addressed themselves to issues such as the alienation of the people, loss of identity, 
threat to the culture and religion, lack of social morality, etc. 

Khomeini addressed all these issues, but not in abstract theoretical terms, but 
in the context of concrete political issues, directly criticising the incumbent monarchs 
(Reza and Muhammad Reza) and the whole history of monarchy. To be sure, he 
frequently spoke about moral and cultural problems, which he claimed were a result 
of modernisation and Western political and cultural onslaught. But he also directly 
attacked in a condescending language the political system and the person of monarch 
as responsible for this situation. Khomeini was also seriously concerned with matters 
of personal and public piety; but his ideological influence on the revolution had very 
little to do with his piety, as there were other clergy who would claim to be more 
pious than him. Rather, his influence had a lot to do with his combining religious 
conviction and millenarian ecstasy with political radicalism. 

Since the 1940s, Ayatollah Khomeini had clearly offered the politically 
minded ulama as a political force to be reckoned with. In Kashf-al-Asrar, he explicitly 
proposed the ulama as a group of more experience, more knowledge and more 
political qualifications than the king and his secular Statesmen, a group with serious 
concern about the situation of Iran in the international arena with respect to foreign 
powers. He had even urged the Shah to take advice from the ulama if he did not want 
to end up like his father in exile at the order of a foreign power (Britain). 

Khomeini's location while in exile in Iraq was fundamental to his ability to 
voice his political opposition to the Shah, because there he was unfettered by the 
brutality of the regime. But Khomeini's explicit political arguments were originally 
made while he was still in Iran; and his exile was actually a consequence of his 
political remarks against the regime. The political advantage of Khomeini's residence 
in Iraq gave him the opportunity to sustain his radical rhetoric against the Shah. This 
became possible particularly because the government of Iraq at the time did not yet 
sense any strong Shi 'i agitation against itself, and could even benefit from allowing 
the voices of dissent against the Iranian government to be heard. In this way, the Iraqi 
government in its traditional political rivalry and territorial disputes with Iran could 
put a measure of pressure on the Iranian government. But Ayatollah Khomeini was 
not a man to compromise on his principle politico-religious convictions for purely 
pragmatic purposes; and as such every now and again he came into conflict with the 
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Iraqi government due to his association with Iraqi Shi 'i dissidents. His expulsion from 
Iraq in 1978 after the intensification of his Shi'i political agitation indicates that he did 
not enjoy an all too comfortable atmosphere for political activity there. 

The ideology of the Islamic Revolution, therefore, is primarily identified with 
Ayatollah Khomeini, because this ideology gained significance and recognition as a 
social and political force only when put in motion by Khomeini to actualise what was 
hitherto seen as a remote Utopia. Khomeini's application of the ideology of the 
Islamic Revolution was instrumental in giving a motive and a voice to a popular 
movement of protest; a motive which had been repressed for a long time, and a voice 
which could have remained silent without him. In fact, many other political activists 
of religious, liberal and socialist persuasion had tried to arouse the people against the 
regime in a protest movement, but none had succeeded. As such, Khomeini moved the 
Islamic ideology from theory to praxis. 

A Dream Come True 

Through novel interpretations of the sacred texts and events, Khomeini not 
only gave Iranians a sense of dignity and self-worth, which they had not felt for a long 
time, but also offered them a real hope in the possibility of action to realise their 
legitimate wish for a better future. He particularly stressed the urgency of action, and 
thus held out the real possibility that if the people acted now, their dreams could come 
true. The dream in itself was a source of power. This dream had to be collective if it 
was to be of any social and political force; so it had to be imagined in terms of 
collective memories and common archetypes. 

Ayatollah Khomeini patiently and arduously helped Iranians form a collective 
dream on the basis of the imaginary of a promised world of justice and glory, which 
was now in reach. Obviously, his tool for this moulding of a dream could not be 
coercive; otherwise he could not gain popularity. He had to base his influence on 
being presented as one who fulfilled wishes after he held out the possibility of them 
coming true. To do this, he had to rely on words, symbols and meanings and not on 
the force of coercion. Even in words, Khomeini never sounded authoritarian, neither 
before, nor after the victory of the revolution. In his writings and speeches, as Dabashi 
has noted, he always assumed "an advisory voice, one that gave guidance and issued 
warnings".1 

The Iranian people were open to hopes and dreams as they had a peculiar 
consciousness of their historical background and destiny. This consciousness had been 
shaped by the imaginary of a glorious past drawn into decline by foreign invasions of 
various sorts. The memory of the Arab invasion in the seventh century, although it 
was not seen overwhelmingly as a moment of decline (because it had brought the 
Islamic faith to Iran), nonetheless, was enveloped in the humiliation of defeat. The 
memories of the invasions of the Mongol and Timurid armies in the thirteenth and 
fourteenth centuries, as well as the defeats in two nineteenth century wars with 
Russia, were even more vividly in the minds of the people as moments of abject 
humiliation. They also remembered the humiliation of the CIA-sponsored coup, 
which occurred as recently as the early 1950s, and had remained in the public mind as 
the memory of the suppression of the rightful claims of Iranians to sovereignty and 
propriety over their own oil reserves and revenues. 

Ibid, p. 419 
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The Shi'i believers of Iran felt humiliated not only because of the instances of 
defeat in their recent national history. Even more intensely, they felt humiliated 
because of the defeat and martyrdom of Hussein, the third Shi 'i Imam, in Karbala, in 
the hands of the Umayyad Caliph Yazid in the seventh century. They still 
commemorated this tragedy through rituals of self-flagellation and feeling guilty for 
not being able to protect Hussein and his innocent family. For the believers, these 
rituals had long been a means by which to reiterate their allegiance with Hussein; 
feeling prepared for making the ultimate sacrifice to compensate for his loss if they 
ever had a chance. They did this particularly by keeping the hope for the return of the 
Mahdi - Hussein's blood descendent - alive. 

Ayatollah Khomeini was acutely aware of these public sensitivities, and s such 
incessantly attacked the Pahlavi regime on two fronts. He attacked the submissiveness 
of the regime against the foreign intervention in Iran as a "shameful" position, which 
he blamed for the "alien" influence on Iranian politics, and which had caused national 
humiliation. And he attacked the anticlerical policies of the regime as a sign of the 
affinity of the regime with those who could be compared with the murderers of Imam 
Hussein. He thus portrayed the Pahlavi regime's affinity with the "anti-Islamic" West 
as an alliance of those who strove to divert the true path of Islam in our time 
comparable to what the Umayyads had done fourteen centuries ago. 

Khomeini's highest moment in terms of linking with the public sentiments 
came perhaps in 1963-1964, when he defiantly criticised the regime for attack on the 
religious establishment and the grant of diplomatic immunity to ordinary Americans 
in Iran. Khomeini referred to these moves as "anti-Islam", and as "a humiliating 
capitulation of the Iranian State to foreigners, which cannot be tolerated by the 
dignified people of Iran". These incidents were followed by his arrest, his exile to 
Iraq, and his continued struggle against the regime from there. 

The Invocation of Collective Memories 

In his overwhelmingly cultural, rhetorical and textual struggle, Ayatollah 
Khomeini used two strategies to link his cause with the cause of the Iranian people 
and gradually make them appear as one. Firstly, he capitalised on Islamic symbolism 
to attract the public attention within Iran to the collective responsibility to preserve 
and respect the Islamic culture in the face of the Western cultural invasion through a 
puppet regime. And secondly, he began from the early 1970s onwards to 
systematically develop a theory of Islamic government, which would save the Iranian 
nation from tyranny and would represent their true will and wish. For example, he 
effectively used for political agitation the Shi 'i Muslim calendar, which was strewn 
with the anniversaries of the birth and death of the Prophet and the twelve Imams. 
Birthdays were used as occasions to be celebrated and death anniversaries as moments 
to mourn and solemnly remember. 

The joy of the birth of Imam Ali, the symbol of justice and love, and the pain 
of his assassination by the Kharijite Ibn-e Moljan, had already occupied a good part of 
the collective memory of the Shi 'i Iranians. So had the birth of Imam Hussein, the 
beloved grandson of the Prophet, his heroic revolution against tyranny and his tragic 
murder. Besides, there was also the memory of the birth of the eight Imam Reza, who 
had actually come to Iran on an invitation from M'amoun, the Abassid Caliph, to 
become the Crown Prince, and the narrative of the treachery of the Caliph and the 
eventual poisoning of the Imam. There was also the memory of the glorious birth of 
the Mahdi, the twelfth Imam, which was celebrated even more passionately than the 
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ancient Now-Ruz in the expectation of his return to establish the Government of God. 
These memories and others covered only part of the Shi 'i calendar, and could be 
invoked at various occasions to arouse public emotions. 

During the years immediately preceding the revolution, Khomeini frequently 
used these moments of remembering sacred memories to convey his political 
messages in a sacred guise. He successfully bridged the historical gap and made his 
political cause identifiable with the cause of the saintly figures of the Shi'i 
chronology. He thus created a feeling of community among the believers in the 
moments of dramaturgical mourning, and established an analogy between the pain of 
self-flagellation in mourning the martyrdom of Ali and Hussein with the pain of the 
torturous path of political struggle against the regime. In the early 1970s, the occasion 
of the attempt by the regime to change the Islamic calendar to a calendar based on the 
foundation of the ancient Persian monarchy 2500 years earlier gave Khomeini a fresh 
excuse to criticise the Shah as "anti-Islam" and bent on destroying the "beloved" 
faith. 

During the days of rising of the people against the regime - where millions of 
people took to the streets to call for the downfall of the Shah - every individual who 
fell to the brutality of the regime, became a martyr, for whom memorial ceremonies 
were held. Memorials were held on the third, seventh, and fortieth day of the death of 
the martyrs; and each ceremony turned into a new occasion for further demonstrations 
and protests against the regime producing new casualties and hence new martyrs to 
enable the cycle of congregations and demonstrations to continue. Khomeini 
incessantly encouraged these cycles of commemoration as a sacred political duty. 

Khomeini's Discourse of Revolution 

Khomeini's discourse of the Islamic Revolution contained traces of traditional, 
nationalist, and socialist tendencies. It combined the notion of return to Islamic 
traditions with the fashionable political concept of revolution. In this manner, it 
succeeded in mobilising the masses effectively against the monarchy with a deliberate 
political aim, and at the same time dominated the movement with the Islamic 
traditional rhetoric. Khomeini proposed the formation of an Islamic government, 
which was to be established by means of an Islamic revolution. He thus appropriated 
the most potent modern political rhetoric, namely the "myth of the revolution". This 
combination of traditionalism and revolutionary vitality had two important 
consequences. 

First, it resolved the age-old duality between the State and the religious 
authorities in favour of the latter. It has been mentioned that Imami Shi 'i doctrine, 
elaborated on the messianic concept of the Mahdi, had been practised predominantly 
in an apolitical sense. The militant character of Shi 'ism had been contained by the 
quietist interpretation of the belief in the Concealed Imam during the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries. Involvement in politics was postponed until the return of the 
Mahdi. But as Arjomand has suggested: "the Mahdistic tenet had remained inescapably 
chiliastic and would from time to time be activated.'2 The most classic instance of this 
chiliasm occurred in 1844 around one thousand years after the reported date of the 
concealment of the Mahdi when Ali Muhammad Shirazi known as the Bab claimed 
the Mahdihood. As Arjomand has indicated, the rise of the Bab inspired a momentous 
millenarian movement, which resulted in a series of extremist uprisings in the mid-

1 Arjomand, S. A. 1988, p. 105 
2 Ibid, p. 101 
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nineteenth century. The rebellious nature of the Babi movement was threatening to 
both the Qajar State, and the orthodox religion. "The ulama dreaded this return of 
extremism (gholovv), whose success would have eliminated them and the orthodoxSTz/ 'ism they 
represented, and urged the government to suppress Babism" ' 

Ayatollah Khomeini, himself a proclaimed orthodox believer, did not claim to 
be the promised Mahdi. In fact, he consistently refused the legitimacy of any such 
claim. But he comfortably enjoyed the omnipresent and omnipotent popular yearning 
for the Mahdi and put forward an ideological interpretation of the Shi 'i political 
doctrine, which would enhance the political authority of the leading mujtahid to the 
level of that of the Concealed Imam. By encouraging his own acclamation as the 
Imam, Khomeini further consolidated the notion of the imamate as the political 
authority of the leading mujtahid, a notion, which would authorise the ulama to claim 
political authority of the twelve Imams, but not their infallibility. As such, he inserted 
a strong millenarian component in the popular movement, which aimed at "bringing 
about an immediate and profound social transformation that (was) expected to replace 
the present corrupt order with a Utopian one through the intervention of a divine or 
divinely commissioned leadership."2 

Khomeini might have let his followers entertain the idea that his return to Iran 
had heralded the return of the Mahdi, a theme Zonis and Brumberg have stressed.3 

However, any claim that put too much stress on the utilisation of the Mahdistic tenet 
by Khomeini only for pragmatic political purposes finds little, if any, justification. 
Ayatollah Khomeini was indisputably a man of faith. For him, the ideals of the Shi 'i 
faith, puritanical as they were, not only had to be believed, but also had to be practised 
in a social scale. Politics to Khomeini meant the social realisation of faith, 
traditionally a matter of high personal achievement. Khomeini's personal lifestyle was 
a model to be emulated by the community of believers. By the activation of the 
Mahdistic tenet of a millenarian revolution, he facilitated the rise of militancy within 
the religious community and attracted to political activity or marginalised the 
apolitical ulama. 

The second consequence of the incorporation of the notion of revolution into 
the traditionalist Islamic movement was the creation of a potential in the Islamic 
movement to attract layers of the Iranian society whose main concern lay with 
nationalism or anti-imperialism rather than with Islam. The radical groups mainly 
those on the left of the political spectrum, which had propagated the myth of 
revolution in their own right, did not join the forces of Khomeini because of their 
interest in the Utopia of Islamic government. For the groups such as the Tudeh Party, 
the Marxist Fadaiyan-e Khalq (Devotees of the People) and the Maoist splinter 
groups, the revolution itself was the main source of attraction. The combination of the 
Utopia of the government of the Mahdi, and the glory of the Mahdistic revolution also 
attracted a large number of the supporters of the Islamic Revolution who would not 
have supported it had they had a clear idea of what it was to bring about. 

All this became possible under the leadership of Ayatollah Khomeini mainly 
because of his two important assets. First his charisma, which was largely shaped 
through his uncompromising stance against the Shah since 1963, and which attracted 
admiration even from the leftist radicals. Khomeini's charisma did not evince itself 
only as a result of his political activism; it also came, as I have already noted, from his 
being accepted as the deputy of the twelfth Imam by his religious supporters. 

1 Ibid, p. 233 
~ Benard, C. and Khalilzad, Z. The Government of God, 1984, p. 62 
3 Zonis & Brumberg in Kramer, M. ed. 1987, p. 59 
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The second of Khomeini's assets was his innovative ideological interpretation 
of the question of succession to the Prophet Muhammad, which had remained 
unresolved for centuries and ultimately had rendered the Imami Shi 'is apolitical. As I 
mentioned earlier, Khomeini, for the first time in the Shi 'i history, formulated the idea 
of an Islamic government in the absence of the Mahdi. The core of Khomeini's 
ideological innovation was his theory of the Islamic government or velayat-e faqih. 

From Revolutionary Discourse to Utopia 

I have already hinted that Ayatollah Khomeini, in his struggle against the 
Pahlavi regime, developed a theory of Islamic government based on a political 
interpretation of the juridical concept of velayat-e faqih (authority of the jurist). He 
thus connected his discourse of revolution with a recipe of an ideal government that 
would come out of the revolution. With the growth of the revolutionary movement 
and the creation of the Islamic Republic, Khomeini's political discourse gradually 
became more elaborate. During the 1970s and particularly in the years leading to the 
revolution, he issued numerous religious and political proclamations from exile in 
Iraq and later from France in response to the calls within Iran for an alternative 
political leadership and a different form of government. Khomeini's revolutionary 
discourse took shape around the idea of offering this alternative political leadership 
initially in his treatise on Islamic government (Hokumat-e Islami) and later in his 
politico-religious proclamations. With the victory of the Islamic Revolution, he 
continued, in further proclamations, speeches and edicts, to make his project for an 
Islamic government more concrete. 

Central to Khomeini's discourse was the notion of the unjust victimisation of 
the true Islam in the hand of its historical enemies since the time of the Prophet 
Muhammad. The ideal Islamic political authority was thus proposed to be the power, 
which was destined to redress this historical injustice. Khomeini offered various 
examples of the historical attempts perpetrated against true Islam from within and 
without. He enumerated the plots and attacks of the Meccan aristocracy against the 
Prophet in the early days of the rise of Islam, and the conspiracies and crimes of the 
Umayyads and Abbasids against the Shi 'i Imams. He also frequently referred to the 
present day attempts of the Wahhabis in the Saudi Arabia and other conservative 
leaders of the Islamic countries, whom he accused of distorting Islam in order to 
justify their subservience to the West. Khomeini also referred to the external attempts 
from the past till present to destroy or distort Islam, from the Christian Crusades 
against the Muslims in the Middle Ages through the cultural and military aggression 
of the Western colonialists and imperialists against the Muslim lands in the last two 
centuries. He interpreted these events as attempts in the interest of the corrupt power 
of evil, which was intent on destroying or, if not possible, distorting Islam by 
emptying it from its revolutionary content. ' 

At its core, Khomeini's revolutionary discourse was basically a call for a 
cultural resistance against the enemies of Islam in the modern world at the global 
level, particularly the alliance of the Western States and their "unholy creation", the 
State of Israel. Of course, he also considered the forces of atheism of the Communist 
States as enemies of Islam, but he believed that the West ultimately manipulated them 
as well.2 

Khomeini, R. M. Sahifey-e Nur [A Text of Light], a collection of letters and proclamations of Ayatollah 
Khomeini, Vol. 1, Tehran, 1361/1982, pp. 117-118 
2 Ibid, pp. 118-120 
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His political reading of the velayat-e faqih, backed by references to the 
Qur 'an, the hadith and the earlier Shi '/jurists, enabled Khomeini to present Islam as a 
fundamentally political religion. This religion, he emphasised, would empower 
modern Muslim believers to stand against "the superpowers of the West and the East" 
and the "corrupt Zionist regime".1 By frequent references to the Prophet Muhammad 
and Imam Ali as political figures, who ruled the Muslim community, he established a 
credible foreground for his further arguments for the claim of the ulama to political 
authority. 

Toward the late 1960s, Ayatollah Khomeini seemed to have become 
convinced that overthrowing the regime through a revolutionary movement was 
possible. He thus spoke of a "sacred Islamic movement that, God willing, would lead 
to cutting off the hands of the instruments of foreigners, those who advocated 
colonialism, and those who were Westoxicated."2 As Dabashi has noted, Khomeini 
also wrote a letter to then Prime Minister Hoveyda calling his expulsion from Iran 
illegal and protesting against the coronation ceremony of the Shah at a time of 
increasing destitute of the population. He deplored the Shah's extravagance at a time 
when the economy was bankrupt, foreigners dominated the political and economic 
matters, democracy and freedom were undermined, and the faith was under assault.3 

Khomeini also issued a warning to the Pahlavi State: "Fear the anger of God! 
Beware of the wrath of the people! Do not tamper with the commandments of God Almighty, 
calling it the progressive religion! Do not jeopardise the Islamic commandments in the name 
of the Qur'an\ Do not behave so violently with the seminarians, the servants of the people 
and their culture, in the name of conscripting them as useless soldiers! And finally, do not 
force the ulama of this people to take a different course of action with you.'4 In the late 
1960s, Khomeini continued writing letters and issuing proclamations to his followers 
instructing them against internal divisions, the spread of the Marxist and other 
Western ideologies among Muslims, and the necessity of taking advantage of the 
situation at hand to launch an Islamic political movement.5 

In developing his theory of velayat-e faqih, Khomeini offered new 
interpretations of the existing religious texts and traditions in order to lay the 
foundation of the argument that it was necessary for the preservation of the faith that 
the ulama directly interfered in politics. At various stages of the development of 
Khomeini's political theory, one can see his constant move through these various 
interpretations. For example in reference to the Qur 'anic verse (Nesa: 62), he invoked 
three main interpretations. This verse has been rendered as follows: "O you, who have 
faith, obey God, obey the Prophet, and obey the ul-al-amr (the holders of authority) among 
you." The variation in the interpretations of this verse has mainly to do with 
clarification of the identity of the ul-al-amr. 

In the 1940s, in his first major text Kashf-al-Asrar (Secrets Exposed), 
Khomeini by and large offered a variation of the Sunni interpretation of the ul-al-amr. 
According to this version, the ulama should broadly support the temporal rulers of the 
Muslim community, who happen to be in power, as something approximating the ul-
al-amr, provided that they did not violate - and preferably upheld - the Shari'at.6 

However, it must have been beyond question for Ayatollah Khomeini, as for other 
Shi 'i ulama, that the ul-al-amr unequivocally refers to the twelve ma 'soum (infallible) 

4 
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Imams, who had descended from the House of the Prophet. He was perfectly aware 
that the only truly legitimate and just rule was yet to be established by the Concealed 
Imam, Mahdi, who would emerge from concealment to carry out the promise of 
instituting the government of absolute justice. Therefore in Kashf-al-Asrar, Khomeini 
qualified the support of the ulama for those in government by subjecting the authority 
of the rulers to the approval of the ulama as those, who could decide whether or not 
the government followed the Islamic Law. 

Recounting Khomeini's text, Fischer has pointed to an apparent contradiction 
in his arguments. On the one hand, Khomeini denied that the Pahlavi regime under 
Reza Shah had legitimacy under the Islamic Law, and on the other, he said that "bad 
government is better than no government", and that the ulama should not simply 
attack the government, "but if necessary help it as they did with semi-independent 
Iraq under the leadership of Mirza Mohammad-Taqhi Shirazi."1 Khomeini also cited 
frequently from the Quran and hadith in order to undermine any attempt at 
recognising the sultans or kings as the ul-al-amr, referring to kings and particularly to 
Reza Shah as "evil-doers". 

This apparent contradiction reflects a degree of confusion in Khomeini's 
thought. Fischer, for example, has pointed to Khomeini's failure to do justice to the 
interpretation of the sultan as the ul-al-amr by some Shi 'i as well as Sunni ulama2 

Because according to such ulama, the caliph, sultan or king may be considered as the 
ul-al-amr only if they publicly obeyed Islam. Also Khomeini's position in the 1940s 
has been viewed as a reminiscence of the position of the constitutionalist ulama of the 
early twentieth century who while criticising specific policies of the government, did 
not question kingship as the legitimate form of government.3 But one should also 
appreciate the a degree of harmony that underlies Khomeini's apparently 
contradictory position in Kashf-al-Asrar according to which the legitimacy of kinship 
is denied but its overthrow is not proposed. 

It makes sense in hindsight that the variation in Khomeini's position in the 
1940s was the inception of the formation of a new theory of State, which would be 
formulated more explicitly in the 1970s in terms of velayat-e faqih (the governance of 
the jurist). Khomeini's position in Kashf-al-Asrar was, in certain of its aspects, far 
more advanced in political terms than the position of the constitutionalist ulama of the 
early twentieth century, who still implicitly recognised the legitimacy of the kingship. 
In Kashf-al-Asrar, Ayatollah Khomeini denied this legitimacy clearly, but stopped 
short of demanding the overthrow of the government due to the recognition that the 
time was not ripe for such a demand. Khomeini's position in the 1940s already 
contained clear indications that he was set to change the Shi 'i apolitical practice that 
had become customary without any profound doctrinal foundation. This was clearly 
missing in the positions of the constitutionalist ulama. 

By 1971, Khomeini was almost at the stage of formulating his final position 
with respect to the resolution of thus far apparently contradictory relationship of 
religion and politics in Iran. Fischer notes that Khomeini, in his Hokumat-e Eslami 
(Islamic Government), clearly called for non-co-operation with the government. But 
he did more than that by proposing the idea, if not the structural details, of a political-
institutional alternative to kingship. Against kingship as the central institution of 
political rule, he offered the idea of Islamic government as the form of a new political 
regime. His blueprint for the new political order was the theory of velayat-e faqih, 

Cited from Khomeini's Kashf-al-Asrar in Sahifey-e Nur, 1982, p. 152 
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which was neither clearly authoritarian nor constitutional in the Western sense, but 
conditioned by the Quran, the traditions of the Prophet and the twelve infallible 
Imams. Nonetheless, this theory made it clear that in the absence of the Concealed 
Imam, the just and knowledgeable faqih, who was pronounced to be best equipped to 
interpret and oversee the implementation of the religious law, could overtake the 
political leadership of the community. 

In Khomeini's theory, contrary to the past practices, even the implementation 
of the Shari 'at was to be carried out by appointees of the ulama, and hence the 
government was considered to be Islamic rather than monarchic, democratic, or 
popular. The idea of velayat-e faqih, as mentioned earlier, is basically derived from 
the debates over the interpretation of ul-al-amr in the Qur 'an (Nesa: 62). In this sense, 
the just faqih, although he does not partake from the infallibility of the innocent 
Imams and their intimate knowledge of the Divine Revelation, can and must assume 
their role as the ul-al-amr in order to provide political leadership for the Muslim 
community. The ultimate purpose of this political rule, however, is the 
implementation of the Islamic injunction amr-e be ma 'rouf va nahy-e az monkar 
(enjoin good and prohibit evil) in the absence of the Mahdi. 

In the early 1970s, Ayatollah Khomeini openly called for a political struggle to 
establish an Islamic government. This struggle would initially take the form of 
propaganda and agitation in order to attract the support of the public for the idea of an 
Islamic government; and only then would it proceed to put forward the demand for 
the overthrow of the monarchic regime. 

The Political Success of the Cultural Opposition 

The monarchic regime did fall to Khomeini's struggle due to the material and 
physical superiority of the Khomeini camp. It was amazing that the victory of the 
Islamic Revolution over the Shah's militaristic State, an Khomeini's goal to establish 
an Islamic government in February 1979, was achieved mainly through words rather 
military might. In fact, there was a real chance that if Khomeini had chosen the path 
of military confrontation with the Pahlavi monarchy, the Islamic revolutionary 
movement could have been smashed to pieces in no time at all. 

It is true that under the Shah all avenues for peaceful opposition to the regime 
- even loyal opposition - were blocked; and thus any sort of meaningful political 
activity faced brutal intolerance via the secret police (SAVAK). As we have seen, this 
was the case particularly since the defeat of the national movement of the 1950s under 
Mussadeq and the revelation of the infiltration of the communist Tudeh Party into the 
highest ranks of the army during the 1940s. As a result, many of the opponents of the 
regime, particularly the younger and more radical Muslim and leftist intellectuals had 
turned to armed struggle. And what was left from the secular nationalists and 
socialists virtually became neutralised by the Shah and played a marginal political 
role in the periphery of the Islamic Revolutionary movement of the late 1970s. 

However, the main religious figures of groups adopted a more sophisticated 
and, as it turned out, more successful forms of struggle, which was essentially 
cultural. The religious movement in opposition to the regime, as noted earlier, came 
out of the agitation of certain reform tendencies, which resulted in a series of schisms 
within the forces that had taken part in the defeated national movement against the 
Shah. The religious liberal members of Jebhey-e Melli (the National Front) formed 
Nehzat-e Azadi (the Liberation Movement), which adopted a mainly cultural and 
educational strategy to modernise Islam as a social force, and hence make it relevant 
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to the ordinary people. The Liberation movement, despite its modest beginning, that 
was mainly in the form of delivering intellectual lectures to young and educated 
Muslims, played a significant part in shaping the ideology of the Islamic Revolution. 
Within the context of the religious reform movement of the 1960s and 1970s, 
personalities like Shari'ati, Motahhari and Bazargan gained public attention and 
political credibility. 

The clerical participation in the national movement had also gone through 
transformations. Some of the ulama had been radicalised by Ayatollah Kashani and 
the radical group Fadai'yan-e Eslam (the Devotees of Islam). Others had followed a 
pragmatic cultural approach to politics under the leadership of Ayatollah Borujerdi, 
who had devoted himself to reforming the organisation of the official religious 
establishment. The Shi 'i clerical establishment, which was based in Qom and other 
centres of religious learning such as Esfahan, Mashhad, Tabriz and Shiraz, had long 
suffered from financial mismanagement and lack of national coherence. Ayatollah 
Borujerdi had solidified the national unity of the ulama as well as the educational and 
financial organisation of the religious establishment, and trained such students as 
Khomeini, who was a key figure in shaping the ideology of the Islamic Revolution 
and the theory of Islamic government 

The secular and more radical members of the National Front and the Tudeh 
Party formed the Cherikhay-e Fada 'iy-e Khalq (the Guerrillas Devoted to the People), 
and the radical Islamic elements of the National Front formed the Mojahedin-e Khalq 
(People's Holy Warriors). These two guerrilla groups adopted armed struggle against 
the regime during the late 1960s and early 1970s, but became marginalised as the 
popular Islamic movement gained momentum. Their heroism in sacrificing their lives 
in the name of people seemed like a flash in the pan; neither did it raise a popular 
consciousness in support of their radical ideas, nor did it incite collective emotions to 
a degree necessary for joining the guerrilla's suicidal struggle. The military approach 
had long since lost its effectiveness world-wide. This had been clearly experienced in 
the 1960s by the master guerrilla warrior Che Guevara himself in the jungles of 
Bolivia. The Iranian guerrillas experienced the same fate as that of the great Che, but 
this time, in Siahkal (a forest area in Alborz Mountains in northern Iran) in 1972. 

Ayatollah Khomeini, while in exile in Najaf, had probably realised the 
ineffectiveness of guerrilla warfare in Iran; whereas, the inheritors of the Siahkal 
movement had not, and thus continued their irrelevant form of struggle, which gained 
them no significant position in the Revolution and its aftermath. Of course, their 
strategy to identify themselves with the "brave martyrs" of Siahkal, and their "heroic" 
attacks on the already surrendered military barracks, police stations and radio and 
television stations, gained them some flash credibility during the days of surrender of 
the monarchy to the mass Islamic movement. But for understandable reasons, this 
popularity could not be sustained by clinging to outmoded forms of political struggle.1 

The fate of the Iranian guerrillas was like that of Che, because they too failed to 
arouse the masses against the "hated" ruling regime by heroically sacrificing 
themselves. 

By contrast, the Islamic movement, which rapidly grew through the 
combination of the theological and jurisprudential discourse of the ulama and the 
discourse of the Islamic modernist intellectuals, used the power of words in a 
systematic ideological battle with the Shah's regime. This battle was fought not in the 
military battlefield but in an ideological-cultural field over legitimacy in the eye of the 

1 The Iranian leftist guerrillas belatedly later realised that their method of struggle was outmoded. But the Muslim 
radicals like Mojahedin-e Khalq are yet to understand this. 

396 



people at the grass-root level, and was finally won by the ulama. The ideologues of 
the Islamic Revolution, with Khomeini at their lead, successfully defeated the Shah's 
attempt to make the ancient pre-Islamic myths and religions into a meaningful 
national symbolic structure. In its place, they effectively elevated an initially vague 
version of the Shi'i Islam as the core of the identity structure of millions of Iranians. 
While the Shah failed to provoke the sensitivity of Iranians to the imaginary of the 
glory of the ancient empire, the Islamic ideologues gained popular recognition 
through creative interpretation of Islamic symbols of sacrifice and hope, namely 
Hussein and Mahdi. These symbols and the narratives associated with them, however 
old, were still alive and well, not only in various texts, symbols, narratives and rituals, 
but also in the day to day life of the people. 

The Islamic Revolution was a clear testimony that no government could 
ascend to and stay in power for any length of time by relying only on coercion. The 
Shah's regime, which had enjoyed a degree of legitimacy and popularity in the late 
1950s and early 1960s, gradually lost its legitimacy through its ignorance of the 
feelings, wishes, interests and values of the people. Ironically, the more the regime 
strengthened its military might, the more it lost its legitimate authority in the eye of 
the people. To the extent that it enjoyed legitimacy among the substantial sector of the 
new middle class, the Shah's regime kept itself in power by suppressing the radical 
dissidents in the margins, such as the ill-fated leftist guerrillas. By the late 1979, 
however, it had all but lost its legitimacy; and that was when the most advanced 
military equipment and highly trained military commanders and experts were unable 
to prop it up. 

The Islamic movement, led by the ulama, had virtually no weapons to begin 
with. It was scattered and had poor connections and networks. Its financial resources 
were meagre and at any rate inadequate; and its means and skills in launching a 
violent struggle by no means matched the means and skills at the disposal of the 
regime. The Islamic movement thus relied initially almost entirely on a cultural 
campaign to destroy the legitimacy of the monarchy as a political system. 

The political success of the Islamic movement was in large part due to its 
success in winning what Jürgen Habermas has called "the consent of the governed 
mobilised for the sake of collective goals." In his discussion of Hannah Arendt's 
concept of power, Habermas highlights an important aspect of the nature of political 
power, namely that exercising power is not merely "instrumentalising another's will 
for one's own purposes, but the formation of a common will in a communication 
aimed at agreement."' The secret of the victory of the Islamic movement was in its 
prowess to represent itself as the "general will" of the Iranian people. By contrast, the 
Pahlavi regime was an example of a political system in decay, which, to follow 
Arendt's analysis of power in her On Violence, had lost "the living power of the 
people" to uphold it.2 In other words, it had lost the support of the very people, who 
were supposed to lend power to its institutions by consenting to its laws. 

Extending the Aristotelian concept of "praxis" in her The Human Condition, 
Arendt has held that the human inter-subjectivity built in the process of 
communication is the "basic trait of culturally reproduced life."3 Power is thus 
conferred upon the political leadership via the medium of "communicative action", 
which builds upon the consent of the population to create a political community. What 
destroys political community is, therefore, "loss of power" in the sense of the 

Habermas, J. Philosophical-Political Profiles, trans. MIT Press, USA, 1983, P. 172 
2 Arendt, H. On Violence, New York, 1970, P. 41 
3 Cited in Habermas, J. trans. 1983, p. 174 
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collective consent, created in the "public realm", which leads to the breakdown of 
"communicative action". In such a state, words lose their authority and influence 
because they are used not to uphold the collective agreement but to destroy the 
established understandings. 

In her study of revolution, Arendt gave attention to what Habermas has 
summarised as follows: "the power of common conviction, the withdrawal of obedience in 
relation to institutions that have lost their legitimacy, the confrontation of power generated by 
free coalition with the physically coercive means of a violent, yet impotent state apparatus, 
the originative act of a new political power and the attempt to hold onto the revolutionary 
departure (in order) to prolong institutionally the communication engendering of power.'1 

Here Habermas extends Arendt's concept of power by giving it a "realistic twist", 
which would free it from the emotional significance that Arendt accords to an 
idealised version of public agreement on the form and content of the political power. 
He suggests that all power even the revolutionary power is predicated on the 
"structural violence" built into political institutions. He also asserts that in the case of 
legitimate power this violence in not absent but operates in "an unnoticed fashion" in 
restricting communications, which shapes and prolongs convictions by producing 
ideologies, which he defines as "illusions that are afforded the power of common 
convictions."2 

A legitimate power is thus one which successfully restricts communication 
within certain boundaries of language use or using Searle's terminology, "speech acts" 
to create convictions that are seen as non-coercive but are imaginary, or in 
Habermas's term "illusory". Using this conceptualisation, one may locate the 
weakness of the Pahlavi regime in its failure to produce an ideology, which could use 
the power of hidden structural violence to form a public conviction in its support. The 
Islamic movement certainly achieved this end in its ideology of the Islamic 
government based on the imaginary of the Government of Justice to be instituted by 
the Mahdi. 

To be sure, as Habermas suggests, upon the institutionalisation of an ideology, 
the "illusory" nature of the convictions formed by ideology, more often than not, 
transforms the ideology from a power generated by "communicative action" to one 
bent on the suppression of the population. However, to conclude, as Habermas does, 
that such a process is a fait accompli is somewhat over-pessimistic. To invoke a more 
"realistic twist" to this conceptualisation, one may argue with Arendt that ultimately 
there is hope that power generated by the people, despite and perhaps because of its 
imaginary nature, will retain, or restore, the force of "mutual promise or contract".3 A 
contract which would create an obligation among socially free individuals to trust or 
not to trust power to one or another polity. 

A Formula for Clerical Leadership 

With the victory of the Islamic Revolution, Khomeini's theory of State 
became the centre of controversy over the issues arising about the nature, form and 
the extent of authority of the Islamic government. The drafting of the new 
Constitution was the first important battle between opposing visions of the future 
Islamic State. The main arguments over the nature of Islamic government were, from 
the very beginning, over the interpretation of the theory of velayat-e faqih. The 

1 Cited in Ibid, p. 177 
2 Ibid, p. 184 
3 Arendt, H. The Human Condition, Chicago, 1958, p. 244 
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disputes, as Fischer has suggested, were over the following questions: "Should it (the 
velayat-efaqih) be interpreted as a call for theocracy? Was there a distinction between general 
moral guidance and daily administration? Would the Islamic form of moral principles not be 
unacceptably restrictive of human rights, especially those of non-Muslims and secular 
Muslims? Would the particular WVmgfaqih of the moment meddle excessively in the affairs 
of government?"1 

Khomeini's arguments in 1979 followed his arguments in 1971, which were 
formulated in his Hokumat-e Eslami. He also followed to a certain degree the 
arguments of his predecessors in the Constitutional Revolution such as Nuri. 
However, Khomeini surpassed these earlier traditions by introducing new political 
and religious ideas, which was not articulated in his 1971 treatise and in the views of 
his predecessors. With the victory of the revolution, Khomeini did not shift his 
emphasis on the valayat-e faqih as the centrepiece of the Islamic government; but he 
almost obsessively became concerned with building new political, social, legal and 
military institutions, which would create a problematic situation. It created the 
potential for both, an authoritarian theocratic tendency and a tendency to prevent 
velayat-efaqih from becoming an authoritarian position. 

The gradual building of major institutions such as Majlis-e Khobregan (the 
Assembly of Experts), Majlis Showra-ye Eslami (the Islamic Consultative Assembly), 
Showray-e Negahban (The Council of the Guardians), Divan-e Aliy-e Keshvar (the 
Islamic Supreme Court), Sepah-e Pasdaran-e Enghelab (the Corp of the 
Revolutionary Gaurds), Jahad-e Sazandegi (the Construction Jihad), Showray-e 
Tashkhis-e Maslehat (the Expediency Council), and various new ministries, created 
an intricate system of political, legal, social and military institutions.2 This multi-
layered system of institutions, would not allow the rise of one person or group to the 
position of supreme authority in the political arena. However, by encouraging saintly 
acclamations for himself and his insistence that the laws of the Islamic Republic were 
of sacred value, he created a cult of personality around which an atmosphere of 
political and religious intolerance flourished. 

The requirement of popular election for the entry into positions in some of the 
new institutions, such as the legislative assembly and the presidency, provided for a 
clear constitutional avenue for people's participation in politics. But the membership 
of many other institutions, such as the council, which had veto power over the 
legislative and had the authority to disapprove the eligibility of candidates, was gained 
not by election but by appointment. This situation clearly reduced the total freedom of 
elections and the power of the elected officials against the appointed officials. Also 
Khomeini's revisions of the concept of velayat-e faqih in his lifetime and his 
insistence on velayat-e motlaq-e faqih (the absolute governance of jurists) opened 
avenues for absolutist interpretations of the original concept of velayat-e faqih. As I 
have noted earlier, he also ordered the amendment of the Constitution to reflect this 
revision. 

Even the standard references to the interpretations of the velayat-e faqih, such 
as those put forward by Ayatollah Shariatmadari and Ayatollah Makarem as 
conforming to a "fully democratic form of government", could not diffuse 
Khomeini's zeal to combine democratic and traditional institutions to actualise his 
version of Islamic government. One reason for this failure was probably that the 
political movement formed with the blessing of Ayatollah Shariatmadari, known as 

1 Fischer, M. 1980, p. 154 
None of Ayatollah Khomeini's views on this institution building process, expressed since 1979 in various 

occasions, were articulated in his 1971 treatise. 
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Hezb-e Khalq-e Musalman (the Muslim People's Party), although it was joined by 
some liberals, was itself influenced by conservative ulama, hard-line nationalists and 
die-hard monarchists, who were not very enthusiastic about democracy. Yet, this 
movement was a strong advocate of the separation of the Church and State, and its 
demise was another blow to liberal interpretations of the political role of religion in 
the post-revolution power struggle. 

Khomeini's version of the velayat-e faqih was vehemently against the 
separation of the State and Church, a position, which seemed contradictory with his 
modern revolutionary rhetoric. Clerics such as Shariatmadari would probably consent 
to the separation of religion and politics in the sense of opposing the direct rule of the 
clergy. Shariatmadari's political standing was basically conservative advocating the 
preservation of the traditional role of the ulama as the providers of legitimacy for the 
State from the sidelines. In fact, he initially had expressed his dismay with the fall of 
the monarchy. He probably preferred to see the institution of a reformed monarchy as 
a bulwark against republicanism and socialism. 

Conversely, it was ironic that such politically radical figures as Ayatollah 
Khomeini had to be so obsessed with the fusion of politics and religion. In this sense, 
Khomeini's interpretation of religious politics was to a large extent similar to that of 
Shari'ati, a fact that he probably did not like to appreciate, given the anti-clerical 
attitudes of Shari'ati. Like Shari'ati, Khomeini warned against the "Western arguments 
to give up religious fanaticism (ta'assub)"} Accordingly, the attempt of the West to 
promote the idea of division of politics and religion among Muslims was in order to 
render Muslims politically impotent. 

Khomeini's Theory of State 

Ayatollah Khomeini once said: "Islam is the religion of militant individuals who 
are committed to truth and justice. It is the religion of those who desire freedom and 
independence. It is the school of those who struggle against imperialism. But, the servants of 
imperialism have presented Islam in a totally different light. They have created in men's 
minds a false notion of Islam. The defective version of Islam, which they have presented in 
the religious teaching institutions is intended to deprive Islam of its vital revolutionary 
aspect." This passage is, to a large extent, indicative of Khomeini's political reading 
of Islam, one that decisively enhanced his popularity and resulted in the eclipse of the 
grand Ayatollahs who expressed reservation about revolutionary behaviour. As 
revolutionary anger, enthusiasm and activity grew, Khomeini's refusal to make any 
compromise with the monarchy, his anti-imperialist stance and his insistence on the 
necessity of the Islamic government appealed to Muslim masses. The grand 
Ayatollahs who stressed rather a return to full implementation of the 1910 
Constitution were bound to lose influence to the more uncompromising Khomeini. 

Ayatollah Khomeini had begun to think seriously about an Islamic 
government as an alternative to the Shah's regime since the 1960's. As we have seen, 
in his 1941 publication, Kashf-al- Asrar (Secrets Exposed), Khomeini was still 
concerned with the threat to Islam as a religious tradition, and made an effort to 
defend Islam particularly against the threats to Islamic values. His mainly defensive 
political strategy at this time was based on forwarding demands for participation in 
politics as a political force. He also advocated the implementation of the 1910 

1 Ibid, p. 155 
" Khomeini, R. M. Islam and Revolution: Writings and Declarations of Imam Khomeini, trans, by Algar, H. 
University of California Press, Berkeley, 1981, p. 28 
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Constitution, which recognised the monarchical system, but placed religious checks 
and controls on the political power of the State. He had not yet made any suggestions 
as to the seizure of the whole of the State apparatus and the formation of an Islamic 
government. He wrote: "We do not say that government must be in the hands of thefaqih, 
rather we say that government must be run in accordance with God's law, for the welfare of 
the country. And the people demand this, and it is not feasible except with the supervision of 
the religious leaders. In fact, this principle has been approved and ratified in the Constitution, 
and in no way conflicts with public order, the stability of the government, or the interests of 
the country."1 

Shahrough Akhavi has described Kashf-al-Asrar as a mild defence of the 
monarchical system, purportedly essential to keep order. Akhavi claimed that the 
logic for the defence of the monarchy by the ulama was that a bad government was 
better than no government.2 However, as Algar has stressed, Khomeini's 
uncompromising and radical position was evident even in Kashf-al-Asrar. For 
example, criticising Reza Shah in Kashf-al-Asrar, Khomeini wrote: "All the orders 
issued by the dictatorial regime of the bandit Reza Khan have no value at all. The laws 
passed by his (Reza Shah's) parliament must be scrapped and burned. All the idiotic words 
that proceeded from the brain ofthat illiterate soldier are rotten; and it is only the law of God 
that will remain and resist the ravages of time"3 

Khomeini's position in Kashf-al-Asrar, therefore, could not be interpreted 
simply as a defence of the Pahlavi regime. Yet, there is evidence to suggest that up 
until the 1960s, Khomeini's political attitude, by and large, fitted into the traditionalist 
position. Even in the early 1960s, Ayatollah Khomeini did not yet see himself as 
engaged in all-out opposition to the regime; rather he still hoped to persuade the Shah 
and his advisors, albeit from an authoritative position, to adopt Islamic policies. A 
famous speech of Khomeini in 1962, nearly one year before the 1963 uprising, 
supports this claim. It also clearly exposes the traces of political radicalism in 
Khomeini's thought at the time: "The independence of all the Islamic countries is owing to 
the ulama. It is they who have so far defended Islamic sovereignty; it has also been these 
invaluable men who have always calmed the rebellious masses. Otherwise, Islam makes 
insurrection and rebellion the imperative duties of the ulama ... Why don't the government 
understand this? Why are they trying, by every means, to alienate and break the support of 
the ulama? ... Why do they not instead rely on the ulama? ... I advise the Shah not to lose 
this force!"4 

What brought about the change in Khomeini's stance? Benard and Khalilzad 
attribute this change to "the combustible joining of new social forces with foreign 
interference" and the pressure of "the multiplied domestic and international conflicts." 
This situation, they argue: "led some sections of traditionalists, including Khomeini, to the 
conclusion that the traditional balance was too threatened to be salvageable by the customary 
means, and that to fight only for restoration of their traditional position in the old pattern this 
time would be eventual defeat.'^ Therefore, the radical ulama came to the conclusion 
that the dynamics of the situation would in time sweep them away unless they took 
over the control of the State and radically transformed the cultural, social and political 
system. As Bayat has suggested Khomeini's theocratic ideas flew mainly from his 
concern at threats to Shi 'i Islam in its entirety, caused by the penetration of modern 

2 
Ibid, p. 170 
Akhavi, S. 1980, p. 163 

3 Algar, H. 1980/1981, p. 21 
4 Ruhani, S. H. 1977, pp. 197-205, cited in Keddie, N. R. 1983, p. 68 
5 Benard, C. & Khalilzad, Z. 1984, p. 37 
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ideas into society.1 He envisaged the probability that an Islamic decline would 
consign the ulama to the margins of the modern society. 

From a typically hostile position, Marvin Zonis and Daniel Brumberg have 
pointed out: "Khomeini capitalised on the widespread sense of alienation, frustration and 
rage brought about by rapid socio-economic change in Iran ... during the early and mid-
1970's ... in order to encourage, a narrow, violent and anti-western version of Islam."2 But in 
a more moderate argument, Gregory Rose has pointed to " Khomeini's conviction that 
the Muslim world is confronted with a crisis of the fundamental identity," resulting in 
its "apparent political, military, scientific, economic and moral debilitation."3 In this 
sense, Khomeini's concern with identity underlied his undertaking to generate "an 
institutional milieu" for the revolutionary transformation of the collective 
consciousness of Muslims into an ideologically shaped Islamic identity. 

For Khomeini's movement to be realised in an Islamic government, the 
doctrinal and practical orientations of Shi 'ism regarding the relationship between 
religion and politics had to be fundamentally restructured, and Ayatollah Khomeini 
was the man to do this. His programme, therefore, aimed at the formation of a State 
apparatus equipped with an Islamic ideology powerful enough to implement a 
perfectionist version of Shah 'at through a systematic change of social culture. 

Ayatollah Khomeini viewed the Shah 'at as "an instrumentality for moulding 
consciousness through conditioning behaviour."4 The State, in this context, was 
regarded as the executive branch of the will of the ulama, as the custodians of the 
faith, to carry out the task of making social behaviour conform to the edicts of the 
religious law. According to Khomeini: "It is obvious how much care Islam devotes to 
government and the political and economic relations of society, with the goal of creating 
conditions conducive to the production of morally upright and virtuous human beings.'* 

In 1970, Ayatollah Khomeini delivered a series of lectures on the velayat-e 
faqih (governance of the jurist), which later appeared in print under the same title. In 
this text Khomeini, referring among others to Mulla Ahmad Naraqi, a nineteenth 
century jurist, claimed that the ulama had the same political responsibilities as the 
Prophet and the Imams.6 His main arguments in his lectures on the velayat-e faqih 
were twofold. Firstly, that the best vehicle for the implementation of the Islamic laws 
was the Islamic government; and secondly, that the best people to lead this 
government were the "just jurists", who were the successors of the Prophet and the 
Imams in holding political authority.7 Later in the same year, he also sent a letter to 
his followers in Iran in which he openly attacked the Pahlavi regime as responsible 
for all political, social and economic problems of Iran.8 Both in his letters and 
proclamations, and in his lectures on the velayat-e faqih, Khomeini coherently argued 
from a juridical standpoint that the divine laws of Islam were superior to man-made 
laws and must be implemented in a Muslim society. 

Ayatollah Khomeini based his argument both on a common-sense reasoning 
and on doctrinal necessities. He argued that an Islamic government was doctrinally 
mandatory in order to uphold the sacred law; and it was more than logical that the 
operation of the sacred law would be most effective at the hands of those who were 

'Bayât, M. 1983, pp. 30-42 
2 Zonis M. & Brumberg, D. in Kramer, M. ed. 1987, p. 48 
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4 Ibid, p. 183 
5 Khomeini, R. M. trans. 1981, pp. 43-44 
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expert in that law.1 According to Khomeini, the Islamic government was an urgent 
necessity at present lest the obligations placed on the believers by the faith would 
remain unfulfilled. He thus proclaimed that the assumption of political authority by 
the able and qualified jurists was a responsibility and the popular struggle to achieve 
this an obligation.2 Referring to a hadith from the sixth Shi 'i Imam, Khomeini claimed 
that the jurists were the successors of the Prophet and the Imams, and although they 
could not claim to be possessing their divine purity (esmaf), they could take up their 
social, legal and political responsibilities.3 According to Khomeini, this was a 
common-sense argument, as the affairs of the Muslim community could not be left to 
negligence during the Occultation of the Concealed Imam.4 

The Institutional Basis of the Political Velayat-e Faqih 

As I have noted, Khomeini's reading of the concept of the velayat-e faqih was 
the theoretical basis for a State institution that would ensure the rigorous application 
of the Shari 'at to the Muslim community.5 Wilfred Cantwell Smith is quoted as 
defining faith as "the personal making of what is cosmically true come true on earth -
the actualisation of truth."6 Khomeini believed in the possibility and necessity of a 
social uniformity, which would embody the actualisation of perfection. In this sense, 
there could be found in his arguments certain characteristics pertaining to Plato's ideal 
model for political leadership, the philosopher-king. 

Khomeini pursued the Utopian mission of building an ideal State structure, 
based on individual and social stoicism and solemnity. He frequently envisaged Iran 
as a divine entity, insisting on the essential existence of a divine nation devoted to the 
cause of Allah. As such, Khomeini advocated the use of the Shari 'at to enforce 
doctrinal uniformity. As Rose suggests: "while there is no question that the Shari 'at is 
traditionally regarded as a means of educating man in his divinely decreed responsibilities, 
there has rarely been an attempt in Shi 'i Islam to use the Shari 'at to enforce private doctrinal 
uniformity." Perhaps, this was the reason that for all its devotion to sublime divinity, 
Khomeini's project, when implemented on earth, entailed a strong measure of 
violence. For some time, it sanctioned a virulent carnage in the name of divinity. 

There are indications that the theory of velayat-e faqih was originated in a 
dispute between Khomeini's students and those of Ayatollah Abol-Qasem Kho'i, 
another religious leader - an indication of the critical background of this theory. 
Ayatollah Kho'i, a learned marja-e taqlid in his own right, had told his students that 
political velayat (authority) of the jurist did not exist. Apparently, it was in responding 
to this pronouncement that Ayatollah Khomeini explicitly claimed that a learned and 
just jurist had the same political authority that the Prophet and the Imams had.8 

Of course, as I have noted earlier, Khomeini did not claim that the faqih 
enjoyed the intrinsic (zati) individual attributes of the Imams - their infallibility and 
their knowledge of the divine secrets. But he argued that the extrinsic (e 'etebari) 
powers of the immaculate Imams - their social and political authority - could be 
delegated to the qualified faqih. As a precursor of Ayatollah Motahhari, Ayatollah 

1 Ibid, pp. 47-48 
2 Ibid, p. 69 
3 Ibid, 142-143 
4 Ibid, p. 102 
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Khomeini criticised the conservative ulama for neglecting their political 
responsibilities, and for limiting themselves to the study of what he referred to as 
trivial questions - codes of cleanliness, sexuality, menstruation, etc. 

While Ayatollah Khomeini argued that political velayat-e faqih could be 
supported by reason alone, he naturally referred to arguments from the Islamic 
traditions for analogies, which could verify his theological innovation. In the tradition 
of Fada 'iyan-e Islam, he enthusiastically referred to the political militancy of the 
Prophet himself and that of the early Imams, notably Imam Ali and Imam Hussein. He 
drew on the myth of martyrdom {shahadat), as did the Islamic modernists like 
Shari'ati and Motahhari, and designated the Muharram flagellation processions as a 
potent vehicle to bring out the spirit of militancy. The paradigm of Ashura was a 
collective and potent source of revolutionary inspiration for these men. It was 
perceived as a symbol for active resistance against injustice indicating the necessity of 
being killed for the cause of justice. Khomeini had only to reaffirm this symbolic 
paradigm and give it sharpness and clarity. 

Some scholars have tied Khomeini's praise of martyrdom to his tendency to 
•J 

legitimise suicidal behaviour. In fact, by encouraging his followers to relive the 
martyrdom of Hussein, he boosted their courage in the physical confrontation with 
those whom they believed were the enemies of Islam. In this sense, Khomeini fulfilled 
Shari'ati and Motahhari's desire to move the concept of martyrdom from a mythical 
framework to an ideological one. 

Ayatollah Khomeini revived the Shi'i imaginary that portrayed the Shi'i 
believers as "the very incarnation of suffering at the hands of an unjust and oppressive 
rule." He thus filled the people with a nostalgic aspiration for struggle against 
oppression. At the same time, quite distinct from Shari'ati's tendency to leaving out of 
discussion or categorically rejecting the abstentionist tradition of taqiyya (prudent 
dissimulation), Khomieni, in line with Motahhari, gave an innovative interpretation of 
this concept. After all, taqiyya was the practice of the later ma 'soum (infallible) 
Imams who had urged their followers to adopt a similar attitude. Khomeini's clerical 
background necessitated his adherence to the practised religious traditions. Otherwise 
his prestige as a learned faqih would have been endangered. His project thus involved 
a doctrinal innovation, which justified taqiyya in certain conditions, but suggested that 
the time was now appropriate for moving out of the state of taqiyya and transit from 
political abstentionism to political activism. 

The Juridical Basis of the Political Velayat-e Faqih 

Khomeini's theory of velayat-e faqih was an audacious innovation in the 
history of Imami Shi 'ism. It took shape through the radicalisation of the early Usuli 
arguments, which had established legal and religious authority of the Shi 'i mujtahids, 
and as such had created a theoretical duality of religious and temporal powers. 
According to Khomeini's version of the velayat-e faqih, this duality ought to be 
eliminated in favour of religion. Having firmly rejected the separation of religion and 
politics, Khomeini argued that the mandate of the jurist meant governing and 
administering the country and implementing the provisions of the sacred law. For 
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him, in the absence of the Concealed Imam, sovereignty lay with qualified jurists 
from the ranks of the Shi 'i ulama, who as the authoritative interpreters of the sacred 
law were entitled to rule. 

Broadly speaking, Shi'i fiqh (jurisprudence), developed in the lifetime of the 
last six Imams and thereafter, held that velayat derived from the universal authority of 
the twelve immaculate and infallible Imams. Since the occultation of the twelfth 
Imam, the Mahdi, the right to exercise such authority was theoretically reserved for 
him until such time as he reappeared and took charge for himself. As we have seen, 
the Usuli tradition, which dominated the Shi 'i fiqh in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, delegated some of this authority to Shi 'i religious leaders, ulama, foqaha, 
and mujtahids. Accordingly, the Shi'i jurists could exercise authority over certain 
areas of community life traditionally designated as the domain of the authority of the 
ulama. They could, for example, function as guardians of the property of the orphans, 
minors and widows, as well as the administrators of the charitable funds and 
endowments, and governors of mosques, religious colleges, sacred sites and shrines. 
And more importantly, as judges they could preside over the religious courts. There 
was also a Qur 'anic basis for the ulama to claim guardianship over the welfare of the 
Muslim community. This derived from a Qur 'anic verse which urged the Muslims to 
command good and forbid the reprehensible (amr-e be marouf and nahy-e az monkar). 
It is considered to be one of the important rulings of the Shi 'ifiqh. 

This latter area of the ulama authority, especially with the intensification in 
antagonism between the State and religious authorities in modern times, led to 
instances of the ulama intervention on behalf of victims of injustice and oppression by 
petitioning the secular authority. The Tobacco protest movement of 1891-92, 
discussed earlier, is a good example of the ulama activity at redressing social 
grievances. These instances, most probably, facilitated Khomeini's political reading 
of the Shi'i fiqh. However, there existed no unanimity among the Shi'i scholars with 
respect to the claim that jurists enjoyed a velayat empowering them to exercise direct 
political authority. This was most certainly the novel contribution of Ayatollah 
Khomeini to the Shi 'ifiqh. 

To be sure, there was an understanding among the post-constitutional Shi'i 
mujtahids over the right of the jurists to engage in political activities, aimed at 
redressing injustices or protecting the religious and moral standards of Islam. The last 
of such activities was Ayatollah Borujerdi's rejection of the Land Bill of 1961, which 
resulted in the temporary withdrawal of the Bill. However, the extension of political 
activities to include actual administration of government, and institutional control 
over political processes, advocated by Khomeini, could be seen as violating the 
doctrine of Occultation, which saw any temporal authority as illegitimate in the 
absence of the Mahdi. To support his innovative reading of the Shi'i fiqh, Khomeini 
cited a hadith, reported in Wasa 'il al-Shi 'i in which Imam Jafar al-Sadiq urged the 
Shi'i believers to seek judgement in matters of disagreement not from the temporal 
rulers but from the Shi '/jurists.2 

As Rose has suggested, Wasa 'il is a commonly used text for easy citation of 
the hadith, and is not as authoritative as, for example, Kulaini's Usui al-Kafi. 
Accordingly, the version of the hadith that Ayatollah Khomeini cited from Wasa 'il, in 
the older and more authoritative Usui al-Kafi, specifically limits the ulama authority 
to matters of legal judgement, and does not extend their authority to political matters.3 

1 The Our 'an. Chapter 9, verse 112 
2 Sheikh Muhammad Hassa Hur-al-Amili, Wasail al-Shi 'a. Beirut, cited by Rose, G. in Keddie, N. R. ed. 1983 
3 Rose. G. in Keddie, N. R. ed. 1983, pp. 178-180 

405 



This criticism was also levelled at Ayatollah Khomeini by the contemporary 
conservative ulama, such as Ayatollah Shariatmadari and Sheikh Ali Tehrani, who 
both drew on the tradition of Shi 'ifiqh to reject political velayat-e faqih as interpreted 
by Khomeini,. This tradition was recognised by many of the early as well as recent 
prominent Shi 'i theologians. Tusi in his Tibyan (11th century), Tabrisi in Majma ' al-
Bayan, (12th century), Ardabili in Zubdat al-Bayan (16th century) and even 
contemporary Tabatabai in Taf sir al Mizan (written in 1950's and 1960's), restricted 
the rightful political authority to the Prophet and the infallible Imams. 

Ayatollah Khomeini probably recognised that his extending of the domain of 
the arguments of the early Usuli jurists from legal authority of the ulama to their 
political authority was radical, compared with dominant Shi'i views. Perhaps, his 
effort to cast his argument in terms of a revival of the glory of early Islam and his 
frequent references to the Prophet and the militant Imams in preference to later Shi 'i 
traditions arose from this recognition. Rose has noticed the frequent citation of the 
sunnat (traditions) of the Prophet, Imam Ali and Imam Hussein in Khomeini's 
Hokumat-e Islami (The Islamic Government), and stressed the importance of these 
early Islamic leaders to Khomeini as "paradigms of revolutionary Islamic identity." 

Here it should be noted that although Khomeini's political thought was 
informed by multiple sources, his distinctly political reading of the valayat-e faqih is 
best understood in the context of the ideological contest between the Shi 'i ulama and 
the State over the interpretation of the doctrine of Occultation (Gheybat), or 
concealment of the Mahdi. On the one hand, the conflict between the ulama and the 
State was attributed to a reading of the doctrine of Occultation, which denied 
legitimacy to the temporal ruler. On the other hand, the activation of the doctrine of 
Occultation from time to time inspired millenarian movements. The role of the ulama 
in containing such outbursts at the cost of recognition and accommodation of the 
religious authority by the State had created a de facto dual authority of the State and 
the ulama. 

This dual authority had become somewhat obscure under the Safavids, but was 
reiterated afterwards with the dominance of the Usuli School, which established the 
legal authority of the mujtahids. Under the Qajar dynasty this duality was most 
conspicuous in the symbiosis of the Shari 'at (religious) and the 'urf (civil) courts. 
The conflict intensified in modern times in response to rapid modernisation, and the 
refusal of the State to come to terms with the religious authority. With the activation 
of the doctrine of Occultation this time, the ulama made no attempt to contain 
revolutionary aspirations of the population. Far from it, Ayatollah Khomeini's 
innovative reading of Shi'ism, his stress on social justice and the activation of 
millenarianism, contributed to the formation of a revolutionary ideology which placed 
its bearers at the lead of the revolutionary forces. 

Modern Sources of Khomeini's Political Thought 

Although Khomeini himself has not acknowledged the influence of Islamic 
modernism on his thought, there is ample evidence to demonstrate such an influence. 
As such, Khomeini's political thought was not shaped only by the revolutionary 
archetypes of the early Islam. Modern Islamic thinkers and recent radical movements 
in the Muslim world also inspired his thought. No doubt, a conspicuous character of 
Ayatollah Khomeini was that he was a man of faith. His notion of faith, however, 
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departed from tradition in its modern political content. Several traces of modern 
thought can be recognised in Khomeini's politico-religious faith. 

First, there is the notion of revolution. The concept of revolution as cyclic 
movement of history is an ancient concept. But the concept of revolution as a means 
of fundamental social and political transformation of societies is a modern concept 
going back to the eighteenth century Europe. I have already noted the appropriation of 
the modern concept of revolution by the Islamic modernists in Iran such as Shari'ati 
and Motahhari to enhance the social and political position of Islam in the modern 
world. In the 1950's the Egyptian Seyyed Qotb, also put forward the idea of 
revolution to elaborate his revolutionary Islamic ideology of the Muslim Brotherhood 
(Ekhvan al Muslimeen). Seyyed Qotb was probably the first Islamic activist to put 
forward the idea of the creation of an Islamic government, by means of an Islamic 
revolution, in order to implement the Shari 'at} 

These reflections could not have gone unheeded by Ayatollah Khomeini and 
the militant Shi'i ulama who were avidly aware of such literature. In this sense, 
Khomeini was also concerned with an Islamic revival by revolutionary means. For 
him though, this revolutionary transformation would be most effective if it were 
accompanied by a collective behavioural transformation. According to Rose: "For 
Khomeini, faith (was) an attitude and behaviour that embodied in the world a revolutionary 
struggle for that state of well-being, which God intends for man. Faith for Khomeini entailed 
revolutionary activity... The activities of Muslim life were meaningless ritual without this 
revolutionary context."2 His attitude about the pilgrimage to Mecca (hajj) was indicative 
of his revolutionary reading of Muslim rituals. He repeatedly urged the Muslims to 
use the hajj ritual to protest against the "world arrogance" (eslekbar-e jahanî)? 

Second, there is the concept of alienation. I have already noted the 
significance of the notion of alienation in the Islamic modernist thought. In 
Khomeini's notion of the revolutionary struggle against zulm (oppression) and Shirk 
(polytheism), he like other Islamic modernists was very much concerned with the 
question of Islamic identity and what he saw as the attempt of the West to alienate 
Muslim societies from their origins. In his concept of alienation, traces of the writings 
of Islamic modernists like Shari'ati and Al-e Ahmad are recognisable. However, he 
differed from these two by incorporating the question of alienation into a complex of 
philosophical and jurisprudential concepts. 

Ayatollah Khomeini's interest in falsafa (philosophy) and irfan (mysticism) 
was also at odds with the orthodox views in jurisprudential Shi 'ism, which tended to 
repress philosophical and mystical themes as heterodoxy. Mystical arguments such as 
those of Sohrevardi, which interpreted the Qur 'an at differentiated esoteric (bateni) 
and exoteric (zaheri) levels, or attributed intrinsic (zati) and extrinsic (e'etebari) 
characteristics to the prophet and the immaculate Imams, were considered neo-
platonic and as such non-Islamic by some orthodox ulama. Khomeini was one of few 
modern Shi 'i jurists who took a limited interest in speculative and non-scholastic 
thought, and on occasion, involved himself in mystical arguments. He even advocated 
the incorporation of irfan and falsafa into religious sciences at equal level with the 
fiqh.4 As Algar has pointed out, Khomeini gained a reputation in the Qom seminary 
"as an exponent of these two disciplines.' He used philosophical and mystical arguments 

' For more information on Seyyed Qotb's revolutionary interpretation of Islam, see Haddad, Y. "Qur'anic 
Justification of Revoution: The View of Seyyed Qotb", The Middle Eastern Journal, Vol. 37, No. 1, 1983. 
2 Rose, G. in Keddie, N. R. 1983, p. 182 
3 Khomeini categorised the United States, the Soviet union and Israel as estekbar-ejahani (the world arrogance) 
4 Khomeini, R. M. trans. 1981, pp. 30-31 
5 Algar, H. 1980. p. 20 
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to bring new views into the Shi 'i jurisprudence, which had become a mere collection 
of religious rulings on personal hygiene, regulation of sexual intercourse and small 
economic transactions. He wanted to make jurisprudence able to respond to modern 
social and political exigencies such as the question of identity crisis, cultural 
imperialism, etc. 

Third, there is the notion of ideology. To Khomeini, faith was identified with 
ideology and ideological unity. His concept of ideology was in many respects 
comparable with Western ideologies like Marxism. Akhavi has indicated that 
Khomeini's ideological interpretation of Islam has questioned Daniel Bell's claim in 
the late 1950's that our age had seen the end of ideology.1 He has compared 
Khomeini's ideological innovation in Shi'i fiqh to that of Lenin in the context of 
Marxism.2 Indeed, in formulating the Shi'i Islam into a political ideology and 
advocating the urgency of a revolution, he played in Shi 'i terms the role that Lenin 
played in the context of Marxism. 

Lenin offered an innovative interpretation of classical Marxism against 
Kautsky and other Marxist theorists, who had rejected the possibility of a socialist 
revolution in a relatively backward country such as Russia of the early twentieth 
century. He argued that the Communists could seize power in Russia relying on their 
vanguard party, and he proved to be right in that respect. Khomeini too had to offer a 
new interpretation of the Shi 'i fiqh, which according to its classical theorists had no 
hope of offering itself as a political ideology. He argued that the ulama could seize 
political power relying on the extension of their juridical authority to politics, and he 
was proved right in that respect. 

Khomeini's concern with ideology was characterised by belief and action 
aimed at objectifying the myth of a perfect Islamic society through revolutionary 
struggle; and as such, it has had serious repressive implications. But, his passion for 
building political institutions in order to free the State apparatus from dependence on 
individual personalities inhibited the concentration of power in the hands of one or 
two individuals or groups. His tendency to cast his arguments in philosophical and 
mystical terms has also made his ideological formulations open to speculation and 
interpretation by Muslim philosophers and modernist thinkers. However, as I 
mentioned earlier, Khomeini's zeal for ideological uniformity has had absolutist 
connotations, characterised by belief and action aimed at objectifying the myth of a 
perfect Islamic community in a literal sense. As such, it has had serious repressive 
implications. 

Fourth, Khomeini's faith in the political implementation of the Shari'at has 
had totalitarian connotations. These totalitarian tendencies entailed the exercise of an 
all-encompassing control over the life of the community for several years after the 
revolution, and it is only recently that there have been signs of change in these 
tendencies. One reason for the growth of totalitarian tendencies under Ayatollah 
Khomeini was probably that his thought contained serious anti-liberal sentiments, so 
much so that his revolutionary concerns exposed strong regressive aspects in his 
lifetime. As such, he denounced the constitutional revolutionaries of the early 
twentieth century as Western oriented, and at times went as far as branding them a 
bunch of British agents.3 Khomeini repeatedly supported the views of Sheikh 
Fazlollah Nuri, the anti-constitution mujtahid of the early twentieth century, who 

Akhavi, S. in Rosen, B. ed. P. xii 
: Ibid, introduction 
Khomeini, R. M. trans. 1981, pp. 30-31 
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advocated a constitution conditioned by the Shari'at, rather than one based on the 
Western liberal ideology. 

However, it would be a mistake to assume that Khomeini's politics can be 
fitted into the narrow frame of reference of personalities such as Nuri. The references 
of Khomeini to Nuri were meticulously selective and almost entirely rested on the 
defence of Islam against he domination of Western liberalism as the only form of 
political life. He used Nuri to point out that the Constitutional Revolution failed 
because it did not remain true to the Islamic ideals, which were both revolutionary and 
tantamount to freedom and human dignity. Khomeini seriously differed from Nuri in 
his support for modern political institutions, and his campaign against religious 
traditionalism, political conservatism and vested interests. 

Fifth, there is Khomeini's radical internationalism. His internationalist 
concerns most probably arose from the establishment of a world economy with the 
Western countries at its centre and with the Third World countries in general, and the 
Muslim nations in particular, confined to a peripheral status.1 Within the context of 
the formation of a world economy, Sunni Islam had already begun to put forward the 
idea of a revolutionary restructuring of the world order in favour of Islam. This was 
remarkably expressed in the notion of the unity of State and religion advocated by the 
Islamic resurgence in Indo-Pakistan and Egypt. Lerman has noted the declaration in 
the 1920's by the Indian Muslim Abdol-Ala Mawdudi that Islam as a revolutionary 
ideology could and must upset the world status quo by the means of jihad (holy war), 
and create a fresh social order based on Islam.2 

Sixth, there is Khomeini's anti-imperialism. Although, the ulama were 
opposed to the Western encroachment since the nineteenth century, Khomeini's 
concern with the modern concept of anti-imperialism was most probably informed 
indirectly by international Marxism and especially by the leftist propaganda within 
Iran. Yet, Khomeini's anti-imperialism was distinguishable from that of the leftists in 
its religious articulation. As Afrashteh has pointed out: "Khomeini revived the Islamic 
concept of world bipolarism, thus dividing the world into two intrinsically antagonistic 
components; Islam and Kufr (infidelity)."3 

Furthermore, with the increasing dependence of the Iranian economy on the 
United States it was not difficult to mainstream anti-imperialist sentiments against the 
U.S. As William Beeman has indicated, the United States stood out in the minds of 
Iranians because of its enormous presence, and because it shared "an historical legacy 
with Iran's old nemesis, Great Britain." Indeed, this view of the United States intensified 
popular hatred for the Shah on the basis of the perception that the Shah had sold out 
his people to American interests. Apart from the U.S. economic dominance in Iran, as 
noted earlier, the imposition of the right of extra-territoriality in 1964 for the 
American non-diplomats living in Iran was felt as a humiliating concession by the 
Iranian government to Americans and outraged many Iranians.5 

Khomeini's rejection of the contemporary world order goes hand in hand with 
his anti-imperialism. In this sense, he rejected both "the decadent West and the atheist 
Communist States". Zonis and Brumberg have pointed to the belief that Shi'i 

' For more detail on the centre and periphery theory see Wallerstein, I. The Capitalist World Economy, Amin, S. 
Unequal Development, as well as the works of Frank, A. G. and Laclau, E. 
2 Lerman, E. "Mawdudi's Concept of Islam", Middle Eastern Studies, Vol. 17, No. 4, 1981, p. 500 
3 Afrashteh, K. in Ayoob, M. ed. 1981, p. 109 
4 Beeman, W. O. "Images of the Great Satan", in Keddie, N. R. ed. 1983, pp. 201-216 
5 The impact of the American extra-territorial rights in Iran on the political circles prompted Khomeini's strong 
proclamation against the government. The American move to secure extra-territorial rights in Iran reminded 
Iranians of the nineteenth century when Great Britain and Tsarist Russia had been able to force Iran to grant them 
the right to try their citizens resident in Iran in special consular courts. 
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believers are "the righteous few dominated by an innately wrongful majority" to 
explain the anti-world order attitude of Khomeini.1 Accordingly, "the standards for 
conducting social and human affairs, as established by the leading powers of the 
world community, are false". Gholam Afkhami has noted the appeal of such an 
attitude to enthusiastic Iranians and claims that it appeals to "the darker side of the 
human psyche as when one may admire Hitler for having almost succeeded in 
destroying the World."2 

All the above-mentioned elements converged to form the share of modern 
thought in Khomeini's worldview. These were, as we have seen, combined with the 
traditions of Shi 'i fiqh, the militancy of early Islam, and the belief in the second 
coming of the Mahdi to shape Khomeini's theory of velayat-e faqih as a theory of 
revolution and a theory of State. His theory of State was not elaborated before the 
1978-79 revolution. It took its definite shape in the process of the actual formation of 
the Islamic Republic of Iran. Nevertheless, the general idea of Islamic government 
was extensively utilised in the revolutionary slogans and pamphleteering to create a 
clear perception of a desirable alternative to the Pahlavi State in the public mind. This 
alternative imaginary of a would-be Islamic State was so powerful as a real 
motivational force that, it can be argued, without it the revolution could not have 
gathered enough momentum to topple the mighty Pahlavi regime. 

From Imagination to Revolutionary Action 

Khomeini's total dedication to a revolutionary struggle marked the last stage 
of the construction of the ideology of the Islamic Revolution. It was at this final stage 
that the revolution was posed as the forerunner of the imaginary of a Utopian Islamic 
State. In order to bring to power an Islamic government, Khomeini thus had to permit 
the extension of the passive resistance against the regime to a vocal expression of 
discontent and standing up to the violence of the regime with violence where 
necessary. To bring the struggle for the defence of the faith to fruition and secure the 
appropriate means for the defence of the Islamic culture, he thus sanctioned a limited 
armed struggle.3 But he did this only when he perceived the imminent downfall of the 
regime. 

. In order to promote the cause of the revolution, particularly in the late 1970s, 
Ayatollah Khomeini appealed to the ordinary believers, particularly the youth to rise 
against the regime as part of their religious duty. He elevated them to the level of the 
warriors of the early Islam who fought with the Prophet and became martyrs. He also 
allocated part of the religious taxes (sahm-e emam) in his disposal to be spent on the 
families of those imprisoned or killed in struggle against the regime.4 In order to reach 
audiences beyond the professed Shi'i believers, he insisted on the unity of the 
Muslims world-wide, regardless of their sectarian differences, against the common 
enemies of Islam. 

As I have mentioned earlier, Khomeini encouraged the political use of the 
religious occasions and rituals, such as the hajj pilgrimage, the Friday congregations 
for prayer, etc. in order to promote his Islamic cause. He also used the less religiously 
loaded vocabulary of the unity of the oppressed against what he saw as neo-colonialist 
and imperialist aggression in order to attract the non-Muslim revolutionaries. He also 

1 Zonis & Brumberg in Kramer, M. ed. 1987, pp. 52-53 
2 Afkhami, G. The Iranian Revolution, The Middle East Institute, Washington D. C. 1985, p. 198 
3 Khomeini, R. M. Hokumat-e Eslami, 1978, p. 158 
4 Dabashi, H. Theology of Discontent, 1993, p. 455 
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relied on mystical concepts in order to both create a sense of personal excitement and 
ecstasy in his followers preparing them for the ultimate sacrifice, and impose an inner 
conviction on these followers to uphold the principles of piety expected from the 
believers. In this context, he used the concepts oïjihad-e akbar (the greater war) and 
jihad-e asqar (the lesser war) to denote the war against impious inner desires of man 
and the struggle against the external enemies emphasising the importance of the 
personal effort at purity of the soul and practice.1 He frequently used the concept of 
mystical love and aspiration for death to join with God in order to encourage the 
believers not to fear from life-threatening actions against the regime. 

Ayatollah Khomeini also used the mystical concept of ensan-e kamel (perfect 
man) to encourage the believers to engage in ascetic and spiritual exercises that was 
required to make individuals perfect.2 His emphasis on individual qualities of a 
perfect man was to highlight his own exemplary qualities, which could be found only 
in the saintly figures, such as Imam Ali and Imam Hussein. Although, he always 
referred to these figures with total dedication and humility, and insisted that their 
qualities were unmatched by ordinary man, he enjoyed an underlying contentment 
that he was emulating their lifestyle. Therefore, in his discourse of revolution, these 
figures were used to undermine the earthly qualities of the Shah, his luxurious life
style, his indulging in worldly pleasure and his subservience to the stronger powers. 

Khomeini compared himself to Imam Ali whom he used as a model for 
political leadership of the Muslim society, whereas he compared the Shah to Yazid, 
the debauched Umayyad Caliph, and "the murderer of Imam Hussein". The five-year 
period of Ali's Caliphate in the mid-seventh century was for Khomeini "an archetypal 
model for all legitimate modes of political order", where justice reigned supreme due 
to the individual asceticism of AH, who would never go to bed "with a full stomach 
when his subjects (were) awake hungry."3 This degree of piety and asceticism was 
then compared with the extravagance of the Shah who would spend millions of dollars 
on parties and feasts organised for the foreign dignitaries and businessmen, while 
Iranian people were suffering from destitution. With a coherent and comprehensive 
approach to various issues concerning the revolution and the Islamic government, 
Ayatollah Khomeini successfully elevated himself to the position of a charismatic 
figure with ascetic qualities, Islamic conviction and modern revolutionary credentials. 
He thus created, as Dabashi has suggested: "a tangible and convincing reciprocity 
between the contemporary political exigencies and the doctrinal and symbolic repertoire of 
the Islamic collective consciousness." 

Khomeini did not approve of the kind of Islam advocated by Shari'ati, 
Taleqani and the Mojahedin because of the leaning of their interpretations of the faith 
toward socialist concepts. Nor did he support the Islam of the traditional ulama due to 
their lack of appreciation for political activism. Instead, he insisted that Islam was 
both religious and political.5 Khomeini's politicisation of the faith though was to be 
carried out within the legitimate confines of the juridical discourse.6 

1 Ibid, p. 466 
2 Ibid, p. 476 
3 Ibid, pp. 451-452 
4 Ibid, p. 479 
~ Khomeini, Sahife-ye Nur, 1982, p. 240 
6 Dabashi, H. 1993, p. 482 
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Is Khomeinism Tantamount to Fundamentalism? 

Ervand Abrahamian is right to object to the fundamentalist label for 
Khomeinism. This objection may be supported on several grounds. Firstly, on the 
ground that Khomeini, unlike the Christian fundamentalists, did not argue for a direct 
reference to and a literal understanding of the Holy Scripture. On the contrary, he 
stressed the esoteric meaning of the Qur 'an, and argued that it was to be understood 
by means of qualified exegesis and correct interpretation. 

Secondly, despite the fundamentalist aspiration to return to the glory of a lost 
paradise or golden age, Ayatollah Khomeini proposed a new vision of the future of 
the Muslim community. His Utopia was not to recreate the Prophetic State in Medina, 
or Imam Ali's caliphate in Kufa, although he frequently used these as models of 
political rule. Rather, his vision of Utopia was doctrinally and logically future-oriented 
and rationalistic. He envisioned the Islamic government under the faqih as a transitory 
government, which would rise to power on the basis of hard work, suffering and 
constant struggle. His model for this incessant state of vigilance, struggle, and 
preparedness for suffering and sacrifice, were figures such as Imam Hussein and 
Zeynab, his sister. According to this model, Shi 'i believers today ought to continue 
Hussein's mission to prepare the condition for a true global government of justice. 
Ayatollah Khomeini, therefore, did not give promises of immediate well being to his 
followers; on the contrary, he emphasised shahadal (martyrdom) and preparation for 
difficult days. He only promised that, if the people of the present generation upheld 
Islam, they would prepare the ground for the return of the Mahdi, who would institute 
the Government of Justice. As Abrahamian has noted, he even boasted that "the 
Islamic Republic of Iran had surpassed all previous Muslim societies."1 

Thirdly, unlike conventional religious fundamentalism, which rejected modern 
concepts and institutions, such as republicanism, parliament, political parties and legal 
institutions, Khomeini approved of such concepts. He thus concentrated on building 
an intricate system of social and political institutions, all modelled after, but not 
identical to, modern institutions every where else. Abrahamian has even claimed: "the 
whole constitutional structure of the Islamic Republic was modelled less on the early 
caliphate than on de Gaulle's Fifth Republic."2 The former president of the Islamic 
Republic, Ali-Akbar Hashemi-Rafsanjani, questioned by his hard-line opponents, 
retorted in one of his speeches: "Where in Islamic history do you find parliament, 
president, prime-minister, and cabinet ministers?" Khomeini also used vocabulary of 
revolutionary Marxists as well as Islamic rhetoric such as mostaz'feen (the 
disinherited) in order to convey modern concepts of proletariat and working class. 

Fourthly, despite social fundamentalists, who oppose modernity for its push 
for industrial and technological expansion, and advocate a nostalgic return to the 
purity of village life, Khomeini pragmatically welcomed modern civilisation, and 
industrial and technological development. As Abrahamian notes, Khomeini's students 
often mocked the traditionalists for being "old fashioned" and called for the 
modernisation of religion. They ridiculed the traditionalist obsession with "ritual 
purity", the conservative objections to the public education of the young girls and the 
insistence on their veiling even when no men were present. They also criticised the 
conservative clerics for their denigration of intellectual pursuits such as "art, music, 

1 Abrahamian. E. Khomeinism, 1993, pp. 14-15 
2 Ibid. p. 15 
3 Ibid, p. 15 
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and chess playing", and their refusal to acknowledge the positive aspects of modern 
means of communication such as telephone, newspaper, radio and television.1 

Finally, unlike classical religious fundamentalists, Ayatollah Khomeini did not 
subscribe to the view that religion was solely an individual pursuit for purity of the 
soul. Rather, he insisted that religion was a source of law with which to change the 
society. Khomeini, while faithful to principle tenets of the faith, attended to socio
political and socio-economic issues.2 In fact, as a political leader, he saw religion as a 
program of social and economic ethics that should be implemented by government. 
However, at no stage of his political career, did Khomeini engage in using his 
charismatic appeal for merely achieving pragmatic ends. 

Khomeini 's Charisma 

In addition and prior to being a political leader, Ayatollah Khomeini was a 
scholar, a moral philosopher and a teacher. It was in these latter capacities that he saw 
religion as an individual mission to save souls, a contemplative endeavour to rise 
above vanities of wealth and power, and a journey of spiritual transcendence and 
individual freedom. It was this understanding of religion, which made him 
charismatic. As such, his personal will and practice was used by the Islamic 
revolutionary government to set a social example through emphasis on high individual 
moral excellence, which proved to be too much for those not totally fascinated by 
Khomeini's personal piety. 

Like his political savvy in convincing people of the validity of his political 
interpretation of religion and society, the charisma of Khomeini and his individual 
qualities were appealing to the people. But the virulent campaign of his zealous 
supporters to press the Iranian people to obey a narrow set of interpretations of 
Islamic moral codes entailed a strong measure of violence that marred Khomeini's 
moral qualities. His perseverance in the face of hardships of imprisonment and exile, 
his detachment from glories of office, his rejection of corruptive lure of power and 
wealth, and his abstention from pleasures of the flesh were well established among his 
supporters. But the violence and repression that was used under the banner of these 
qualities to eliminate alternative political and intellectual thinking in Iran left a 
dubious legacy. 

Khomeini appealed to his disciples as an honest, just and virtuous leader 
because of his frequent references to the priority of public over personal interests, his 
insistence to live a personal life of modestly and commitment to family, and his 
engagement in contemplative and mystical philosophy and literature. But his adamant 
refusal to tolerate political, cultural and religious dissent also left a legacy of violence, 
intolerance and cruelty, which resulted in atrocities against secular intellectuals, 
modernist women, political dissidents and some religious and ethnic minorities. As a 
result, millions of Iranians left Iran and made home in other countries. Yet millions 
more remained committed to the super human and saintly qualities of Khomeini.3 

Khomeini's total authority over the State apparatus as the supreme politico-
religious leader, and his absolute power to appoint and dismiss individuals and 

Ibid, p. 16. Some traditionalist ulama disapproved of even modern technological advancements such as 
electricity, cars and aeroplanes because of their Western origin. 
2 Ibid, p. 17 

Khomeini's mausoleum in Tehran has been turned into a shrine, which attracts scores of people who come daily 
to pay tribute to his soul and gain spiritual fulfilment. Many more go to Khomeini's shrine in the hope to benefit 
from the miraculous powers of his spirit, in the hope of finding solutions to their worldly problems, cure for their 
illnesses, or salvation for their souls. 
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allocate funds from the wealth of oil income and religious and civil taxes was beyond 
reproach. But he did not give up his modest lifestyle, never appointed a member of his 
family to an official government post, and used the means of communication, 
particularly the national television, to promote the virtues of modesty. During almost 
the entire length of his career as leader, he lived in the very modest environs of 
Husseiniyy-e Jamaran until his death in 1989. 

Yet he used his authoritative influence to export the revolution, to demonise 
his opponents and to mercilessly punish those who betrayed what he considered to be 
the cardinal principles of the faith. He glorified death in "the path of Allah", and 
incessantly fuelled the flame of war against Iraq in the hope of liberation of the Shi 'i 
holy shrines from the "infidel" Iraqi regime. Although Iraq started the war by 
invading Iran, but Khomeini cherished this war and called it a "blessing". He 
curiously turned this war into a holy war against the international enemies of Islam. 
He portrayed Iran and Islam as victims of the unholy alliance of the "corrupt powers 
of the East and West", and the Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein as a bandit, a thug and a 
mercenary of the United States and the Soviet Union. Even when he was persuaded by 
his fervent disciples to end the war for pragmatic reasons, he did not conceal his 
bitterness and compared his submission to the United Nations' resolution for ending 
the war to drinking a "chalice of poison". 

Khomeini's followers incessantly praised him for his modesty and 
commitment to family values. The media portrayed his relationship with his sons 
Mostafa and Ahmad as a Platonic love relationship. In the pre-mature death of his 
elder son, Mostafa, he appeared to be mourning the death of a student and a colleague, 
as well as a son. And Ahmad, his second son, seemed to be totally fascinated by 
Khomeini's personal qualities. His share in Khomeini's last will and testament was 
the confidence of his father to trust in him the interpretation of his prolific writings, 
proclamations, decrees and speeches. 

Yet Khomeini was indiscriminate and merciless in punishing those who turned 
against his vision of Iran and Islam. Even his former followers and close associates 
were not immune to harsh punishments if they deviated from "the path of Allah". In 
this, he frequently compared himself to Imam Ali whom he praised both, for his 
commitment to justice, love of the poor and the downtrodden, modest lifestyle and 
mystical virtues, and for his courage as an Islamic warrior and his decisiveness 
against the enemies of Islam. 

Conclusion 

In this Chapter, I discussed the thought of three Muslim ideologues, who 
contributed to the formation of the ideology of the Islamic Revolution, Shati'ati, 
Motahhari and Khomeini. But the legacy of the latter ideologue has undoubtedly been 
more impressive politically. For one, Ayatollah Khomeini lasted longer than any other 
contemporary figure in the arena of politics in Iran. For another, his interest in politics 

1 Ahmad did not survive for long after losing his father and died a few years later at a young age. 
2 On of his former aides, Qotb Zadeh, was executed for plotting to overthrow the regime. A Former Prime 
Minister, Bazargan, became the object of hate after Khomeini lost trust in him. And his once heir apparent, 
Ayatollah Montazeri was disqualified in utter disgrace when he opposed Khomeini's harshness against political 
dissidents. 
3 It is believed that Ali for all his love of justice and his compassion for the disinherited of the earth had no 
hesitation in killing the enemies of the faith. According to a hadith, on one occasion he killed 4000 of the enemies 
of Islam. 
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was so intense that he had become convinced that any meaningful survival of religion 
in the modern world was possible only through seizure of political power. 

Khomeini's plan for the superiority of religion over politics though was not 
one where religion was an attachment of an otherwise non-religious politics. He 
wanted a politics that was religious and a religion that was political. The Shi'i 
religious experience was sufficiently rich in historical and mythical narratives and 
symbols to provide for a religion that was deeply imbued in politics. The sense of 
historical victimisation of the Shi 'i experience of faith was so intense that it could 
only be matched by the sense of being an eternal victim felt by the Jews. It provided a 
rich cultural symbolic structure for the Iranians who also felt they were historical 
victims of external aggression and internal oppression. 

It would be simplistic to argue that Iranians immediately identified with 
Shi 'ism in the early Islamic period and used it as an expression of their anti-Arab 
sentiments. Moreover, it would be untenable to argue, as did Edward Browne, that 
Iranians developed Shi 'ism to preserve the main elements of their pantheistic religions 
in the guise of Islam due to Arab domination. Iranians did not convert to Shi 'ism on 
any massive scale until the Safavid period, and even then many of the conversions 
were forced. And Shi'ism was already well developed doctrinally as a result of 
political disputes over the succession of the Prophet long before it found followers in 
Iran. 

It would be more sensible to argue that ancient Iranians had had a complex 
and paradoxical relationship with the experience of the Islamic faith. They had been 
suffering under a corrupt and suppressive regime of monarchy, which was tightly 
linked with the official Zaroastrian religious establishment. In the caste-divided 
society of the Sassanian period, the Zaroastrian priests were placed at a par with the 
king in the pyramid of hierarchy, whereas the majority of the population was at the 
bottom of the pyramid. And yet, Iranians cherished the humanistic faith that was 
originated by the great Zaroaster on the basis of his eternal message in praise of the 
"good words", "good thoughts" and "good deeds". Even the pre-Islamic Mazdakite 
movement, which favoured the lower classes, was carried out in the name of revival 
of the original Zaroastrianism, which was corrupted by the official clergy. 

Yet, in the lived experience of the Iranians under the last Sassanid King, 
Yazdegerd, there was no longer any hope for justice through a revival of their original 
faith. And the new faith, although it came through military victory of the faithful Arab 
warriors over the Persian army, carried a measure of hope for the Iranian public. As 
Ferdowsi noted in his Shahnameh about one thousand years ago, the Muslim army 
achieved victory over Persians not through the power of their military equipment, but 
through the power of their faith. The military power of the Arab armies was way 
outweighed by the Persian Empire's military might, but their spiritual power and 
social message undermined the decrepit Iranian imperial tradition. 

The early Muslims preached equality of all the believers, and it was this 
egalitarian message of Islam that appealed to Iranians in the first place. And it was the 
gradual transformation of the Islamic State into the repressive dynastic rule of the 
Umayyad and the Abbasid caliphates that made Iranians gradually feel closer and 
closer to the Shi'i saints. Iranians thus identified themselves increasingly as the 
victims of the subversion of Islam by the enemies of the faith. And even then the 
majority of Iranians preserved their loyalty to the Sunni faith under the local Persian 
and Turkic rulers until the Safavids made Shi 'ism the State religion in Iran. Shi 'ism 
was thus constituted by a political dispute and continued to inform a political religious 
experience throughout Iranian history. And since the Safavid period, it received a 
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massive scale injection of narratives and rituals, which helped constitute the 
cornerstone of the Iranian collective identity. 

Ayatollah Khomeini was well placed to spell out the political message of the 
Shi'.i faith and to seek the salvage of the faith and its custodians from virtual 
disintegration in modern Iran. Not only did he construct a revolutionary discourse on 
the basis of the collective memories of the Islamic history and mythology; but also he 
constructed the theory and institutions of an Islamic government which was to come 
out of an Islamic revolution. His discourse of revolution was built upon an imposing 
and emotional symbolism and simple language free from academic and intellectual 
sophistication. It was appealing not because of its abstract conceptualisations or its 
eloquent verbosity, but because it was linked with collective action. So too was his 
discourse of the government, which was the praxis of building institutions, rather than 
the formulation of theoretical arguments of abstract nature. 

From very early on after the fall of the Pahlavi regime, Khomeini began to 
engage himself closely in the construction of an elaborate system of political, social 
and legal institutions for the new Islamic Republic. In doing this, he was not afraid to 
use the modern technologies of State as long as they served his version of Islam. 
During the 1978-1979 revolutionary events, he instituted a revolutionary council, 
which was to play a decisive role in running the affairs of the State immediately after 
the fall of the Shah. In 1979, he settled the dispute over the form of the new 
revolutionary government through the institution of referendum, which gave his 
proposal for the form of government, namely the Islamic Republic, overwhelming 
support. He then organised the revolutionary youth in the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corp, and the Revolutionary Committees, which later on grew to the status of 
a well-disciplined army and police force. Also in 1979, he intervened in the debate 
over the drafting of the new Constitution by instituting the Assembly of the Experts 
(Majlis-e Khobragan), which was composed mainly of the politically active ulama. 
He followed this by forming executive, legislative and legal institutions, and most 
importantly the institution of the velayat-e faqih as the supreme politico-religious 
leadership structure. 

In 1980, with the invasion of Iran by the Iraqi troops and the outbreak of an 
all-out war, he organised a public mobilisation campaign to defend the country. He 
thus built the institution of Basij, which went on to form the core of an organised 
force for public mobilisation for the show of popular support for government policies. 
In confrontation with the opposition forces that had incited riots and ethnic wars of 
cessation against the new regime in the early 1980s, he turned his followers in the 
public into a neighbourhood spying-network, which would make the operation of an 
underground opposition almost impossible. 

Throughout the 1980s until his death in 1989, he added new institutions or 
modified the previous institutions. For example, he initiated the institution of Jihad-e 
Sazandegi (the Construction Jihad) to rebuild the war-ravaged areas as well as to 

' With the growth of terrorist activities against the Islamic Republic, which involved assassination of government 
officials and numerous bombings of public places, Khomeini encouraged the people to be vigilant in their 
neighbourhoods to identify and report suspicious activities to the authorities. This trend was particularly intensified 
in the early 1980s after the Mojahedin-e Khalq detonated a bomb in the headquarters of the Islamic Republican 
Party, which killed almost all of the top officials of the Islamic Republic. Khomeini used this occasion to call on 
the people to form a 36-million-strong- spying-network (referring to the population of Iran at that time). Despite a 
Qur'anic injunction that forbids spying on the private lives of the believers, Khomeini found religious 
justifications for the necessity of such a venture emphasising the threat that the opposition forces posed to the 
entirety of the Islamic faith, which he claimed was represented by the Islamic Republic. This political tactic proved 
extremely effective as it led to numerous arrests and made life difficult for underground activities of the radical 
opposition groups. 
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launch an infra-structure building campaign in the rural areas, many of which did not 
have roads, piped water and electricity. He also created institutions to supervise the 
post-revolution cultural and artistic developments, as well as institutions to mediate 
between the legislative and executive branches of polity over major disagreements. 

Throughout his rule, he also issued numerous speeches, commands, decrees 
and proclamations to address emergent political, social and cultural problems. In all 
this, he acted rather prudently as a person beyond personal or factional interests. As 
such he performed as a figurehead to strike a balance between various tendencies 
within the polity as an arbiter, and always tried not to appear an authoritarian leader. 
For example, in the dispute between President Bani-Sadr and the Islamic Republican 
Party, which at the time controlled the parliament, he always was cautious to play the 
role of a mediator, despite his affinity with the Party. He played the same kind of 
mediatory role in the hostage crisis in the late 1979 between the various views of how 
the hostage drama was to be settled. In all this he achieved at the end the outcome that 
he desired. 

As the commander-in-chief, he rejected the calls for liquidation of the imperial 
army and police immediately after the victory of the revolution. But he gradually built 
the Revolutionary Guards, the Revolutionary Committees and the mobilised civilian 
forces as forces with Islamic commitment, which would gradually take over the 
military establishment of the country. He proved right in not submitting to the radical 
demands for the liquidation of the imperial army, since if he had done so, there would 
be no defence against m e Iraqi invasion of Iran, which occurred only one year after 
the revolution. 

Khomeini also initiated a tradition of revising the government policies and 
religious rulings in order to adjust them to the exigencies of time. He revised the 
theory of the velayat-e faqih in his lifetime. He also revised his views on the war with 
Iraq, which resulted in the ending of this hostility. Even on matters such as the use of 
the caviar fish, which despite its being a unique Persian product, was previously 
forbidden due to a religious technicality, he issued a new religious ruling that 
permitted its use, with predictable economic benefits for the country. He also issued 
new rulings, which brought out artistic and sporting activities such as music and chess 
playing from total religious prohibition. And finally, he initiated the amendments to 
the original Constitution of the Islamic Republic just before his death. 

In his creation of an intricate system of institutions, and his innovative 
audacity to initiate a tradition of revision of the traditions, Khomeini, consciously or 
unconsciously, left two important legacies. Firstly, he eliminated the possibility of the 
rise of one strong person or group capable of appropriating all instruments of power. 
This is evident in the rise of multiple sources of power in the post-revolution and 
particularly post-Khomeini era in the institutions such as the Presidency, the Islamic 
Parliament, the Supreme Leadership, and the Supreme Court. Secondly, he lent 
justification to the possibility of further innovations in religious and political 
institutions and doctrines. This is particularly evident in the rise of new political and 
religious discourses in Iran, which have posed a serious challenge to the absolutist 
tendencies of the Islamic Republic in the post-Khomeini era. In the next chapter, I 
shall discuss the contributions of some of the Iranian activists and intellectuals to 
post-revolutionary politico-religious discourses that have deviated from the official 
interpretations of the role of religion in politics. 
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Chapter Eight 

The Post-Revolution Battle of Ideas 

Introduction 

This chapter is mainly concerned with the development of politico-religious 
discourse in post-revolutionary Iran, particularly since the demise of Ayatollah 
Khomeini in 1989. The concern though is not so much with the historical process of 
this development, based on a politico-economic analysis. The intention is rather to 
draw the map of the recent politico-religious discourses in Iran by demonstrating the 
meaningful function of the new interpretations of Iranian-Islamic philosophical and 
mystical traditions in building new political imaginaries, which are significant in 
transforming the political ideology of the State. The theoretical premise for the 
arguments in this chapter is that creative interpretations of the texts of tradition, 
cultural symbols and narratives have a constituting role in shaping the political life of 
modern societies by creating new imaginaries that motivate collective action for 
building ever new forms of political community. 

Unfortunately, in the existing critical and analytical writings about Iran after 
the Islamic Revolution of 1979, there has been little effort to seriously study the 
politico-religious discourses that in the form of new political philosophies are 
instigating a novel political-institutional reform movement. Most of the external 
critics of the current Iranian political developments have turned a blind eye to this 
reform movement. Naturally, they have also ignored the significance of the creative 
interpretations of religious texts, literary narratives and rituals in motivating and 
driving this movement. One may even say that there has been a degree of obsession 
on the part of many critics of the Islamic Revolution with questioning the integrity 
and legitimacy of the post-revolution political processes, rather than try to understand 
and appropriately respond to them. The secular forces of opposition in exile, for 
example, have largely perceived the emergence of the revolutionary Islamic political 
culture as tantamount to political despotism, violence and economic stagnation. As 
such, they have often categorically denied any positive potentials for the Islamic 
political culture. 

As I have mentioned earlier, the reactions of the international community to 
the Islamic revolutionary politics in Iran have generally consisted of the two 
approaches of the United States and Europe. The former has so far been a revengeful 
reaction sharing with the opposition-in-exile the dominance of the desire to see the 
destruction or containment of the Islamic political culture through sanction and threat 
of violence, while the latter is a more calculated approach that advocates critical 
dialogue. The rationality of the former approach is being increasingly questioned, and 
has recently resulted in a change of mood and rhetoric in the language of the 
American foreign policy toward Iran. 

Among the scholars, including those of Iranian background, there have also 
been two main approaches to the current political developments in Iran. First is the 

1 For an in-depth understanding of the concept of imaginary and the political function of the new interpretations of 
the texts of tradition in modern societies, see particularly Ricoeur, P From Text to Action, Northwestern University 
Press, Evanston, Illinois, 1991. 
2 The statement of the U.S. Secretary of State, Madeleine Albright, in June 1998, and the follow-up support of 
President Bill Clinton for this statement, in which new changes in Iran are acknowledged and welcomed, may be a 
turning point in the American foreign policy toward Iran. 
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approach that has followed the United States foreign policy, and so far has expressed 
itself in sometimes active and sometimes passive animosity toward the Islamic 
Revolution. The second is a more moderate or in a sense rational approach, which has 
expressed willingness to create understanding between Iran and the West through 
dialogue. 

Those who have sought to offer a critique of the pathological tendencies of the 
Islamic Revolution through dialogue rather than violence have until recently been at 
pains to find concrete evidence of positive developments in the Iranian politics away 
from political repression and toward democratic means of handling political power. I 
believe these critics of the Islamic militancy need to make a much more serious effort 
to engage themselves in the religious, academic and civil political trends in today's 
Iran toward democracy and pluralism; trends that are rooted in the Iranian-Islamic 
philosophical and mystical traditions. The power of the emerging politico-religious 
discourses in Iran lay in their capacity to offer an internal critique of the ideology of 
the Islamic Revolution; an ideology that has dominated politics in Iran since 1979. 

In this chapter, I shall offer a few examples of the ideas and discourses that 
have emerged in post-revolutionary Iran in the context of the Islamic political culture. 
Readily, I admit that these discourses hold both positive and negative promises. Some 
of them hold the promise of the pursuit of political and religious pluralism, freedom of 
expression, civil liberties, the rule of law and economic prosperity. Others are bent on 
preserving the literal interpretations of the texts of tradition, reflecting an ominous 
determination to create an absolutist religious polity. They are exemplified in the 
persons of the theocratic minded Statesmen who, in order to preserve the antiquated 
traditions in their perceived original form, seek to isolate Iran form the modern world. 
There are also those that are offering new forms of secular critique of the Islamic 
traditions. In this chapter, I shall offer examples of most of the new orientations in the 
post-revolution political discourse in Iran. 

In this context, I shall discuss the views of some of the important contributors 
to the current Iranian religious reform-movement. Among these are the modernist 
philosophical views of the lay religious thinker Abdol-Karim Soroush and the 
theologian Muhammad Mujtahid-Shabestari on new interpretations of religious 
experience, the critical views of the Nehzat-e Aadi-e Iran on the authority of the 
Islamic government, the politico-religiously conservative views of Ayatollah Ahmad 
Azari-Qomi, a defender of the absolutist interpretations of religious government, and 
the innovative views of another theologian Ni'matullah Salihi-Najafabadi about the 
concept of velayat-e faqih (governance of the jurist). I shall also briefly review the 
enduring legacy of hostility toward the West in the thought of the Iranian religious 
and secular intellectuals, which has been a feature of radical political expression in 
recent Iranian history. Finally, I shall offer a discussion of the new critical views 
offered by some Iranian secular intellectuals of the nature of a religious government in 
Iran. 

Throughout this chapter, I shall argue that notwithstanding the genuine and 
fabricated fears of the political power of Islam, the emergence of an Islamic political 
culture in Iran has not destroyed all hopes for démocratisation of politics, social 
reform and economic development. Instead, the rise of socially meaningful politico-
philosophic movements against religious absolutism, in itself, may have created new 
hopes and possibilities for democracy and civil society in Iran. 

Once again, the Iranian people have proved that they are willing as a 
community to find appropriate means for the peaceful reform of their political 
structures - just as they had done throughout their history under repressive political 
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conditions. Iranians have demonstrated that they care about political openness, 
individual and social freedoms, and economic progress - despite the claims that these 
notions were not on the political agenda in Iran. It appears, however, that Iranians by 
and large have opted for demanding their natural right to freedom and better economic 
condition within the context of creative interpretations of the religious culture to 
which they belong. 

Even some secular intellectuals and activists have realised that, in order to find 
culturally meaningful means for achieving democracy and economic prosperity in 
Iran, they have to give up their blind prejudice against the Islamic cultural tradition. 
Although this realisation has come at a high price, it is nonetheless much needed if an 
effective critique of the current politico-religious repression in Iran is to be 
formulated. As such, any critique of the prejudicial and rigid interpretations of 
religion and politics in Iran should acknowledge that Iran inevitably belongs to the 
vast domain of the Islamic cultural tradition; a tradition that modern Iranians will have 
to both continue and bring into question. 

It is in the recognition of belonging to the Islamic tradition that a new 
generation of modernist Muslim intellectuals is coming of age. These intellectuals are 
trying to find appropriate means for overcoming the prejudices and rigidities of their 
tradition. In fact, a growing number of Iranian Muslim intellectuals are increasing 
acknowledging that there is an urgent need for an effective internal critique of the 
Iranian-Islamic traditions. However, it should also be recognised that such a critique, 
while offering a possibility for questioning the repressive tendencies of the Iranian-
Islamic traditions, cannot afford to deny the historical experience in which it has come 
to existence. The experience of the older generation of secular intellectuals in Iran has 
made it patently clear how detrimental the disconnection with the Islamic tradition -
which constitutes a large part of the collective historical experience of Iranians - could 
be. This is particularly evident in the case of the pre-revolution leftist and nationalist 
intellectuals and activists who, in their narrow understanding of the Iranian society, 
ignored the fact that the Islamic culture, for better or worse, had become a key factor 
in shaping the identity of Iran as a modern nation. 

The revolution of 1979, however, has produced a new generation of Iranian 
intellectuals, both religious and secular, who have come to realise that the critique of 
traditions does not have to be necessarily linked with the destruction or reversal of the 
modern Islamic politics. It is being increasingly recognised that such a critique may 
be more productive if it could offer creative ways of turning the Islamic political 
culture into an effective language of dialogue between Iran and modernity; a dialogue 
that is absolutely essential for reintegration of Iran into the community of nations. For 
these intellectuals, the Iranian-Islamic philosophical and mystical tradition, as a 
tradition of critique of religious repression, may offer an alternative model for 
interpretation of the Islamic religious tradition in favour of the demands for political 
freedom and social tolerance, and in rejection of repression and violence. 

Many of the new politico-religious imaginaries, which have motivated new 
movements for political and social reform in Iran are based on invoking the Iranian-
Islamic philosophical, mystical and literary traditions in order to produce modern 
political discourses that allow creative interpretations of religion in favour of political 
and religious pluralism.1 In this sense, the religious reform movement in Iran does not 
differ much from the reformation of religion in the West, whereby new 

1 One may eo as far as claiming that both religious and secular discourses in the context of modern Iranian politics 
are consciously or unconsciously loaded with the basic elements of the Iranian-Islamic philosophical, mystical and 
literary heritage. 

421 



understandings of the Christian religious tradition opened up the horizon for the 
creation of new forms of economy and political community.' It was in this context 
that religiously based political movements in Europe instigated secularism in the 
West.2 Just as in the West, the religious reform movement in Iran has inevitably 
created a strong impact on the political and economic developments, and presented 
both progressive and regressive tendencies. Consequently, any responsible reaction to 
this movement has to take account of the intricacies and complexities of the situation. 

The Emergence of the New Out of the Old 

The emergence of new politico-religious discourses in Iran has already 
inspired a trend toward increased popular demands for social, legal, political and 
economic reforms. The May 1997 democratic presidential elections, which brought 
the moderate middle-ranking cleric Muhammad Khatami to presidency, was a 
watershed marking the proliferation of demands for political and social reforms. Since 
then, there have been a number of moves made by the followers of Khatami in 
government toward reform in domestic and foreign policy arenas. The moves to relax 
censorship on print publications and the media, the initiation of certain bureaucratic 
reforms, the holding of the Islamic Conference in Tehran in December 1997 with its 
peace-promoting and anti-terrorist agenda, and the conciliatory message of President 
Khatami to the American people in January 1998, are but few examples of political 
reform in post-Khomeini Iran. Yet, this process is a fledgling one and will naturally 
take a long and painful course before it can reach any meaningful end in the sense of 
creating a stable democracy and prosperous economy. It may even be that it would 
never reach any meaningful end if it were to be neglected or opposed by Iranian 
intellectuals and the international community at large. 

The unexpected appearance of these developments to many of the so-called 
Iran experts once again indicates that these experts are still out of touch with the 
Iranian situation, just the same as they were at the time of the Islamic Revolution 
about twenty years ago. The same goes for the authors of the United States foreign 
policy, who have until recently proved almost completely oblivious to these 
developments by still insisting on isolating and containing Iran. 

The current process of reform in Iran may be conceived as a state of mature 
reaction of the Iranian people to the events that began to change their lives during the 
revolutionary upheavals of the last two decades. After a long period of painful and 
confused interaction with the events, they now seem to have found a clearer vision of 
Iran of the future, which they wish to build. This vision is being emphatically 
expressed as one of peace, security and prosperity under the guidance of a dignified 
national identity animated by a powerful cultural tradition. Signs of this new 
imaginary of the future are clearly visible in the burgeoning public demands for 
freedom of expression, civil liberties, rights of women, the rule of law and economic 
reforms within the framework of collective national and cultural aspirations. These 
demands have been manifested in wider political participation, increased economic, 

1 In pointing to the fundamental role of new religious understandings of the world in inspiring rationalism and 
secularism in the West, I am inspired by the work of Max Weber. In Protestantism, the Spirit of Capitalism, and 
other works, Weber argued that the source of the process of '-démystification of the sacred", which played a vital 
role in the critique of religious dogma and the development of modern categories of knowledge and power, was 
located in religion itself. 
2 However, one should also acknowledge the legacy of violence bequeathed by religious sectarianism in the 
Christian tradition, which was also a product of reformation, and has continued albeit in a limited scope (notably in 
Northern Ireland). 
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social and cultural activities, proliferation of new publications, and advances in 
science and technology. But the popular desire for a better future has constantly been 
repressed by political intolerance, cultural parochialism and economic setbacks.' 

The signs of change, as noted earlier, have been evident even at the 
government level. The wider participation of the public in the parliamentary and 
presidential elections has already created the possibility for the entry of more 
moderate politicians into the ranks of decision-makers. At the domestic level, a 
number of new politicians have begun to address the nation's political, social and 
economic issues from the standpoint of representatives of the people who must be at 
their service. This is in sharp contrast to the role that the theocratic-minded jurists 
have tried so hard to play; i.e. the role of the agents of the Divine who are entitled to 
exercise absolute power over the people. And at the international level, the language 
of diplomacy has begun to challenge the clichés of Islamic radicalism and militancy 
that has so far been the dominant factor in shaping the posture of Iranian foreign 
policy. For instance, the peaceful, calm and smiling faces of the new generation of 
Iranian officials during the recent Islamic Conference in Tehran stood in sharp 
contrast with the nervous, militant and uncompromising gestures of their 
predecessors. 

In a sense, the current resurgence of popular demand for political moderation 
and economic reform, which is expressed in the context of the political resurgence of 
Islam in Iran, is similar to the reaction of Iranians to the Arab armies that initially 
brought Islam to Iran around a millennia and a half ago. After an initial period of 
confusion, pain and hostility, Iranians found a new imaginary of the future as an 
Islamic political community. At that time, as they matured in dealing with their new 
position in the world, they questioned the dominant Arab political structure of the 
caliphate by projecting a political Utopia to be instituted in the future. They also 
revised the dominant Arab religious law, i.e. the Sunnifiqh, by adopting the Shi 'iflqh. 
And finally, they produced new paradigms of religious experience like irfan (Iranian-
Islamic mysticism) by synthesising the Islamic philosophy and pre-Islamic traditions 
of thought. 

By preserving a strong element of nostalgia in their memory of the unfulfilled 
political aspirations of the Shi 'i Imams, Shi 'i Iranians kept the hope for the restoration 
of a truly legitimate political authority alive. They did this by taking the imaginary of 
the disappearance and the future re-emergence of the Mahdi (the twelfth Shi'i Imam) 
from the Arab Shi'is, and by further developing it initially into the level of a political 
philosophy, and finally into an ideology of revolution. The belief in the divine mission 
of the Mahdi to institute the Government of God and the Utopia of absolute justice 
became the cornerstone of the historical experience of the Shi 'i Iranians as a Muslim 
nation in creating a peculiar concept of State and a peculiar national identity. These 
concepts of State and nation were undoubtedly the products of the multi-layered 
interaction of Iranian culture with other Islamic cultures. 

Iranians thus embraced the highly spiritual and humanistic essence of Islam: 
its transcendental, logical and egalitarian message. During several centuries of the 
reign of the Arab Umayyad and Abbas id caliphates and the subsequent Turkic 
sultanates, Iranians produced great philosophers, scientists, mathematicians, mystics, 
poets, and even politicians at the level of grand veziers, who represented the 
productive inter-mix of the Iranian, Arab and Turkic cultures. 

1 Recent moves by religious and political conservatives in cracking down on new political and social reforms and 
the sharp fall in oil prices have inflicted a severe blow on the popular hopes for democracy and economic 
prosperity in Iran. 
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Some like Abu Nasr Farabi, Ibn-e Sina (Avecinna), Abu Reyhan Biruni, 
Khadje Nasir-ad-Din Tusi and Khadje Nezam-al-Mulk, although they were of Iranian 
descent, became leading figures of the larger Islamic cultural and political continuum. 
They influenced the course of events by entering the service of the official social, 
political and scientific institutions as Muslim believers rather than Iranians. In this 
sense, they were the products of a successful inter-cultural interaction between Iran 
and other Islamic societies. Their integration in the Islamic culture was so close that 
their Iranian origin became virtually immaterial. The fact that they chose to write 
mainly in Arabic and make their contributions to philosophy, science and politics 
under the rule of the Arab and Turk rulers was reason enough for their appropriation 
by Arabs or Turks as part of their own cultural heritage. These great men thus, not 
only made momentous contributions to the social, political, economic and intellectual 
development of Islam and Iran, but also enriched the philosophical, scientific and 
literary traditions of humanity. 

Others, such as Abol-Qassem Ferdowsi, Omar Khayyam, Khadje Shams-ad-
Din Hafiz and Jalal-ad-Din Mowlavi chose to write mainly in Persian and keep a 
distance with the official institutions. Nevertheless, they were engaged in a critical 
dialogue with the existing order in the language of mysticism, which amounted to a 
kind of religious dissidence and at times political resistance. The fact that they wrote 
mainly in Persian did not detract from their novel contributions to the process of 
cultural, political and social development of other Islamic societies. In fact, Mowlavi 
(also known as Rumi) came to be claimed as much by Iranians as by Turks. 

On the question of the religious laws, Iranians followed certain innovations, 
which not only sought to reform the sub-principles of the religion (foru-ad-din), but 
also the principles of religion (usul-ad-din). The influence of the Mu 'tazilite religious 
philosophy on the Shi'i theology entailed the incorporation of two additional 
principles into the Islamic faith, which had not been recognised by the Sunni theology 
and jurisprudence. These two principles were adl (the principle of justice of God), and 
imamat (the principle of the legitimacy of the leadership of the descendants of the 
House of the Prophet). 

The Mu'tazilite rationalist philosophy was, in turn, influenced by the 
Aristotelian concept of causality, which allowed for the role of human agency as the 
determinant of human behaviour. This philosophical understanding of religion ran 
against the Asha'rite atomistic philosophy, which influenced the Sunni world, 
advocating the concept of God's intervention in every natural interaction. For the 
Asha 'rite, the world was annihilated and recreated at every moment; the cause of all 
events was the Creator and not a finite, created agent.1 The influence of the 
Mu'tazelite philosophy on the Shi'i world was particularly owed to the earlier 
philosophy of Ibn-e Sina (Avicenna). However, the scholastic theology {kalam), 
modelled after the Sunni schools continued to persist, not only in the Shi 'i theology, 
but also in the Persian illuminationist (ishraqi) and mystical (irfani) tradition, and 
served as a source of new imaginary creations in various intellectual fields. Even the 
later philosophy of Ibn-e Sina took an illuminationist bent. 

No where was this creative adaptation of the originally Sunni and Arab 
worldview more conspicuous than in the case of the mystical appropriation of the 
Asha 'rite philosophy. The influence of the Asha 'rite concept of nothingness of all 
beings before the creator on the mystical tradition in Iran was made possible 
particularly through the influence of Al-Ghazzali. He sought not only to refute a 
strictly rationalistic-philosophical understanding of religion, but also to establish a 

Nasr. S. H. Science and Civilisation in Islam, Barnes & Noble Inc. USA, p.35 
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harmony between the exoteric and esoteric elements of Islam.' His teachings also 
exhibited similarities with the Greek tradition, but not with Aristotle. Rather, as 
Seyyed Hussein Nasr has noted, his affinity was with the "Hermetic-Pythagorean" 
tradition. 

In his Ehya-ul-Oloum (the Revival of Religious Sciences), Ghazzali pursued a 
metaphysical rather than a rationalist philosophical approach to the religious sciences; 
and in his Deliverance from Error, he exemplified the reaction of the theologians and 
the mystics to the approach of the rationalistic philosophy to the sciences of nature. 
Against the "syllogistic-rationalistic" interpretations influenced by Aristotelian 
philosophy, he along with the Sufis took a symbolic approach to the interpretation of 
the natural phenomena. The survival and continued development of 
"illuminationism" (ishraq) and mysticism (irfan) in Iran, as against the decline of the 
"Peripatetic" (Masha 7) philosophy, owes a lot to the Sunni Ghazzali and his Shi 'i 
followers, such as Mulla Sadra, Mulla Hadi Sabzevari and Mulla Mohsen-e Feiz. 

In this context, the Iranian culture evolved to become a mixture of the various 
traditions that constituted Iran as an Islamic society. In this course, the interaction of 
Iranians with those who were initially regarded as foreign occupiers gave rise to new 
interpretations of the ideals of the Islamic faith in a critical but constructive 
engagement with the social and political institutions, which produced novel 
intellectual and artistic pursuits. 

A New Momentum in the Religious Reform Movement 

The new religious reform movement in Iran in fact began before the Islamic 
Revolution in the thought of modernist Muslim intellectuals like Jalal Al-e Ahmad, 
Ali Shari'ati, Mehdi Bazargan, Morteza Motahhari and Ruhollah Khomeini who 
contributed significantly to the formation of the ideology of the Islamic Revolution 
during the 1960s and 1970s, and the eventual downfall of the Pahlavi monarchy in 
1979. As I have previously discussed, these Muslim intellectuals inspired a political 
movement, which offered a powerful critique of the Pahlavi monarchy, and which 
eroded the legitimacy of that regime in the eye of the public. The political power of 
the Islamic ideology as developed by these intellectuals laid in the successful 
adaptation of the Shi'i political philosophy to inspire a modern religious nationalism. 
This ideology was shaped on the basis of new interpretations of sacred texts, rituals 
and other Islamic symbolic structures offering a new concept of nation based on the 
reinterpretation of the traditional concept of Islamic community (ummat). Ummat 
came thus to be perceived as a community of believers where the Utopia of Islamic 
justice would be materialised under the legitimate political authority of the Shi 'i faith. 

In the Islamic ideology, the political and social practice of Prophet 
Muhammad and the twelve Shi'i Imams and their genuine followers became the 
model for a new political authority, which would rescue Islam from the distorted 
interpretations that had derailed it from its true path through violence and deception. It 
would restore the true message of the faith by fulfilling the aspirations of Imam Ali 
and Imam Hussein and other Shi 'i Imams, which had remained unfulfilled since the 
illegitimate usurpation of political power by the Umayyad caliphate after the demise 
of the Prophet in the seventh century AD. 

The Islamic ideology was essentially an ideology of revolution, a revolution 
that would be modelled after the uprising of Imam Hussein against the illegitimate 

Ibid. p. 307 
Ibid, pp.293-305 
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rule of the Umayyad Caliph, Yazid, in the seventh century. It would amount to a 
religious, social and political renaissance, which would prepare the ground for the 
promised revolution of the Mahdi and the institution of the government of absolute 
justice. 

It was in this Utopian context that the Islamic ideologues of the 1960s and 
1970s encouraged a return to the Islamic moral and cultural values in the face of what 
they perceived as "the alienating influences of the Western culture". They also 
revived the Islamic concepts of velayat (political authority), jihad (holy war) and 
shahadat (martyrdom) in order to restore belief in the political and military power of 
Islam vis-à-vis the political and military superiority of the Christian West. In the same 
context, the Islamic rituals such as namaz-e jama 'at (the congressional prayer) and 
hajj (the pilgrimage to Mecca) were reinterpreted as forums for the political solidarity 
of the Muslims of the world. And the Shi'i rituals, such as the ritual of 
commemoration of the bloody massacre of Imam Hussein and his family and 
followers at the hand of Yazid, were turned into an arena for preservation of the Shi 'i 
aspirations of political power. 

As I have noted previously, the religious reform movement of the 1960s and 
1970s was originated in an essentially academic environment of religious and 
philosophical higher learning. It was mostly pursued in the universities, religious 
seminaries and other centres of higher learning. But naturally, it spilled into the public 
arena through political propaganda, reports and debates in the press, and various 
religious and professional associations and print publications: magazines, journals and 
books. 

Al-e Ahmad, a former Marxist intellectual who later became a fervent 
supporter of the political authority of religion in Iran, popularised the concept of 
Ghabzadegi (Westoxication) in his writings; a concept that inspired a serious 
intellectual trend advocating a new religious identity for Iranians vis-à-vis the modern 
Western secular identity. Shari'ati, a social scientist, orator and activist in his own 
right, was deeply influenced by Al-e Ahmad. Nonetheless, he developed the 
revolutionary understanding of Shi 'i Islam much further by attracting a generation of 
young educated Muslims to the idea of an "Islamic renaissance" and the political and 
social virtues of "return to self'. Shari'ati though was pessimistic about the political 
role of the Shi 'i ulama (clergy) due to the traditionalist and conservative views of the 
senior Shi 'i theologians. The Muslim liberal Bazagan led the group called Nehzat-e 
Azadi-e Iran (the Liberation Movement of Iran) as a platform for the Muslim 
professionals who advocated a moderate role of religion in politics that would limit 
the political power of the king to that of a constitutional monarch. Motahhari was a 
clerical Islamic ideologue, a follower of Ayatollah Khomeini, who used Islamic 
philosophy to formulate a rationale for the political rule of the Shi 'i jurists. And 
Khomeini, himself a high-ranking Shi 'i jurist, politicised the concept of velayat-e 
faqih (governance of the jurist) and popularised the notion of shahadat. 

With the victory of the revolution, the religious reform movement of the 1960s 
and 1970s did not come to a conclusion, but took a new momentum and has continued 
vigorously ever since. The movement that the Muslim ideologues of the 1960s and 
1970s initiated has in fact continued to operate with more force after the revolution. It 
is marked by vastly divergent views ranging from radical to liberal to conservative 
politico-religious views. The writings, lectures, speeches and interviews of those 
involved in this movement are mostly published in journals printed domestically. It is 

1 The journal Kiyan is a main forum for the publication of debates, interviews and writings of religious, 
philosophical, social and political nature. 
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important to note that this movement is not yet sufficiently self-conscious and 
organised to express a coherent political agenda. Many of those contributing to this 
new politico-religious movement are working as individual thinkers; and more often 
than not, they are in bitter academic and political disputes with each other. 
Nonetheless, there are also a few loosely organised groups active in this reform 
movement. Yet, these politico-religious associations and groups are also at times 
vehemently opposed to each other. This is when many of these groups share in their 
exclusion from political power by the more conservative and yet hard-line clerics who 
wish to institutionalise their own absolute power. 

There has been, for example, a serious conflict between the Liberal views of 
the Nehzat-e Azadi-e Iran and those of the Muslim intellectuals with radical economic 
views against capitalist market economy and in favour of the lower social classes. 
Bazargan initially occupied the office of Prime Minister in the provisional 
revolutionary government. But later during the hostage taking drama in 1979-80, his 
radical opponents deposed him in the strong belief that his liberal policies were in the 
interest of the Western enemies of the Islamic Revolution.' Other liberally inclined 
politico-religious groups also won ministerial positions before the radicals drove them 
away from the government." 

However, the radical Islamic activists like the Mojahedin-e Enghelab-e Eslami 
(the Warriors of the Islamic Republic) and the so-called Students of the Imam's Line 
(Daneshjuyan-e Khatt-e Emam), who expected to ascend to power in their opposition 
to the liberals, themselves fell victim to the political intrigue of the theocratic-minded 
clerics. Many of the members of these groupings, who even served as ministers and 
members of parliament for a while, were also driven away from power by the 
theocrats. The internal struggle within the ranks of the clergy was no less intense. The 
ruling clergy were divided into two main politico-religious associations: the 
politically and religiously conservative Jame 'e Ruhaniyyat-e Mobarez (the Society of 
Militant Clerics) and the more radical Anjoman-e Ruhaniyyun-e Mobarez (the 
Association of Militant Clerics). 

As for the individuals who have contributed to the reform movement, both in 
the ranks of the clergy and non-clerical religious intellectuals, disparity and dispute is 
also a strong feature. Clerics, such as Hussein-Ali Montazeri, Ni'matullah Salihi 
Najafabadi, Muhammad-Javad Hojjati-Kermani, and Muhammad Mujtahid-
Shabestari, and lay religious thinkers, such as Abdol-Karim Soroush, have been 
variously contributing to intellectual debates on religious reformation since more than 
a decade ago while continuing their internal divisions that keeps them apart. Their 
contributions are made mainly through giving lectures and writing articles in the press 
and publishing books, with constant flirtations with politics. 

What is common between those who are contributing to the new religious 
reform movement is that they tend to hold alternative views of religion and politics 
not recognised by the official politico-religious establishment. Interestingly though, 
alternative views of Islamic politics has not remained totally external to the 
government. In fact, as I noted earlier, some of those within the official politico-
religious establishment have begun contributing to this movement. Naturally though, 

' With the attack of the so called Students of the Imam's Line on the U.S. Embassy in Tehran in the late 1979, the 
provisional government was accused of being too liberal and leaning toward the West, and as such was deposed. 
Bazargan himself suffered a strong measure of political humiliation until his death in 1995. 
: JAMA was one of these groups whose leader Dr. Sami ascended to a ministerial position. After dismissal from 
his position by the radicals in the early 1980s, he became the victim of a brutal murder at his home. Many believed 
this was a political assassination by the hard-liners within the government. But the mystery of his murder was 
never solved. 
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those outside the establishment have found it much more difficult to operate 
politically. Their criticisms of the absolutist theocratic versions of Islam have come 
under severe pressure by the hard-line jurists in power. The external critics of the 
government have been invariably accused of diverting from the true path of the faith. 
A main area of contention is the question of the supreme politico-religious leadership 
or the velayat-efaqih. 

More recently, the religious reform movement has taken a new political 
momentum appearing much more vigorous than before, both at intellectual and 
political levels, particularly as it is being extended to the inner government circles. As 
such, it has been pursued by a group of clerics and lay religious thinkers, who wish to 
present a new image of Islam and Iran not only to the people of Iran, but also to the 
world at large. In light of this new image, Islam is presented as a religion of peace and 
moderation, a religion fond of logic, science and philosophy, and a religion with a rich 
tradition of dialogue with subscribers to other thoughts or beliefs. This group is also 
concerned with presenting an image of Iran as a civilised nation in pursuit of cultural, 
scientific and technological excellence, in favour of human rights, political freedoms, 
civil liberties and free trade, and totally opposed to violence at the domestic and 
international level. The most conspicuous political figure coming out of this group of 
Islamic modernists is Ayatollah Khatami, who rose to presidency in a landslide 
victory in May 1997. Other personalities who have figured high in the ranks of 
Khatami supporters are the Mayor of Tehran Gholam-Hussein Karbaschi, and the 
deposed Interior Minister Abdollah Nuri who have been vocal critics of politico-
religious conservatism, and have had to pay a price for it too. 

Naturally, the reform movement within the government is in an underdog 
position with respect to the official politico-religious establishment, facing strong 
resistance by the more politically and religiously conservative ulama. In fact, one may 
suggest that the reform movement within the government needs, to a large extent, to 
resort to the new religious-philosophical ideas outside the government circles in order 
to create a political platform in harmony with such political Utopias as civil society 
and political pluralism, which it advocates. 

A Hermeneutic Philosophical Movement 

Here, I shall try to cover at least part of the major political trends that in active 
engagement with the current religious, social, political and economic developments in 
Iran are producing new imaginaries of the future. These political discourses are 
flourishing, as I have already noted, in the context of the creation of new political 
Utopias built upon new interpretations of the traditional religious and literary texts. 
Nevertheless, they struggle to address themselves to modern socio-economic and 
socio-political issues that concern the ordinary people in the language of new social 
and political philosophies. One significant political trend of this kind has come about 
or, more accurately speaking, has taken a new momentum as a consequence of the 
religious-philosophical views of the lay religious thinkers like Soroush, the clerics 

' In April 1998. Karbaschi, a lay religious intellectual, was accused of embezzling public funds by the conservative 
jurists. He was arrested briefly, but was released under popular pressure. In June, he was put on trial and July he 
was sentenced to five years imprisonment. Nuri, a middle ranking reform-minded cleric, was impeached and 
forced out of office in June 1998 by the Majlis (Parliament), which is dominated by the conservatives. He was 
accused of creating political instability by allowing the critics of the government to become too vocal. It is widely 
believed that these accusations are politically motivated and used as a pretext by the supporters of absolutist 
theocracy to weaken liberal and moderate tendencies within the government. 
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like Mujtahid-Shabestari and Salihi-Najafabadi, and the political organisations such as 
Nehzat-e Azadi-e Iran. 

These views, in fact, belong to a larger philosophical movement, which, in its 
form and content, may be described broadly as hermeneutic. I consider this 
philosophical movement as a hermeneutic movement because it is mainly concerned 
with various interpretations of the Islamic and particularly Shi 'i texts, as well as 
classical literary texts of Iranian-Islamic mysticism. From a political perspective, 
these new interpretations may be considered in opposition to the official 
interpretations of the sacred texts held by the conservative Shi 'i jurists in power. 
These latter types of interpretation are also varied, but their common characteristic is 
that they provide for the sustenance of an ideological system that legitimises the 
absolute dominance of the Shi'i jurists in the polity. The views of Ayatollah Azari-
Qomi are an example of these interpretations. 

There are two main types of texts that are invoked for building new political 
philosophies: the purely sacred texts, and the literary mystical texts. Significant 
examples of the sacred texts, as I have noted before, are the Qur'an, Nahj-ul-Balaqa, 
and the collections of hadith (oral reports) and prayers. The significance of the 
Qur 'an as the most original sacred source of reference for running the other-worldly 
and this-worldly affairs of the Muslim believers is well established. The Qur 'an, first 
and foremost, is a Divine Revelation whose source is beyond the human world. The 
belief is that the Our 'an was revealed to Prophet Muhammad in the form of oral 
recitation by angel Gabriel. Although oral recitation remained important as a mode of 
transmission of the Our 'an, the main mode of transmission of the Word of God to the 
following generations of Muslim believers was writing. The Our 'an was thus handed 
down as a book, and is referred to as the Book (Ketab). However, it is believed to be 
more than just a book. It is an enigmatic text that speaks in a highly sophisticated 
poetic language, but at the same time it is the container of the Shari 'at (the law of 
Islam), which is believed to be the foundation of a practical spiritual life at both 
individual and social levels. The philosophers and the mystics believed the Qur 'an to 
be also the container of the Tariqat (Path to Redemption) and the Haqiqat 
(Truth/God). 

The Qur 'an is believed to contain an eternal message that is beyond the words 
that are scribed in it. Hence, it is believed to have an esoteric (bateni) meaning on top 
of its exoteric (zaheri) meaning. It is this combination of exoteric and esoteric sides 
that, in the belief of the Muslims, makes the Qur 'an a universal and eternal message 
for the salvation of mankind. And it is in this context that the Qur 'anic text has been 
subject to interpretation and re-interpretation throughout its history. The principle 
mode of interpretation of the Qur 'an has been traditionally determined by the practice 
of the experts in religious sciences, or the ulama, mainly in the form of tafsir 
(exegesis) and ta 'vil (interpretation). In interpreting the Qur 'an, the Shi 'i ulama have 
strove to remain loyal to the oral traditions, or hadith, that are meticulously 
authenticated by being traced back to the Prophet and the twelve Shi 'i Imams, who are 
believed to be infallible. This adherence to the oral tradition, as some scholars have 
noted, indicates an implicit, age-old suspicion among the ulama about the capacity of 
the written text to transmit to the non-expert ordinary believers the true message of 
the Qur'an. Nonetheless, writing has inevitably become the main mode of the 
transmission of the interpretations of the Qur'an, and as such has created the 
possibility of further interpretations of the holy book. 

An essential part of the Qur 'an is the Prophetic stories, which share a lot with 
the Biblical tradition, and at the same time contain slight but important variations. 
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These religious narratives are tightly knit with the fabric of the Muslim societies, and 
have played a constitutive role in shaping social and individual consciousness in these 
societies. The poetic language of these narratives has inspired the corpus of literary 
writing in the Muslim world. In Iran, it has been the main source of inspiration for the 
mystical poetry of the grand mystics such as Hafiz and Mowlavi, and has also 
influenced the work of modern Iranian poets and novelists. 

In the Western literary tradition too, it was the usage of the mystical 
understanding of the Qur'anic concepts, such as the mi'raj (journey to heaven), in 
Arabic and Persian poetic texts that influenced the great Western poets like Dante. 
Dante's fear of cultural domination of Christian Spain by Islamic civilisation, as 
Michael Fischer notes in his introduction to Debating Muslims (1990), made him 
borrow heavily from the mi 'raj tradition in order to create in his Divine Comedy a 
powerful work of poetry, which would rival the Qur 'anic poetic tradition. As such, 
the Islamic civilisation has been appropriately recognised as "high culture" for 
medieval Europe from eleventh to fifteenth centuries. 

As the Iranian philosopher Seyyed Hussein Nasr has noted in his Science and 
Civilisation in Islam (1968), the Islamic medieval civilisation, particularly 
philosophy, mystical poetry and mathematics, played a significant part in shaping the 
intellectual horizon of the modern West. After all, Aristotelian rationalist philosophy 
became popular in the West initially via philosophers such as Ibn-e Rushd (Averros) 
and Ibn-e Sina (Avicenna), a philosophy which laid the foundation of the critique of 
religious dogma in the European Renaissance. 

The understanding of the Qur 'an as a text that contains multiple layers of 
meaning and thus capable of being variously interpreted has been politically 
significant in modern Iran considering the usage of the poetics of the Qur 'an in 
formulating the ideology of the Islamic Revolution. Such a practice, which had been 
prevalent in the early stages of the rise of Islam in Iran, has become ever more 
prevalent in the modern time. One reason for this prevalence, as Fischer has 
suggested, is that the Qur'an as a poetic text "can speak to all the mysteries of 
contemporary (post-modern) literary criticism", and that the Islamic culture can be 
"an intellectual interlocutor in the modern world scene, as it was in the days when it 
gave form to the nascent modern Western civilisation." 

The second most important Shi'i sacred text is the Nahj-ul-Balaqa, a 
collection of the sermons, edicts and decrees of the first Shi'i Imam Ali. The 
significance of these sermons is that they are capable of being interpreted as the words 
of Ali, the legend. Imam Ali as a legend is in itself an important social signification 
for the Shi'i Iranians far beyond Ali as a mere mortal man. Ali is universally 
recognised by the Shi 'i believers to be the epitome of honour, heroism, honesty, 
humility and justice. He was the Prophet's cousin and son-in-law; and he is believed 
by the Shi'is to be the first convert to Islam.2 He was the first of the twelve 
Immaculate Imams (A 'emme Ma 'sumin), and the fourth of the universally recognised 
Grand Caliphs of Islam (Kholafay-e Rashedin), who ruled over the Muslim Empire 
immediately after the departure of the Prophet Muhammad from this world. 

Ali is so highly revered by the Shi 'is that he is considered to be the Qur 'an-e 
nateq (the speaking Qur 'an). The degree of reverence and respect for Ali among 
Iranian Shi 'is is comparable only to that conferred upon the Prophet Muhammad 
himself. Some Iranian Sufi orders have revered Ali even beyond the Prophet. The 
theologians have seen Ali as the highest authority in religious knowledge. By the 

' Fischer, M. & Abedi. M. Debating Muslims, 1990. p. xxi. 
2 Sunnis believe that Abu-Bakr was the first convert to Islam. 
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Sufis, he is viewed as the source of illumination and heavenly love. By the youth, he is 
considered as a symbol of courage and bravery; and by the ordinary people as a figure 
even larger than the figure of the mythical national hero Rostam, the epic character of 
Ferdowsi's Shahnameh (the book of kings).1 

As the fourth Caliph, Ali delivered sermons to the prayer gatherings in the 
mosques, and issued decrees to the local governors. The most important decrees in the 
Nahj-ul-Balaqa are those issued to Malek Ashtar, the Governor of Egypt, appointed 
by Ali himself. The Shi 'i believers are aware that the Nahj-ul-Balaqa is not like the 
Qur 'an of the status of a divine revelation; nonetheless, they revere Nahj-ul-Balaqa 
on an equal footing with the Qur'an. The challenge by Mo'aviyya (the founder of 
Umayyad dynasty), who is believed by the Shi 'is to have betrayed Ali out of office, 
has made Nahj-ul-Balaqa a source alongside the Qur 'an for the moral guidance of the 
Shi'i believers. Despite the respect of the Sunni Muslims for Mo'aviyya, the Shi'is 
believe that his challenge had subverted the true path of Islam. This may be why the 
Shi'i jurists have put Nahj-ul-Balaqa alongside the Qur'an a source of the Shi'i fiqh 
Qurisprudence), which has established an alternative legal system to the Sunni schools 
of law, namely Hanafi, Shafe 'i and Hanbali. It is also used alongside the Qur 'an as an 
original source of the religious science of exegesis. 

The belief in the diversion of the true path of Islam gave rise to the belief of 
the authority of Imam Ali's descendants as the true leaders of the Muslim community, 
who would restore this community to its rightful path to Allah. The legends of Imam 
Hussein and Imam Mahdi were created in the context of the belief in the rightful 
politico-religious authority of the Ahl-ul-Beyt (the House of the Prophet), including 
Ali and his eleven descendants. Hussein (Ali's second son and the third Shi'i Imam) is 
believed to have embraced martyrdom in his insurrection against the Umayyad 
Caliphate and thus "cultivated Islam with his blood". The twelfth Imam, Mahdi, is 
believed to have disappeared in order to return in the future to institute the true 
government of God, which is imagined to be the epitome of a just and legitimate 
political authority. An important part of the Shi 'i religious texts are based on the 
retelling and reinterpretation of the narratives of Ashura and Karbala (the time and 
location of the martyrdom of Imam Hussein)2, and the narrative of the disappearance 
and reappearance of the twelfth Imam, Mahdi, the Saviour. These narratives are 
socially and culturally transmitted via story-telling, religious processions, passion 
plays, written texts and other forms of symbolic representation. 

Other Shi 'i canonical texts include the texts containing the hadith (oral 
traditions of the Prophet and the Imams). There is evidence that the hadith were 
originated in the lifetime of the Prophet from the recognition of the need for recording 
the discourse and practice of the Prophet as a source of law. This tradition continued 
after the Prophet, and was intensely followed by the Shi 'i religious scholars, who have 

' Ferdowsi, a Shi'i believer, wrote his Shahnameh over a thirty year period in the ninth century AD during the 
reign of the Sunni and Turk Sultan Mahmud Ghaznavi. A large part of this work of epic is a lyrical narrative of the 
conflicts of the mythical Persian kings with the mythical enemies of Iran, Tazian and Turanian (the allegorical 
representations of the Sunni Arab caliphate and Turkic sultanates that ruled Iran for several centuries). In this 
context, Ferdowsi created the legendary hero, Rostam, the epitome of bravery, physical agility and collective pride. 
Throughout Shahnameh, Ferdowsi criticised the unjust kings and rulers both Iranian and non-Iranian; but he 
particularly championed the collective identity of Iranians against the Arab and Turk occupiers. In this, he 
remained unequivocally devoted to the Household of the Prophet Muhammad, and particularly Imam AH, 
presenting Iranian collective identity in harmony with the Shi'i Islam. 
2 Ashura is the tenth day of the month of Muharram. This day marks in the Shi'i calendar the day around 1400 
years ago when the heroic battle of Imam Hussein and his handful of followers against the army of the Caliph 
Yazid occurred in Karbala (a city in Iraq). In this battle, it is believed. Hussein and his followers embraced death in 
order to perpetuate the struggle against those who distorted the spirit of the Islamic faith and turned the faith into 
an instrument of legitimation of their own illegitimate authority. 
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recorded the traditions of the twelve ma 'sum (purely innocent or infallible) Imams. 
One of the main tasks of the Shi 'i theologians has been to collect the authentic hadith 
and to identify the hadith that are believed to be susceptible to misquotation and 
misinterpretation. The hadith considered as authentic are invoked not only as a model 
for legal emulation, but also as a social and political model. 

The classical literature of mysticism is yet another genre of religious texts, 
which are not considered to be strictly sacred or canonical, but are, nonetheless, object 
of spiritual and intellectual reference. These texts include but are not limited to the 
Ruba'iyyat (the collection of poetry) of Omar Khayyam, the Manteq-ut-Tayr 
(Conference of the Birds) of Sheikh Farid-ad-Din Attar Nishabouri, the Ressaleyeh 
Aql-e Sorkh (Treatise on the Red Intellect) of Sheikh Shahab-ad-Din Sohrevardi, the 
Golestan and Bous tan of Sheikh Mosleh-ad-Din Sa'adi, the Divan (collection of 
poetry) of Khadje Shams-ad-Din Hafiz, and the Ghazaliyyat (collection of lyrics) and 
the Masnavi (collection of poetic stories) of Jalal-ad-Din Mowlavi. These texts are 
deeply rooted in the Islamic religious tradition. However, they are distinct from purely 
religious texts in their association with earthly matters alongside transcendental 
subjects. The authors of these texts have not been loath to engage in the language of 
human desire while pointing to the human capacity to transcend enslavement by 
desires. These texts speak of sensual love and intoxication of wine in a language that 
offers possibilities of transition from the sensual pleasure of belonging to this world to 
the spiritual ecstasy of a transcendental world. Their poetic language also offers the 
possibility for the critique of the rigid piety preached and enforced by the despotic 
political and religious officialdom. 

The literary-mystical tradition is also distinct in its link with the Iranian 
religious, philosophical and linguistic traditions, which are not reflected in the Arab-
originated religious texts. The poetic nature of these texts and their transcendental 
character give them the capacity to be variously interpreted. In fact, in the present 
philosophical-hermeneutic movement in Iran, there is at least as much, if not more, 
reliance on these literary texts as there is on purely religious texts. Interestingly 
enough, these texts are themselves often concerned with providing esoteric 
interpretations of the purely religious texts. 

The importance of the Persian literary and mystical texts comes not from a 
mere fascination of Iranians with figures such as Hafiz, Sa'adi and Mowlavi (although 
there is a certain degree of this kind of fascination), but from their capacity to be 
reinterpreted by modern readers in ways relevant to the present. In fact, the part that 
the personality of the author plays in the sensitivity of Iranians to the traditional 
mystical texts comes mainly from the ability of these texts to reflect the traditions that 
are coveted in the historical consciousness of Iranians. These texts act for Iranians as 
mirrors in which they can see an earthly and yet ideal image of themselves. They 
reflect the desirable traditions embedded in the Iranian psyche: spiritual traditions of 
asceticism, contemplation, illumination and transcendence, as well as earthly 
traditions of freedom, honesty, love, and pleasure. The imaginaries that these texts 
provoke do not belong to the past, although they are from the past. These imaginaries, 
as though they are timeless, act as attractive and yet illusive models for the future. 

Iranians covet the traditions that these texts reflect because they see them as 
part of the glory that they could have, but of which were deprived. There is a deep 
sense of resentment in the Iranian popular culture towards the political regimes of the 
past for their failure to uphold and practice these traditions at political and social 
levels. In fact, people find support for such beliefs in the mystical poetics of the likes 
of Hafiz and Mowlavi due to the capacity of their texts to be seen as social 
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commentaries, commentaries that not only criticise the passivity of the official 
religious establishment toward political power, but also expose the hypocrisy of both 
religious and political authorities in preaching one way and practising another. 

It is a sense of self-realisation on the model of this ideal culture that makes 
these texts so popular among modern Iranians. Their significance is not only in their 
invocation by the public for leisure (although they are invoked for this purpose), but 
more importantly, in their role in providing Utopian models for alternative social and 
power relations. It is in this latter sense that they have been incessantly invoked as 
models for spiritual transcendence, moral and educational guidance and aesthetic 
excellence; and it is as such that they are now being used to produce new social 
Utopias and cultural fantasies via creative political, social and artistic discourses. 

The Theory of Contraction and Expansion of Religious Laws 

Attempts at understanding the current trends of political philosophy in Iran 
should be made in light of two premises: first that these trends are deeply religious 
and expressed from the viewpoint of the believers. And second that they are part of a 
larger attempt to define how religion is understood and how this understanding is 
evolved. To provide a more detailed picture of the post-revolution and particularly the 
post-Khomeini politico-philosophic discourses in Iran, I first turn to the works of 
Abdol-Karim Soroush as a representative of reform-minded lay religious thinkers. An 
in-depth understanding of Soroush's religious views seems necessary due to the 
political attention that they have received both inside and outside Iran. His views have 
already influenced the Islamic intellectual movement, which is openly challenging the 
absolutist interpretations of the Islamic political philosophy by the ruling Shi 'i jurists. 

Soroush's critique of the absolutist interpretations of the Islamic political 
philosophy has been taken seriously not only by his small circle of followers but, 
more importantly by both the ideologues and the mobs that try to enforce theocratic 
interpretations of Islamic politics. It is well recognised that at the present stage of the 
development of the Islamic Revolution, the likes of Soroush are politically more 
dangerous for the supporters of theocracy than the militant groups or individuals 
opposing the regime from exile. The danger of Soroush is in that he is offering a 
powerful internal critique of the ideology of Islamic theocracy, which is far more 
challenging than the external and ineffective interjections of opposition in exile, 
which has become politically marginalised by excluding itself from the Islamic 
political discourse. To discuss Soroush's views, I shall draw on his major work, Qabz 
va Bast-e Teorik-e Shari'at (The Theoretical Contraction and Expansion of the 
Religious Law) as well as a number of his articles and speeches. 

The inspiration of the thesis of the "contraction and expansion of religious 
laws" seems to have come from the theme raised by the Pakistani Islamic modernist 
Muhammad Iqbal-e Lahouri. Iqbal had held in the early part of the twentieth century 
that in order for an honourable existence in the modern world, Muslim societies must 
learn how to combine the issues of "eternity" (abadiyyaf) and "change" (taqyeer). 

In the Contraction and Expansion, Soroush is concerned from the outset with 
posing an alternative view of the Shari'at, which challenges the traditional 
rationalistic and literal interpretations of the religious law. Against the views that 
reiterate an established tradition of religious interpretation, or exegesis, as the true and 
final purpose of the Islamic law, he argues that the essence of the Shari 'at transcends 

433 



the traditional interpretations found in the "religious sermons" (khotbeh), "religious 
edicts" (jatva) and "scholastic theology" (kalam). 

Soroush speaks of the revival of religion; and - in the heated market of the 
accusations of heresy and apostasy - he is at pains to declare that his interpretations of 
religion are not heretical. Referring to the long historical background of religious 
reformism in Iran, he emphasises the difference between the traditional and the 
modern Muslim reformers. According to Soroush, the traditional reformers, be it the 
theologians such as Imam Muhammad Ghazzali and Mulla Mohsen Faiz, or mystics 
such as Jalal-adDin Mowlavi and Mahmoud Shabestari, believed that there was a 
timeless essence to the Shari 'at that must be kept immune against the attempts of the 
"eclectics" and "sophists". Whereas, he argues, the present day reformers have the 
more difficult task of reconciling "eternity" and "change". This reconciliation has 
been needed to provide a balanced relationship between tradition and modernity, 
which would not fall in the trap of traditionalist and modernist extremism. 

According to Soroush, the absolute submission to change, which narrow 
interpretations of modernity demand, would leave no stability, and hence no religion; 
and insistence on stability and resistance to change makes impossible religious life at 
the present time.2 Soroush criticises the attempt of some theologians, whom he calls 
naïve and simple-minded (kham-andish), at putting a modern face on religion by 
trying to source the modern scientific inventions and technological developments 
directly in the sacred texts. He ridicules those who - in order to make religion 
acceptable to modern knowledge - try, for example, to prove that religion had 
anticipated microbes, aeroplanes, electricity and vitamins.J 

Soroush also criticises those theologians who have tried to resolve the problem 
of the encounter of Islam with modernity by referring to the capacity of Shi 'ism to 
provide answers to modern questions through ijtihad (the authority to issue new 
religious rulings by revising the existing interpretation of the Quran and hadith). The 
"openness of the door of ijtihad" in Shi 'ism has been conventionally understood as an 
advantage of the Shi'i over Sunni jurists, because it is believed to have enabled the 
Shi 'i jurists to extract fresh religious rulings from the sacred texts befitting the 
developments of the modern world. 

In criticising the mujtahids (those qualified for ijtihad), who over-emphasise 
the role of the ijtihad in adapting religion with the modern world, Soroush questions 
the alleged advantages of Shi'ism over Sunnism. He points to the inability of the 
ijtihad to tackle the modern day social and economic problems of the Muslim 
communities any more effectively than the non-ijtihadi schools. He thus argues that 
this inability is a logical consequence of the failure of many mujtahids to realise that 
ijtihad is only relevant to legal matters associated with jurisprudence ifiqh); whereas, 
problems associated with economy, development, technology, etc. do not fall within 
the scope of the religious law. 

Soroush, however, does not fail to acknowledge the possibility of a 
progressive jurisprudence (fiqh-e pouya), such as that of Khomeini and Motahhari, 
which has "revolutionised" the traditional approach of the fiqh to politics. He also 
acknowledges Seyyed Jamal-ad-Din Asadabadi, the Islamic reformer of the late 
nineteenth century, and his followers like Muhammad Abduh and Rashid Rida in the 
Muslim world, who have "awakened" the Muslim nations to the realities of 

1 Soroush, A. K. Oabs va Bast-e Teohk-e Shari'at (The Theoretical Contraction and Expansion of the Religious 
Law), Serat Cultural Institute. Tehran. 1374/1995, p. 47. 
2 Ibid, p.48. 
3 Ibid. p.49. 
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modernity. He recognises the value of religious innovations, such as the practice of 
issuing religious ruling (fatva) on the masa'el-e mostaheddesa (the emergent 
problems) by the mujtahids} He also notes the attempts of some mujtahids to extract 
certain human sciences from the heritage of religious knowledge, such as the attempts 
to create religious sciences, such as Islamic sociology, Islamic psychology, etc. But 
Soroush underscores the insufficiency of these attempts to tackle effectively the 
complexity of the socio-economic and socio-political problems facing Islam and Iran 
at present. 

More than anybody else, Soroush finds himself close to Iqbal and Shari'ati, 
whom he praises for their recognition of the problems of the Islamic jurisprudence in 
the modern world, and the assertion that the key to the problems of the Islamic 
societies is not to be found only 'mfiqh2 Soroush, however, asserts that what has so 
far been missing from the previous attempts to reconcile "eternity" and "change", and 
has thus led to a relative lack of success in adapting Islam to the "age" (asr), is a 
theory of knowledge, or some kind of epistemology, which would enable Muslim 
intellectuals to differentiate between religion and the knowledge of it.3 His concern is 
mainly with the traditional failure to differentiate between religion as the knowledge 
of the essence of the Divine, and religion as a set of rules for social behaviour that has 
been produced by human interpretations of the Divine. This is an essentially secular 
worldview, but Soroush presents this view such that it makes secularism compatible 
with religion. In doing so, he fundamentally rejects the view that secularism is 
essentially anti-religion. It is Western secularism, arising from the culture of the 
Western Christianity, he purports, that has led to the separation and opposition of the 
state and religion, not secularism per se. 

Soroush's Religious Secularism 

Not surprisingly, Soroush's philosophical secularism is deeply religious. He is 
concerned with the fundamental essence of secularism, and takes a view that gives 
secularism a fundamental religious character, which is rooted in the fetrat, or the pre-
conscious soul of man. It is because the quest for religious essences is incessant and 
fundamental for man, that he seeks to find ways to adapt this quest to the 
requirements of the modern "age ".4 According to Soroush, the modern age is 
characterised by an abundance of non-religious aspects of social and political life, 
whereby people are not driven only by religious motives, like they might have been in 
the time of the Prophets. In this age, the people are rather driven by many other non-
religious, but legitimate concerns, such as "the economy", "social services", "political 
rights", "individual freedom", "human rights", etc. None of these legitimate human 
needs, Soroush considers to be in conflict or contradiction with religion.5 

Soroush is very conscious of the fact that all Muslim reformers throughout 
Iranian history, including figures like Hafiz and Mowlavi, have been faced with 
serious accusations of heresy. They have been accused of believing that there are 
flaws in the Islamic faith, and trying to correct Islam, which is believed to be a 

These are questions associated with the modern forms of social organisation and regulation of life, such as the 
administration of health and insurance. They include questions, such as the use of alcohol for medical purposes, 
and problems created by global mobility in upholding religious practices, such as praying and fasting near the 
polar-regions of the earth, or even on the moon. 
2 Soroush, A. 1374/1995. p.51 
3 Ibid. p.52. 
4 Ibid. pp. 52-53 
5 Soroush's view on the intertwining of religion and society presents strong Durkheimian overtones. 
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complete religion. They have been thus accused of believing that the Prophet 
Muhammad had not delivered the complete Message of God. And they have been 
accused of putting themselves in the place of the Prophets by trying to deliver their 
own message as his. 

Soroush, himself, has been subject to such accusations. And it is in response to 
these accusations that he writes: "Religion is not flawed, but our understanding of it is. 
Religion is divine and heavenly, but religious knowledge is earthly and human. What remains 
unchanged (static) is religion, and what is changing (dynamic) is religious knowledge. 
Religion is not in need of reconstruction to become complete, but religious knowledge is in 
need of deconstruction. Religion is devoid of cultures and the intervention of human 
subjectivity, but religious knowledge is immersed in subjectivity. Intellect (aql) does not 
come to the rescue of religion in order to complete it; rather it tries to complete its own 
understanding of religion. Those, who search for static (sabet) and dynamic (moteqayyer) in 
religion should better know that the very differentiation of static and dynamic in religion 
belongs to religious knowledge, and as such determined by a certain understanding of 
religion. The understanding of static and dynamic (in religion) is not prior to the 
understanding of religion; it is born as a result of it. We are always dealing with religious 
knowledge, which observes religion and is about it, but it is not religion itself.' 

Thus, Soroush's view of religious reform, or as he prefers to call it: "revival", 
welcomes the search for flaws and impurities in the religious knowledge as a 
legitimate and even sacred effort. A consequence of humanisation of religious 
knowledge is that it then must be understood historically. This historical character of 
religious knowledge, or as Soroush puts it, its being subject to the "age" (asr), is the 
key to understanding why, for example, Islamic thought had been dominated for a 
long time by Greek thought; or, why today Islamic psychology is born, and "why the 
Islam of the philosopher smells of philosophy and the Islam of the mystic smells of 
mysticism?"2 He, therefore, suggests that the evolution of religious knowledge as a 
human knowledge is naturally dependent on the evolution of all other fields of 
knowledge, and on the evolution of the means of human survival, particularly the 
economy. Accordingly, progressive change in religious knowledge is inevitable, 
because the human search for "Truth" in the future is inevitable. 

The Polit ico-religious Implications of Soroush's Thes is 

Soroush's thesis of "contraction and expansion of religious laws" has serious 
theological as well as socio-political implications. It denies the official class of Shi 'i 
jurists a privileged position in interpreting the religious knowledge. Soroush rejects 
the traditional claim of the jurists that their interpretations are the essence of religious 
knowledge and hence the essence of religion. He, therefore, opens the way for 
challenging the theological interpretations that may be wrong or outmoded, especially 
in the areas that do not fall in the domain of religious law. 

Soroush, however, does not believe that religious knowledge is a personal 
knowledge open to interpretation by every unqualified individual. For him, it is rather 
a branch of knowledge that has a collective character, and as such is based on 
exchange and competition between the experts; and it is thus full of proofs and errors, 
as well as certainties and uncertainties. In this sense, errors are as essential to 
Soroush's version of religious knowledge as proofs. He insists that when one expert 
disproves a view, that view does not go right out of the domain of religious 

1 Soroush, A. K. 1374/1995, p.53 
2 Ibid, pp.54-55 
3 Ibid, p.56 
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knowledge; rather it becomes part of the history of religious knowledge. ' And it is in 
this sense that, according to Soroush, religious knowledge gets contracted and 
expanded. He writes: "The main aim of The Theoretical Contraction and Expansion of the 
Religious Law is neither to resolve the conflict between the traditional and progressive 
jurisprudence, nor modernisation of the religion, nor completing theShari'at, nor relativising 
the Truth It is rather to establish how religion is understood, and how this understanding is 
evolved."" 

Given this premise, Soroush argues that the thesis of "Contraction and 
Expansion" belongs to hermeneutics. And it is in light of this hermeneutical view that 
he sets out to clarify why the concepts of "authenticity" and "inauthenticity" of an 
interpretation have inevitably entered into the religious texts and traditions, as well as 
into the jurisprudencial and historical exegesis. And more importantly, he uses this 
hermeneutical view to explain why "definitive" or "grounded" (muhkam), and "non-
definitive" or "contingent" {mutishabeh) interpretations are subject to evolution, and 
why no interpretation of religion will always be "authentic" or "inauthentic".3 

Soroush thus rejects the views of his predecessors who, in his belief, had either 
denounced alternative interpretations in order to claim religious purity and ended up 
in backwardness, or had permitted a wholesale openness of the religion to all 
interpretations and ended up in eclecticism. 

The political implications of Soroush's understanding of religious knowledge 
are significant, particularly when it questions the attempt by the incumbent politician-
theologians at giving their own rulings the same weight and value as a divine 
revelation. He writes: "We humans are at present turned away from the Paradise and 
disconnected from the Divine Revelation. We are a bunch of impure, sleep-stricken souls. We 
have a devil-stricken existence and an erroneous knowledge. We are not fit to speak and act 
like the Prophets. We can only approach the Truth within the limits of our humble intellect. 
We are interpreters, not Lawgivers. We are enchanted souls, not infallible spirits. And those 
who accord to their own words any value over a mere understanding of the Shari 'at must be 
warned not to slip into the Prophetic cloak. From becoming the governor of religion, it does 
not follow that one can take the position of the Divine Lawgiver, and speak his words in the 
name of the Divine Word. Rather, he must try to understand His (God's) Word through 
constant reference to the Book (Qur'an) and the Tradition (Sunnat). The claimants of 
religious knowledge have no other position, and are of no other service, than this. They are 
the collectors of religious knowledge, which is neither complete, nor final. Their sacred effort 
to understand the Book and the Tradition does not produce a Sacred Knowledge."4 

The Probe for a New Theology 

Soroush's discussion of the theory of "contraction and expansion of the 
religious law" found wide audience as a series of essays published in the monthly, 
Cultural Keyhan (Keyhan-e Farhangi), between 1988 and 1990. He later on added to 
these essays a series of five lectures on a new theology {kalam) and published the 
whole thing in the form of a book. In his lectures on kalam, he was mainly concerned 
with establishing the exchange between religious knowledge and other fields of 
knowledge. Soroush divides the areas of concern to the motekallem (one who is 
qualified in kalam), into three branches: 1) the religious fundaments that require 

Ibid, pp. 56-57 
2 Ibid, p.57 
3 Ibid, pp. 57-58 
4 Ibid. p. 60 
5 Soroush delivered his lectures on the new kalam in the Society of Imam-e Sadiq (a new institution for higher 
education in Tehran). 
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logical proof such as the existence of God, the principle of Prophecy, etc. 2) the 
questions within religion that would require explanation such as the attitude of 
religion to Satan, Paradise and Hell; and 3) the task of defending the religion against 
its opponents, particularly against shubahat (non-definitive interpretations), which are 
bent on destroying the clarity of the religion. 

The religious science of kalam is different from the sociology of religion of 
the type developed by Weber and Durkheim. Whereas the sociology of religion 
studies religion from a viewpoint exterior to it, and therefore without necessarily 
being committed to it, the science of kalam views the religion from within, and 
requires an absolute conviction on the part of the motekallem. What Soroush means 
by the new kalam is a religious science that not only addresses itself to the three 
traditional areas covered by the classical science of kalam, but also takes on the task 
of looking at religion from outside, and hence develop something like a philosophy of 
religion.2 

This religious philosophy, however, is understood not as a philosophy 
modelled on Aristotle, but one based on Ghazzali, the medieval Islamic theologian 
whose views had been influenced by the ancient hermetic tradition and the Islamic 
illuminationism (ishraq). According to Soroush, the conflict between the traditional 
and progressive understandings of religious law reflects the conflict between two 
approaches to the modern thought. He sees the late Ayatollah Motahhari as a 
progressive theologian, who meant to provide an understanding of religion more 
congruent with modern sciences. 

Soroush refers to the history of exegesis in the Shi 'i Islam, particularly to the 
history of various understandings of the Shari 'at, and disputes the views that advocate 
a kind of prohibition on fresh interpretations of the Shari 'at. He refers to the Shari 'at 
as "silent" (samet), which does not express any explicit meaning, and adds that its 
meaning emerges out of the interaction of various understandings put forward by 
different interpreters.3 It is therefore with this language that the Shari'at speaks, and it 
is in this language that the meaning can be approximated. 

For Soroush, no emerging meaning or understanding is final and conclusive; 
rather any emerging meaning is a "new-born" and subject to "evolution" and 
"maturity". He refers to the meaning of a text or event not as an essence that is 
extracted from the body of the text or event, but metaphorically as a "garment", which 
the interpreter tailors to fit the body. Thus, the congruity of this "garment" with other 
details should determine to what degree one understanding prevails over others at any 
given time. 

Soroush compares the silence of the Shari 'at with the silence of history and 
nature. Just as the silent events of history and the silent changes in nature come into 
expression via the perspectives and theories of the historian and the physicist, he 
suggests, the silent meanings of the Shati 'at is expressed via the interpreter. 

Soroush then suggests that thefiqh, as the knowledge of religious laws, is not 
immune to the human limitations that inhibit a full understanding of things. Hence, 
the understanding of the Shari 'at that the fiqh proposes is dependent on other areas of 
human knowledge. The fiqh is thus a small part of a larger field of religious 
knowledge, in which Soroush includes Kalam (Theology), Akhlaq (Ethics), Taf sir 

'Soroush, A. 1995, p.66 
Ihid n 79 2 Ibid, p.79 

3 Ibid, p. 18 
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(Exegesis) and Irfan (Gnosticism). And he insists that, like all these other types of 
knowledge, the fiqh is in interaction with natural and human sciences. ' 

For Soroush, human knowledge logically and historically precedes religious 
knowledge. Humans should have formed an image of the world and of themselves 
before they developed an understanding of religion, he argues. They should have had 
an image of justice and injustice, good and evil, before they could call religion just 
and good. "No religious understanding is formed without any association with the primary 
worldviews of the believer. And no religious understanding remains unchanged when 
confronted with these primary worldviews.,:2 

The Question of Validity of the New Interpretations of Old Texts 

According to Soroush, the influence of "the primary worldviews" are, in fact, 
such that they might cause the decline of a religion, if that religion were not prepared 
to establish a rapport with existing worldviews. As an example, he refers to the 
weakness of religion among the intelligentsia at the time of the Constitutional 
Revolution. It was not due to sheer animosity toward religion, he points out, that the 
intellectuals did not hold religion in high political regard during the Constitutional 
Revolution; rather, it was because the religious knowledge was unattractive at that 
time. "Compared to the dynamism of modern scientific, philosophical, legal and political 
ideas imported from the West, the religious knowledge was languishing in a serious illness, 
unable to provide systematic and sophisticated views on economics, politics, philosophy, 
etc."3 Thus, it has been owing to new developments in the views of modern religious 
thinkers that religion has once again become relevant to the modern world. Clearly, 
the rise in the interest in social and political issues among religious thinkers, 
particularly since the mid-twentieth century may be seen as a significant factor in 
making religion so popular in recent socio-political movements in Iran. 

Soroush provides examples of various new interpretations of religious texts by 
Muslim theologians in order to establish the influence of their "primary worldviews" 
on their interpretations. His examples are selected from the exegesis of the Qur 'an by 
two of the more widely accredited contemporary religious thinkers Ayatollah 
Mahmoud Taleqani and Allameh Muhammad-Hussein Tabataba'i. The point of 
departure is the interpretation of the term "Satan's copper" (mess-e Shay tan) in the 
Qur 'anic verse: (Baqara, 276). The verse may be rendered as follows: "Those who take 
usury will not rise, except as those who have been touched by the Satan's copper." Here, 
Soroush tries to demonstrate how deeply different two Shi 'i scholars have interpreted 
this same phrase, and how the variation in interpretations is connected to the 
difference in the background views of the two scholars.4 

Ayatollah Taleqani has considered various possibilities for the interpretation 
of the "devil's copper": he interprets it in terms of epilepsy or some other form of 
psychological disorder, which follows from the traditional belief in possession by the 
devil. In fact, among the people in Arabia, who were the apparent targets of the 
prophetic message, the belief was widespread that madness was caused by the 
possession by the djin (an ethereal devilish creature with human upper body and with 
a goat's lower body). He also considers the "devil's copper" as a symbol for a kind of 
biological agent causing the mental disease, which follows from recent scientific 

1 Ibid. p. 188 
2 Ibid, pp. 190-191 
3 Ibid, pp. 193-194 
4 Ibid. p. 220 
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information that certain mental disorders could be caused by infectious or viral 
damage to the nervous system. 

Soroush argues that in using a symbolic method, Taleqani, as a modernist 
theologian, was following a certain strategy in interpreting the Qur'an whereby he 
could justify the usage of such unscientific terms as the "devil's copper". According 
to this strategy, should a contradiction between a Qur 'anic expression and the modern 
findings of science arise, the interpreter may resort to a symbolic exegesis of the text 
in order to salvage the integrity of the word of God. Soroush does not suggest that 
Taleqani had any intentions to distort the word of God; rather that he was simply 
trying to tackle the exegetic difficulties faced by his predecessors in the occasions 
where contradictions were found between the Qur'anic text and the emerging 
realities. 

Allameh Tabataba'i, on the other hand, has rejected this kind of symbolic 
interpretation of the Qur'an; instead, he advocated a philosophical method of 
interpretation. Instead of searching for symbolism to represent the supernatural 
expressions of the Qur 'an, he raised the possibility that the natural and supernatural 
could co-exist. He, therefore, did not exclude non-scientific interpretations, such as 
admitting Satanic influences in causing altered mental states, in order to save a 
scientific face for the Qur 'an. However, he insisted that admitting causes such as the 
"devil's copper" did not preclude natural causes.3 Here, Tabataba'i, as a philosopher, 
was using philosophical concepts such as causality to support his claim that from a 
logical perspective scientific knowledge could not replace transcendental knowledge, 
but could sit beside it. From an Ash 'arite position, which denies causality and believes 
in the direct intervention of the Divine in all natural interactions, the exegesis of the 
"devil's copper" would thus be interpreted totally by supernatural references. 

Soroush's main objective here seems to be to establish how diverse, and at the 
same time valid, the interpretations of religious texts could be. Of course, he has had a 
difficult time establishing that there are more than one valid interpretation of the 
Qur'an. So far, due to the dominance of a literal and juridical understanding of 
religion, only those who have been officially recognised as qualified could have 
embarked on interpreting the religious tradition. The qualifications of such officials 
have been recognised by the religious scientific communities, based at the centres of 
religious studies in Qom, Isfahan, Mashhad and elsewhere. They have had to be well 
versed in fiqh (Islamic religious laws), and to a lesser degree in kalam (Islamic 
theology), falsafa (Islamic philosophy) and irfan (Islamic mysticism). 

The dominance of fiqh in religious studies has been so strong that to the 
outsiders religious studies have been understood almost exclusively in terms of the 
knowledge of jurisprudence. And the faqih or jurist has been popularly accepted as 
the most qualified interpreter of the Shari'at. It is this kind of atmosphere that makes 
the task of the likes of Soroush so difficult. First and foremost, they have to establish 
that there are other valid interpretations of the sacred texts than that of the faqih. 
Following that, they also have to establish that they possess the quality and authority 
required for providing alternative interpretations.4 This is perhaps why Soroush has 
been cautious not to claim that he is yet qualified to issue original interpretations. 

In evaluating the standing of his Contraction and Expansion among the 
religious texts, Soroush insists that his text has "only an epistemological standing", 

1 Ibid, p.221 
2 Ibid, p.222 
3 Ibid, p.223 
4 Ibid. p. 223 
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which simply identifies and describes the various existing interpretation of the 
religion, interpretations that are in constant interaction with each other, and are 
incessantly influenced by cultural, political and economic developments in the 
society. He places this epistemological standing at the level of what he calls: 
"secondary sciences" of religion distinct from the "primary sciences" that are the 
exclusive domain of the faqih and mujtahid} 

Yet, Soroush occasionally gets involved in the debates at the "primary" level, 
which is supposed to take place between the turbaned theologians only. For example, 
in his review of Tabataba'i's interpretation of the Quranic verse: (Nesa, 1), he clearly 
disputes the soundness of Tabataba'i's understanding of the verse. This verse may be 
rendered as follows: "Oh people, fear God, who created man and woman from the same 
soul."In interpreting this verse, Tabataba'i was primarily concerned with validating the 
theory of creation as a justified philosophical and scientific theory, and as such, he 
tackled the Darwinian theory of evolution. He did not reject the theory of evolution 
per se. Rather, he actually validated Darwin's work as a scientific endeavour that 
explained the physical evolution of animals, which was extrinsic ('etebari). But 
according to Tabataba'i, Darwin's theory did not have anything to do with the 
evolution of essences, which were intrinsic (zati), nor for that matter with the human 
evolution, which was basically a spiritual rather than physical evolution. Tabataba'i 
thus concluded that the Our 'anic message that viewed man as a species with a spirit 
distinct from the animals did not contradict any scientific view; rather it stood 
alongside science. He particularly stressed that no scientific discovery had yet shown 
a case of evolution of animals from physical to spiritual level. 

In the Contraction and Expansion, Soroush disputes the validity of 
Tabataba'i's interpretation of the Quranic verse on the basis of the untenable nature 
of Tabataba'i's requirement for the proof of the theory of evolution. He thus argues 
that one could not expect that in order to accept the theory of evolution in the case of 
human, one must observe for example turning of a monkey into a man.2 

Opposit ion to the Exclusivity of Religious Knowledge 

As I have hinted earlier, Soroush's theory of "contraction and expansion" has 
explicit political implications with respect to tackling the issue of the claim of the 
official clergy to exclusivity of politico-religious knowledge. Soroush asserts, for 
example: "in the context of the theory of contraction and expansion, it is fundamentally 
impossible to conceive of a class or group that bears and preserves an official understanding 
of religion."3 He rejects such an official understanding because it is offered as "an 
exclusive religious ideology" by those who get their "power and subsistence" from it, 
with which their "material and worldly interests are mixed", and from which their 
"political power base and its material survival are derived." He thus insists: 
"Contraction and expansion is the theory of the evolution and development of religious 
knowledge. A religion that is tied to the material and political interest (legitimate or 
illegitimate) of a special class (and for this reason, becomes precisely an ideology) leaves 
little room for its own evolution and development. From that point on, that group's defence of 
that religion, and its struggle against invention and innovation, will become a defence of its 
own interests and position. ... With such a religion it is neither possible to attain happiness in 

1 Ibid. pp. 223-224 
2 Ibid. pp. 231-235 
3 Ibid, p. 35 

441 



this world and contentment among the people, nor to satisfy the Creator and achieve 
happiness in the hereafter."' 

In a situation where the Islamic regime in Iran is run mainly by the class of 
clerics from the official religious establishment, the position of Soroush clearly poses 
a fundamental challenge to the absolute legitimacy of such a political rule. The 
political significance of the theory of "contraction and expansion of religious law" is 
also clear in the coercive reaction of the hard-liners in the regime, and the critical 
dialogue offered by some of the scholars in the centres of religious learning. The 
reaction of this latter group is important because they so far have operated by and 
large as a class of official ideologues in support of the concentration of political and 
religious power at the hand of the Shi'i jurists. I shall have a discussion of such views 
later in this chapter. Presently, I shall concentrate on other areas of Soroush's socio-
religious and politico-religious concerns, which he has addressed in his numerous 
lectures and articles. In these areas, Soroush, besides challenging the attempts at 
appropriating the religious knowledge by an official class of theologians, has tackled, 
among other subjects, issues such as freedom, pluralism, democracy, human rights 
and civil society. 

Freedom and Clergy 

In a speech, later published under the title "Freedom and Clergy", Soroush 
presented freedom and religion as mutually inclusive. "Only free people can guard 
religion", he said; "and it is in the shadow of such freedom that individuals can defend the 
religious life."- Here, he argues that the religious belief of an individual, who is 
deprived of his/her freedom, is of no value. This priority of freedom over belief, 
according to Soroush, is what makes religious belief a meaningful experience rather 
than a mechanical discharge of duty. 

In "Freedom and Clergy", Soroush in fact shifts his discussion about freedom 
to the relation of freedom with the clerical establishment and its attempt to 
institutionalise a theocratic regime in Iran. Here again, he approaches the issue from 
the same point of departure as in the Contraction and Expansion, that is by resisting 
the push for exclusivity of the clergy as the sole bearers of the religious knowledge. It 
is in this context that he writes: "The matter of religion is too great an issue to be 
exclusively entrusted to the clergy. A clergy that supports itself through religion will 
gradually be converted to a body whose work will be aimed at preserving itself. When a 
person's livelihood depends on confirming and supporting the organisation of clergy, how can 
he think freely?"3 

Here, Soroush curiously points to the significance of the clergy's 
independence and detachment from relations of domination, and narrow political and 
economic interests. He emphasises that this independence has been fundamental in 
providing the Shi'i religious scholars with the historical ability to stand against 
political, economic and social injustices perpetrated by the rulers and the political 
elite, and to refuse to become part of the relations of domination. As a warning against 
the trappings of power, he refers to the Wahhabis of Saudi Arabia who, as he asserts 
following Ayatollah Khomeini, have turned the "most elegantly celestial Islamic fate to 
an ideology that defends their sectarian, political and economic interests.'4 

1 Ibid p. 35 
2 Souroush. A. "Freedom and Clergy", Kiyan, Tehran, Aug.- Sep. 95 pp. 25-31 
'lbidpp.25-26 

Ibid, pp. 26-27 4 
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The political implication of Soroush's view is, therefore, a type of secularism 
that is advocated in defence of religion against the State. To keep freedom and 
religion "from being trampled by livelihood and interests", he writes, "there is no way other 
than to separate the two, ... which means preventing religion from becoming an ideology to 
serve the interests of a special group or class."' 

Soroush's opposition to the turning of religion into an ideology distinguishes 
him from Shari'ati, who in his quest for the riddance of religious thinking and 
experience from the dominance of the official clergy, believed that it was necessary to 
make an ideology out of religion. According to Shari'ati, an ideological structure 
would give religion the capacity to be embraced by the ordinary people and become 
an impetus for political freedom. 

Drawing on the late Ayatollah Motahhari, the great ideologue of the Islamic 
Revolution, Soroush criticises the deep involvement of the clergy in the political 
system. He believes that such involvement will mean the loss of the freedom of the 
clergy to the State bureaucracy and the trappings of power, and hence will make the 
clergy unable to perform their primary religious duty. This primary role, according to 
Soroush, is "to enjoin good and prohibit evil" (amr-e be ma'rouf va nahy-e az 
monkar) devoid of group interests.2 

However, Soroush qualifies his position by saying that his objection to the 
direct rule by the clergy does not mean that he is an advocate of secularism in a 
Western style. Rather, he insists that he is neither for the removal of the clergy from 
the political scene, nor for the removal of politics from the religious domain. He 
explains: "The religious community like a fruitful tree creates politics and government that 
are appropriate for it, ... and this is the most natural way to bring politics and religion 
together, i.e. in a separate realisation and existence."1 

Concerning the form of political rule, Soroush advocates a political pluralism 
in which clergy as much as any other group has the right and obligation to participate 
in politics. In this sense, the clergy is not entitled to any special privilege as far as 
participation in politics is concerned; rather its desire for power must be determined 
by the respect and acceptability that it finds among the population. 

The Meaning and Foundation of Secularism 

In his article "the Meaning and Foundation of Secularism", Soroush proposes 
a secularism that sees the enhancement of human knowledge as a factor in enhancing 
the ability of humans to better understand the essence of the Divine Revelation. The 
conventional belief that the modern world is conducive to an increase of irreligious 
thought, he writes, is only superficially true. "It is true that in the modern world 
demagogic religiosity is in decline; but instead a kind of deep and sophisticated search for 
religion at a higher level is on the rise.' 

Here, Soroush points directly to the fundamental political imaginary around 
which the Islamic Republic has been built, i.e. the concept of velayat-e faqih, or the 
governance of the jurist. The thesis of velayat-e faqih has been considered as an 

1 Ibid. pp. 27-29 
2 Ibid. p. 30 
3 Ibid. p.3I 

Soroush. A. "The Meaning and Foundation of Secularism. Kiyan, No. 26, Tehran, 1995, p..' 

443 



imaginative and creative interpretation of the religious texts with significant political 
import in post-revolution Iran. ' 

Soroush's approach to the concept of velayat-e faqih is based on his 
assumption that in the modern world a fundamental change has taken place in the 
popular attitudes toward rights and obligations. He writes: "In the modem world 
speaking of human rights is desired because we live in an age when people are more 
concerned with discovering and understanding their rights than they are concerned with 
understanding their obligations. That the issue of human rights in our age is highly regarded, 
despite the abuses that are perpetrated in its name, is of extreme importance, and justifies 
every effort for its understanding."2 

According to Soroush, what makes the acceptance of the current concept of 
velayat-e faqih and the Islamic government difficult - for both the opponents and 
proponents of the Islamic Revolution - is that this government is based on 
"obligation". Whereas, he argues, in the mind of the modern humanity and a majority 
of the modern political philosophies, the State ought to be subjected to the "rights" of 
the people. This means that government is no longer an instrument for the exertion of 
authority of the rulers over the ruled, but an instrument for rendering service and 
management for the people. The population demands the politicians to facilitate the 
achievement of their "rights", and not to make it difficult, Soroush argues; and "that is 
why there are elections in Iran for the people to elect their representatives." 

Soroush, therefore, criticises the prevalent concept of the velayat-e faqih for its 
emphasis on "obligation", which has come to mean the obedience of the people to the 
ruler as a religious duty. He purports that the conventional understanding of the 
velayat-e faqih even looks at voting as an "obligation" rather than a "right". So, the 
main problem that Soroush finds in a theocratic government in modern time is the 
difficulty for such a government to determine whether or not to accept the natural 
rights of human beings. "If we consider the ruler as a valy (custodian)", he writes, "then 
we are speaking of obligation, but if we consider him as avakil (representative), then we are 
speaking of the rights of the people.'4 In this sense, Soroush is criticising the proponents 
of absolute theocracy by appealing to the positive aspects of modernity, that is its 
emancipatory potentials. As such, in his argument against theocracy, he is not overly 
concerned with the issue of the crisis of modernity. 

In Soroush's critique of the Islamic Republic, the problem of this regime is 
that it has so far heavily relied on the popular support for charismatic religious 
leaders, such as the late Ayatollah Khomeini, in order to give itself legitimacy. While 
at the same time it has sought to suppress the right of the people to check the powers 
of the government by imposing its rulings in the name of a religious obligation to 
obey the velayat-e faqih. While the occupant of the position of velayat-e faqih was a 
popular personality like Ayatollah Khomeini, this problem did not surface. But, in the 
current situation where this position is occupied by a person, who has neither been 
popularly elected, nor enjoyed the religious scholarship and universal popularity of 
Ayatollah Khomeini as the supreme politico-religious leader of the community, the 
contradictions of the velayat-e faqih have increasingly come to the surface. 

This problem has become more acute since the recent presidential election, 
whereby a person not endorsed by the incumbent supreme leader, Ayatollah 

As we have seen, the theory of velayat-e faqih was put forward by the late Ayatollah Khomeini in the early 
1970's in a series of lectures in Najaf and later appeared as a book. This book was originally in Arabic, and was 
later translated to Persian under the title Hokumat-e Eslami (the Islamic Government). 

Soroush, A. "The Meaning and Foundation of Secularism" , p. 9 
3 These sentiments have found support in the position of President Khatami since his election in May 97. 
4 Soroush. A. "'The Meaning and Foundation of Secularism"', p. 10 
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Khamene'i, was elected President in a landslide. The contradictions are also evident 
within the present structure of the government institutions. For example, according to 
the Constitution of the Islamic Republic, the Majlis (Parliament), a popularly elected 
legislative assembly, may be overruled by a simple objection of the velayat-e faqih. 

Irfan and Development: Misgivings with Mysticism 

Soroush does not only target the official clergy for their static views of 
religious knowledge; his other target is the tradition of mysticism, deeply entrenched 
in the collective soul or psyche of Iranians. In an interview with the journal Farhang-e 
Tose 'eh (Culture of Development), he presented his critical views on populist irfan 
(mysticism), or what he called a "Sufi understanding of religion", and its role in social 
and economic developments in Iran.1 Soroush begins his critique of mysticism with 
considering the role of the language of irfan that has found excellent expression in 
various traditions of mystical poetry by such figures as Attar, Sana'ie, Jami, Hafiz, 
Rumi, etc. As such, in his critique, he does not leave unscathed even these literary 
sacrosanct figures. 

According to Soroush, the language of mysticism is far from fit to tackle the 
problems of the modern age, which he sees almost entirely as a scientific age. More 
specifically, he criticises the inability of mystical language to grasp the depth of the 
scientific knowledge. The language of mysticism is the language of "mystery, 
concealment, illusion and confusion", he insists. Accordingly, this language involves 
sophistication and intricacy, on the one hand, and intrigue and conspiracy, on the 
other. It thus belongs to a repressive political climate where a medieval understanding 
of religion reigned supreme. 

According to Soroush, the age-old suppression of social and political 
expression in Iran has forced the Persian language to develop in irfan a multilayered 
meaning structure that has become riddled with allusions and illusions. This language 
has thus created a social mentality that is dominated by a culture of concealment and 
secrecy. "The author learns how to say what he/she wants to say in a way that only a special 
target audience would understand; and in a way that in case of the revelation of his secret 
message, the author could deny any intention to that effect.'2 As far as Soroush is 
concerned, this clearly indicates that such a language must lose clarity and take on an 
illusionist character. Hence, it will not be fit for functioning in the scientific world of 
today, where a language with clarity of expression is required. 

Soroush reminds his audience that this language has been shaped and spread 
among Muslim Iranians by the Sufi thinkers such as Rumi, Jami and Ghazzali. The 
importance of these thinkers, however, should not be seen only in the conformity of 
their texts with the popular understanding of religion. Rather, their texts have in fact 
contributed to the constitution of the popular understanding of religion. According to 
Soroush: "the Sufi understanding of religion, if it takes a populist form and spreads too fast 
among the public, will have opiating, castrating and paralysing effects.' 

The main problem with the populist Sufism is, according to Soroush, its 
tendency to consider this world as illusive and unreal, and as such not worthy of 
dedication of life energies for its development. It emphasises the development of mind 
via abstract, contemplative and meditative thought. It has little, if any, connection 
with the real human world, but a deep connection with a world beyond this. The 

' Soroush, A. "Irfan va Tose 'eh" (Mysticism and Development), Farhabg-e Tose 'eh, 13&14, p.2 
2 Ibid, p.3 
3 Ibid, p.5 
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culture that develops out of such an understanding, Soroush suggests, despises 
worldly development due to the fascination of this development with wealth creation, 
and praises poverty as the symbol of purity. 

Soroush, however, does not neglect to praise mysticism when pursued as an 
individual quest for reaching the depths of religion. The individualist character of 
irfan is, in this sense, the very secret of its capacity to grow at depth, rather than on 
the surface. He thus advocates an elitist mysticism of the people of knowledge and 
insight, which does not seek mass conversion, lest it risks losing its depth and 
corrupting the society that it purports to purify. As such, in almost complete 
agreement with the Western secular thought, he turns to science as the guarantor of 
social development. 

Soroush's fascination with scientific knowledge at times creates the 
impression that he considers modernity as an age solely characterised by the rise and 
rise of scientific knowledge and the total decline of mystical knowledge. He therefore, 
unlike Shari'ati, does not see much in the heritage of the Persian mysticism that can 
contribute to the socio-economic development of Iran. Criticisms that have been 
levelled at Soroush in this regard point to his failure to give credit and look forward to 
mystical understanding of religion in its capacity to provide support for religious and 
consequently political pluralism in Iran. 

Functions of Religion: An Alternative Concept of Ideology 

Despite his criticisms of the official interpretation of religion, Soroush's 
commitment to religious thinking cannot be disputed. One of the themes of his 
writings and speeches is the concept of ideology and its relationship with religion. I 
have already noted that he rejects the notion of turning religion into an ideology. 
However, this does not mean that he denies any ideological function for the religion. 
In an speech entitled: "Functions of Religion", he develops an alternative concept of 
ideology in order to distinguish ideological functions of religion from the normal 
working of ideology as a factor to legitimise authority. His concept of ideology is not, 
however, totally novel and presents similarities to the ideas of Marx, Gramsci, Geertz 
and Riceour. 

Soroush defines ideology as a universal phenomenon that, at a fundamental 
level, creates conformity between human beings and their condition of life. He goes 
on to discuss the role of ideology in preserving the status quo as well as its role in 
social change. In revolutions, he argues, an ideology operates that rejects conformity 
with the status quo, but creates a new conformity. "In a revolution, a new actual and 
mental system replaces an old actual and mental system, and another conformity is 
established between reality and the mind on a different level.'2 

The ideological function of religion, therefore, is not the function of a social or 
class ideology, nor is it the function of a "system of superficial, belligerent, and anti-
intellectual dogmas;" rather its is the function of a "universal ideology."3 Religion as a 
"universal ideology" is a set of "sacred symbols", which through a system of values 
makes life possible and pleasant in the totality of existence. According to Soroush: 
"religion gives us rapport with the universe and existence; and this rapport is based on truth 

1 Ibid. pp.5-6 
2 Soroush. A. ""Functions of Religion". Kivan, Vol. 5. No. 27. Oct-Nov. 95, pp 2-16 
3 Ibid. p. 2 
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and not deception." He argues that if a religion is not true, it cannot make human 
beings adaptable to the conditions of existence in any lasting manner. 

Having defined religion as a "universal ideology" that creates harmony and 
conformity between man and his world, Soroush then turns to the mystical 
philosophies of Hafiz and Mowlavi, which are full of apparent non-conformities with 
the official religious establishment. Some theologians have even gone as far as calling 
Hafiz and Mowlavi as heathen and blasphemous for their unconventional views of 
religion. Soroush's argument here appears to be an argument in the defence of his 
own philosophy, which has already been accused of blasphemy by certain 
theologians. 

In defending the validity of individual religious experience, he refers to the 
famous story of "Moses and the Shepherd" in Mowlavi's Masnavi. His approach here 
is a classical example of invoking literary narratives for the purpose of offering 
creative interpretations in the present. In this story, Moses encounters a humble and 
simple-minded shepherd, who is praising God in an apparently blasphemous 
language, imagining Him in human terms. He says: 

"Where are you, so I can become your servant; 
Sew your shoes and comb your hair. 
Wash your cloths and kill your lice, 

Kiss your staff and rub your feet. 
When you are sleepy, I shall set your bed for you. 
Oh, may all my goats be sacrificed for you...' 

Here, Soroush poses Moses in the role of a theologian who fears the 
shepherd's statements and considers them heathen. Moses thus says to the shepherd: 

"Hey, not having become a believer yet, 
You have become a heretic and a heathen...' 

Faced with the attack by Moses, the shepherd becomes disappointed and 
depressed, tearing his clothes, leaving the herd and setting out for the desert. He says 
to Moses: 

"Oh, Moses you sewed my lips; 
With the regret that you incited in me. 
You burnt my soul...' 

Here, the important point for Soroush is that God does not reward Moses for 
his treatment of the shepherd. Rather, God reproaches him for his arrogance and lack 
of understanding of the shepherd's purity of the soul. God says to Moses: 

"Why did you separate our subject from us? 
Have you come to connect; or have you come to sever? 

We have given everyone a peculiar nature, 
We have given everyone a unique way of expression. 

' Ibid, pp 3-4 
" Mowlavi. Masnavi, Book 2. verses 1721-1724 
3 Ibid, verses 1727-1729 
4 Ibid, verses 1748-1749 
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The Hindus praise in Hindi, 
The Sindis praise in Sindi. 
We do not look at the tongue and what is said, 
We look at the inside and the feeling. 

This (shepherd's) error is above a hundred good deeds..." 

Here, Soroush's reading of Mowlavi emphasises that in the apparently 
blasphemous language of the shepherd, there was hidden a deep, secure and sincere 
faith. He uses this example to promote a more humanistic understanding of religious 
experience as against the scholastic interpretations of many theologians. He refers to 
Moses as representing the theological world and the shepherd as the symbol of 
mystical world. In the encounter of these two worlds, Soroush searches for an 
outcome that can embrace both sides and enhance their earlier positions in the world. 

The enhancement of Moses in his experience is achieved through his new 
awareness that the shepherd was not a heathen, although he spoke like one. Moses 
becomes aware that faith is not only what is expressed in elaborate theological 
definitions, but that it is an essence that gives meaning to such definitions. The 
shepherd too is enhanced by becoming aware that there are other aspects to religion 
besides and beyond what is apparent: theological and philosophical intricacies of 
which he was ignorant. And that his experience was a raw experience of God. 

Elsewhere, Soroush refers to a famous ghazal of Hafiz that seems equally if 
not more blasphemous: 

"Humanity cannot be found in this terrestrial world; 
Another world must be built and another human...' 

Here, Soroush is aware that the idea of questioning the order of this world for 
the theologian is tantamount to questioning the basis of divine thinking, according to 
which this world has been built correctly, completely and justly. Yet, he insists that 
one should not assume the position of a "religious magistrate" in questioning Hafiz's 
belief. He rather advocates the idea of searching for the validity of a faith in the 
variety of possible religious experiences of the individual believers. 

He writes: "Religious experience must be brought forth to the threshold of the house 
of the heart and show the soul its joy and beauty, for man to fall in love with it... Prophets 
have spoken to human beings of God, of His love and wrath, of His treatment of previous 
nations, of His inspiration and speech, which are all mysterious and amazing. Religion also 
has spoken to people about Muhammad's ascent to the heavens, the crucifixion of Jesus, the 
golden calf, the tablets of Moses, the sacrifice of Ishmael, the turning of fire into a flower 
garden for Abraham, the passage of Moses through the Nile, and the life after death, which 
are worthy of wonderment. These amazing and awakening acts are those, which have 
constantly made the poets and mystics intoxicated and mad, and which have been the objects 
of spiritual discoveries. Religions have taught that this world is much more complex and 
mysterious than one first imagines; and at the top of the mysteries is God, who is indeed the 
secret of secrets, the source of religious texts, and the ultimate goal of the faithful.' 

Soroush here tries to promote once again his main concept of religious 
pluralism, which is based on plurality of religious experiences and their 

1 Ibid, verses 1750-1769 
2 Soroush. A. "Functions of Religion". Opcit Nov. 95, pp. 7-8 
3 Hafiz. Divan, Ghazal 470 
4 Soroush. A. "Functions of Religion", Opcit, Nov. 95, pp. 4-5 
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interpretations. He emphasises that this plurality "does not mean that interpretations 
necessarily negate each other." Rather, he argues that "the expression of experience is 
precisely its interpretation", and that "the mind fills the raw spiritual experience with 
the spirit of meaning.' 

Referring to the symbolic nature of religious language that provides for 
allegorical interpretations of religion, Soroush criticises the religious jurisprudencial 
attempt at imposing a single interpretation of religion upon the society, and the effort 
to find religious answers to all social and even economic problems. "Most of the 
issues of societies", he writes, "are non-jurisprudencial and non-legal, and therefore 
we must resort to non-jurisprudencial and non-legal ways to solve them."2 

He also criticises those clerics who push for the institutionalisation of an 
absolutist theocracy on the ground that in their intransigence, they have developed 
unrealistic expectations from the people. According to Soroush, the level of change in 
people's attitude towards religion and the level of public piety that have been already 
achieved since the revolution is more than desirable. And he asserts that the clergy in 
power should not abuse the authority that they have gained with the support of the 
people; and that they should not put too much pressure on the already strained people 
of Iran. 

Shabestari's Concept of Religious Pluralism 

If Soroush's contribution to religious reformation is made in terms of creating 
a new philosophy of religion outside the clerical establishment, Hojjat-al-Eslam 
Muhammad Mujtahid-Shabestari's attempt at religious reformation pursues an almost 
similar goal within the Shi 'i establishment. In a debate organised and published by the 
journal Kiyan under the title of "Religious Pluralism" and elsewhere in his speeches 
and writings, Hojja-al-Eslam Muhammad Mujtahid Shabestari has made his 
contribution to the debate on religious reformation. 

Shabestari's views on religious pluralism are basically philosophical. His point 
of departure is the adaptability or non-adaptability of certain philosophical 
understandings of religion with religious pluralism. According to Shabestari, those 
philosophical systems that view "philosophical interpretations" as the expression of 
"hidden truths", and proclaim that "supernatural sciences exist prior to human 
sciences", are incompatible with religious pluralism.3 Such philosophical systems, he 
suggests, refuse to accept that the knowledge that is at the disposal of mankind is in 
fact "a knowledge of knowledge." He then goes on to pose an alternative 
philosophical system, which is compatible to religious pluralism. Such a philosophical 
system, according to Shabestari. considers "knowledge to have begun with man", and 
regards it essentially as the interpretation of symbols, and not as the awareness of 
essences. In this understanding of philosophy, the language of religion is also 
considered to be symbolic. This view presents similarities with philosophical 
hermeneutics and phenomenology. 

Similarities to the philosophical tradition of Emmanuel Kant on 
epistemological pluralism are particularly evident in Shabestari's philosophy of 
religion. Kant considered the gap between "the truth of what is" and the "truth of what 
appears to be" as the basis for arguments for epistemological pluralism. He 

1 Ibid. p. 6 
I Ibid. pp. 12-14 
' Mujtahid-Shabestari. M. Debate on "Religious Pluralism". Kiyan, vol 5. No. 28, Nov. 95. pp. 2-25 
4 Ibid, pp.2-3 
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emphasised the importance of experience against dogma, and argued for recognition 
of the fact that the task of philosophy is to deal with the appearances of truth, not with 
its essences. 

Shabestari too obviously advocates a view that places human religious 
experience over and above the theological search for absolute religious truth. In this 
sense, his philosophy is mainly concerned with the confrontation of human experience 
with the manifestations of the hidden Truth or God. ' However, in addition to this 
epistemological bent, Shabestari's philosophy advocates a hermeneutic understanding 
of religion; and thus belongs to the tradition of Persian mystical philosophy iirfari). 
His mysticism though has a modernist bent that brings it close to philosophical 
hermeneutics of Hans-Georg Gadamer. 

Shabestari suggests that a complete understanding of the absolute truth is not 
possible for the human beings due to their fundamental limitations. He writes: 
"Because experiences are manifest, no experience is without interpretation; and when 
experience is interpreted, it is affected by culture and the four limitations of man, that is: his 
historical limitation, linguistic limitation, social limitation, and physical limitation.2' For 
Shabestari, the problem of the disagreement of interpretations of religious truth does 
not arise, because he sees this as a "natural phenomenon". 

In this sense, Shabestari's view approaches a kind of post-modernist 
understanding of truth, such as that of Derrida. Of course, Shabestari does not go as 
far as the post-modernist philosophers to deny the existence of the "absolute Truth"; 
rather, his argument is based on the premise that various interpretations provide for 
various approaches to the same Truth, but none can grasp the totality of the Truth. 
This understanding has been criticised like that of the post-modernists for its 
susceptibility to philosophical relativism. 

Shabestari is aware of this weakness and therefore tackles the issue carefully. 
He thus moves from the position of commitment to the "absolute Truth", which is 
natural to his religious learning and conviction. On the ground that his arguments are 
in favour of the existence of the "absolute Truth", he denies that from his arguments 
for the plurality of religious experiences, there follows an implicit acceptance of 
religious relativity. He says that the multiple manifestations of the "ultimate Truth" in 
various religious experiences do not imply a negation of the "absolute Truth" itself. 
Rather, it is this very "absolute Truth" that is appearing within the boundaries of the 
four limitations of human beings/ 

Shabestari appropriates the concept of the "concealment of absolute Truth" 
from the Persian mystical tradition, and argues that God, the "absolute Truth", has 
destined man "to approach Him with mystery, ambiguity, and doubt."4 He thus tries to 
find a theological legitimacy for his argument in support of the plurality of religious 
interpretations. In the atmosphere of religious intolerance, these statements carry 
strong political overtones. 

The Politico-Philosophical Implications of Shabestari's Views 

The political overtones of Shabestari's views are recognisable in their 
criticism of the attempt of the theocratic-minded ulama to apply an absolutist 
interpretation of religion in politics. As I have noted before, the official view of the 

' Ibid, p.3 
2 Ibid, p. 3-4 
3 Ibid, p. 14 
4 Ibid, p.16 
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theological apparatus of the government is one that validates theocracy on the basis of 
the traditional jurisprudential understandings of religion. Proposing that there are two 
types of existing religious laws in Shi'ism, Shabestari rejects one that he calls 
"archaic" and "stagnant" - one that, he believes, has turned religion into "meaningless 
rituals" superimposed by an ideological system.' As an alternative, he advocates a 
religious law in which, "the historical, social and linguistic manifestations of the 
religious experience are alive and active."2 For him, such a religious law is "alive and 
fluid." 

Shabestari differentiates between faith and religious law, associating the 
Islamic faith and the essence of religiosity with religious experience rather than with 
the religious law (fiqh). In this, he relies on the tradition of mysticism whereby "the 
human problem is the problem of correct interpretation of religious experience and 
not the experience itself."3 This argument has important social and political 
implications. By refusing to recognise the faith with the religious law, Shabestari is in 
effect rejecting the State propaganda that violation of the government laws (backed by 
the dogmatic jurists) is tantamount to sin against religion; and that the decisions of the 
Islamic government create religious obligation. His views also amount to a critique of 
the government efforts to give "religious colouring" to the aspects of life that are not 
religious, such as politics, economy, technology, arts, etc.4 

As I have already mentioned, the unity of the "ultimate Truth" is not denied in 
Shabestari's understanding of religious experience. From a Kantian philosophical 
perspective, Ahmad Naraqi, an Iranian scholar, has attributed this kind of 
interpretative understanding of religion to the epistemological need to distinguish 
between "the actual reality and the reality that makes itself appear before the mind."5 

As such, a single "intrinsic reality" may acquire plural identities when expressed as a 
"phenomenal reality", or reality as it appears to the observer. 

Contemporary Western philosophers like Isaiah Berlin, Charles Taylor and 
Richard Rorty have variously expressed the need to accept the plurality of truth as the 
basis of social and political tolerance. Accordingly, the important practical issue in 
social tolerance is to overcome the perception that authenticity is inherent in certain 
values and not in others prior to human intervention. Or as Nietzsche proposed, it is 
important to go beyond the prevalent structures of good and evil in order to validate 
alternative views as creative possibilities. The desirable social practice should be 
considered as one of making choices when more than one view of truth come into 
clash with each other, rather than considering one as superior to the others. Having to 
make choices between a variety of social goods, therefore, must not force us in the 
position of valorising some and demonising others. 

In the Persian mystical literature, this way of approaching the truth has a long 
tradition. One example is the allegory of "elephant and the blind", popularised by 
Rumi in the form of fiction in his Masnavi. This narrative, which has Biblical and 
Qur 'anic origin, is one of the important sources of reference by Iranians for validating 
arguments on ethics and social morality. In this story, a bunch of blind people, who 
have had no visual experience of an elephant, give their impressions of the identity of 
the creature through the sense of touch. Those who touch the legs imagine the 
elephant as a pillar; those who touch the trunk think of elephant as a pipe, etc; but no 
one can grasp the visual representation of the elephant as a whole. "In the city of the 

1 Ibid, pp.6-10 
2 Ibid. p. 12 
'Ibid, pp 18-19 
A Ibid, p.21; these sentiments have also been echoed by Ayatollah Montazeri. 
' Naraqi. A. Kiyan. Dec 95. pp.34-37 
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blind", Shabestari notes, "no one can be the final judge, and no one supposition or 
viewpoint is superior to another, because there is no superior viewpoint from which to 
know the Truth." 

Shabestari's Philosophical Hermeneutics 

In his book, Hermeneutic, Ketab va Sunnat (Hermeneutics, the Book and the 
Tradition), Hojjat-al-Eslam Shabestari pursues his philosophical system further. In 
this book, he asserts that the task of the interpretation of religious texts, such as the 
Qur'an, should not be conferred exclusively upon the traditional science of tafsir 
(exegesis), and that therefore new interpretations ought to be welcomed. Shabestari 
notes that Muslim theologians and jurists have always understood religious texts on 
the basis of their own conceptual interpretations; and that this in itself should justify 
the openness required for proposing new understandings based on new interpretations. 

In an interview with a Tehran magazine, Shabestari drew on Western 
philosophers such as Gadamer to validate his argument in Hermeneutic, Ketab va 
Sunnat. He argued that the conscious intentions of the author of a text could not 
determine the meaning of the text, and that a hermeneutical search for the meaning of 
a text should be focused on the traditions to which the text belongs. Meaning is thus 
understood as existing in the traditions independent of the author and his/her intended 
audience, but it emerges through the act of interpretation, which renders the text 
intelligible for its new readers in emerging environments.2 Meaning thus enters the 
text via the traditions that form the environment of the existence of the author, and is 
recovered by the interpreter in a potentially different environment, hence the infinite 
possibilities for new interpretations and new meanings that may or may not include 
the author's psychological intentions. Shabestari's philosophical arguments also 
present similarities to Soroush's position on plurality of religious knowledge raised in 
the Contraction and Expansion. 

The Position of the Liberation Movement 

The publication by Nehzat-e Azadi-e Iran (the Liberation Movement of Iran) 
of a text entitled Tafsil va Tahlil-e Velayat-e Motlaq-e Faqih (The Explanation and 
Analysis of the Absolute Governance of Jurist) may be considered as a movement 
toward directly challenging the political motifs of the ruling Shi '/jurists. Interestingly, 
this challenge also involves offering new interpretations of religious texts. It is 
important to note that this political group, despite the attempts by the government to 
undermine the integrity of its religious convictions, have remained true to its 
fundamental commitment to Shi 'i Islam. The ideological wing of the government has 
taken the criticisms by the Nehzat-e Azadi very seriously. The jurists-turned-
ideologues, such as Ayatollah Ahmad Azari-Qomi, have attempted to respond to this 
political-ideological challenge to the central concept of the Islamic Republic. 

The thesis of velayat-e faqih, as I have explained earlier, was an innovative 
interpretation of the religious texts such the Qur 'an and hadith by the late Ayatollah 
Khomeini. Disputes and criticisms of this thesis had already begun in the lifetime of 
the late Ayatollah. The earliest objections are attributed to grand Ayatollah Abol-
Qasem Kho'i and his followers. They had rejected the idea of providing a political 
reading of the Qurdnic verse: "Obey God, and obey the Prophet, and those who have 

1 Ibid, pp.34-35 
2 This interview was conducted by the newspaper Hamshahri on Thursday, 7 November 1996. 
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authority among you", which is the most important Qur 'anic basis offered so far in 
support of the thesis of velayat-e faqih. This apolitical interpretation was in 
conformity with the practised religion. The traditional view understood the phrase 
"those who have authority among you" as not referring to the authority of the faqih, 
but to that of the twelve purely innocent Imams. The traditional interpretation was that 
in the absence of the innocent Imams, the role of the faqih was limited to making 
rulings on legal issues, and that there was no political velayat-e faqih. 

The objection to a political understanding of velayat-e faqih, despite its root in 
the recent traditions of religious practice, proved to be flimsy and weak in the face of 
the momentous political events in Iran since the 1970's. It did not reflect the changes 
that the Iranian society had undergone in its encounter with modernity. It had no 
connection with the social and political movements that had already begun outside 
and inside the religious domain. It did not even reflect the original political aspirations 
of the Shi 'i political philosophy, which had sought political power for the Shi 'i 
Imams. Although such aspirations had been suspended temporarily, they had never 
been given up completely. Nonetheless, the apolitical practice of the Shi'i 
establishment had alarmed some of the ulama to the dangers of social and political 
impotence of the religious authority. Ayatollah Khomeini's thesis of velayat-e faqih 
was an innovative attempt to change this situation by shifting the interpretation of the 
Qur 'an and the hadith from an apolitical understanding to an extremely political one. 
Khomeini had sought to connect religion at a very deep level with the social and 
political struggles of the people, and had thus attempted to save the religious 
establishment from perpetual decline. 

The objection of Nehzat-e Azadi to the thesis of velayat-e faqih is totally 
different from the earlier objections, in that it seeks to approach the question by 
providing a modernist interpretation of the religious texts. Nehzat-e Azadi is 
determined that its innovative interpretations of the sacred texts could not be rejected 
on the basis of their being out of touch with social and political realities. It is also 
difficult for the government to attack Nehzat-e Azadi on the basis of its lack of 
religious conviction as it did in the case of leftists. In fact, Nehzate Azadi considers 
itself as one of the few centres of alternative religious and political thinking in Iran, 
which have survived the attempt of the absolutist theocrats to eradicate such circles. It 
provides a religious thinking that is loyal to the principal canons of the Shi 'i Islam, 
but tries to, in Iqbal's words: "reconcile eternity with change". 

In The Explanation and Analysis of the Absolute Governance of Jurist, the 
Nehzat-e Azadi invokes various Qur 'anic verses such as Forqan 18, Kahf 102, Osara 
111, En'am 14, Saba 41, Yousef 101, Showra 9, Towba 116, Ma'eda 99 and Baqara 
257. According to the authors of The Explanation and Analysis, the absolute velayat-e 
faqih does not have a sound basis in the Qur 'an. Although the Qur 'an does demand 
people to obey those of authority among them, the authors of The Explanation and 
Analysis insist that these holders of authority are not meant to be the jurists. They 
advocate a philosophical and political liberalism according to which, in the absence of 
the infallible Imams, people should be considered fit to govern themselves on the 
basis of the laws that they derive from their beliefs and traditions within the embrace 
of the Islamic culture. 

Nehzat-e Azadi understands the government as belonging to the people, and as 
such at their service. In this sense, its political philosophy, similar to that of Soroush, 
proposes a kind of religious secularism, i.e. a secularism that separates the Church and 
the State in order to secure the essence of religion but not necessarily its 
representations. At present though, the State is constituted on the basis of the absolute 
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government of the jurist (velayet-e motlaq-e faqih), according to which the highest 
jurist, or the supreme leader, has unlimited powers. As such, the supreme leader, who 
does not need to be even popularly elected, has among other authorities, the power to 
declare war, to command the armed forces, and to veto the legislation of the 
parliament and the decisions of the president. It is this kind of political interpretation 
of the Qur 'ani to which Nehzat-e Azadi objects. 

However, the objections of Nehzat-e Azadi are expressed primarily in 
theological rather than political terms. According to the Explanation and Analysis: 
"From the Qur'anic perspective, the absolute governance of the jurist is baseless and 
tantamount to polytheism {shirk). The originators and believers of velayet-e -faqih, neither 
Mullah Ahmad Naraqi, nor Ayatollah Khomeini, had not made any references to the Qur'an 
for the proof of velayet-e-faqih. But, since the victory of the revolution some of the 
proponents and defenders (of this thesis) have taken advantage of their media monopoly, and 
have selectively referred to the Qur'an, and hence have instigated the need for further 
references. The Qur'an does not allow for an absolute obedience to any governance, neither 
of the Shah, nor of any ruler, governor, jurist, theologian, etc. The Qur'an requires absolute 
obedience only to God and no other." 

A Theory of Government 

Nehzat-e Azadi proclaims that absolute politico-religious authority (velayat-e 
motlaq), in the sense of the governance of God, which is referred to by the Qur 'an, 
could have only been conferred upon the Prophet Muhammad and the infallible 
Imams {A 'emmeh ma 'soumin). It goes on to claim that even the Prophet and the 
Imams, despite their legitimate right to velayat, did not use their power in the sense of 
"depriving the people of their propriety, freedom and discretion". Rather, according to 
The Explanation and Analysis, the Prophet and the Imams had sought to earn the 
allegiance and consent of the people for their legitimate rule. 

The authors of The Explanation and Analysis then refer to various meanings 
that may be extracted from the term "valyy-e amr" (one who has authority over the 
affairs) in the Qur 'an, and claim that in none of its meanings valyy-e amr implies the 
absolute governance of the faqih. Accordingly, valyy and velayat have been rendered 
in the Qur 'an as "carer and caring", "protector and protecting", and also as "alliances 
of political and military nature". And the Muslims are advised to put their trust in 
God, his Messenger and the "monotheist believers" for "care and protection", and not 
to give "absolute allegiance" to the "polytheists" or anyone else for that matter. 

One should be careful to see that here The Explanation and Analysis is 
stressing the advisory language of the Qur'an; and that the Qur'an advises the 
Muslim believers to ally themselves with the "monotheist believers"; and does not 
force the people to accept the "absolute authority" of anybody. The Explanation and 
Analysis admits that in some places in the Qur 'an, Valyy is used in the meaning of 
"local governor" appointed by the Prophet Muhammad. However, it suggests that in 
none of these any absolute powers have been accorded the governors; and that they 
have never been placed above the law, the principles of the faith, and the rights of the 
people. 

The authors of The Explanation and Analysis refer to the Qur 'anic verse: 
(Osara, 36), which may be rendered as follows: "Do not follow that which you have no 

1 The Explanation and Analysis of the Absolute Governance of the Jurist, a publication of the Nehzat-e Azadi-ye 
Iran, 1367/1988, pp. 136-139 
2 Ibid. p. 137 
3 Ibid, pp.137-138 
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knowledge of; the ears, the eyes and the heart are all responsible for that." They then offer 
the following exegesis of this verse: "The Our'an considers each individual to be 
generally the proprietor of and responsible for his/her beliefs, actions and conditions, and 
forbids the blind emulation and worship of anyone but God."1 Here, The Explanation and 
Analysis tackles the notion of "emulation" or taqlid (popularly understood as 
following the rulings of qualified jurists in the matters of religious law) from a critical 
standpoint. Accordingly, the way that taqlid is practised at present - i.e. uneducated 
emulation - does neither comply with the intent of the Qur 'an and the Shari 'ax, nor 
with the traditions of the Prophet and the infallible Imams!2 

Another relevant Quranic verse that The Explanation and Analysis invokes 
addresses the issue of the freedom of belief (Baqara, 256). This verse may be 
rendered as follows: "There is no coercion or imposition in religion. The path to salvation 
and the path to sin have been made clear for everyone to see. Thus, those who put their faith 
in God and reject the taqut (the epitome of idolatry on earth) have certainly secured 
themselves on a rope that will never break. ..." For Nehzat-e Azadi, the interpretation of 
this verse is as follows: "God, out of His high regard for human beings, has invested them 
with freedom and discretion; and that is why the great Prophets have only acted as teachers. 
And in teaching the faith, they have always used the language of persuasion and advice, not 
force and coercion."'' 

Yet another Qur 'anic verse quoted by the authors of The Explanation and 
Analysis to support the claim of the Nehzat-e Azadi that the interpretation of velayat-e 
faqih as propagated by the ruling jurists is not in compliance with the Qur 'an is: 
{Ma 'ida, 99). This verse is rendered as follows: "The Prophet has no responsibility higher 
than delivering the Message. ..." According to The Explanation and Analysis, God has 
explicitly and repeatedly warned the Prophet of Islam not to take the responsibility of 
enforcing or overseeing the actions of the people, for which he has neither been 
equipped nor permitted. The natural conclusion of this kind of rendering of the verse 
is: "Where the Prophet of Islam is not assigned, and has not been given the right, to coerce 
people to believe in or practice the faith, nor to subject the beliefs and actions of the people to 
inquisition; it naturally follows that nobody else including the jurists or the government 
agents have the right to do so."4 

The authors of The Explanation and Analysis go on to refer to the Qur 'anic 
verses that underline consultation and exchange of views in running the affairs of the 
Muslims: (Showra, 9). The highest point of their critique of the absolutist views of the 
velayat-e faqih is perhaps where they attack the tendency of these views to institute a 
dictatorial style in running the social and political affairs of the nation.3 From a 
religious perspective, they thus attack the absolutist concept of velayat-e faqih as a 
"dangerous, heretic innovation, which considering its disastrous religious and political 
consequences must be fully investigated and analysed."6 In their analysis, the authors 
of The Explanation and Analysis turn to the Articles in the Constitution of the Islamic 
Republic that define the role of velayat-e faqih in order to emphasise the significance 
of the role of the people in running the political affairs of the nation. For instance, 
they dispute the official interpretation of the fifth Article of the Constitution, which 
defines the powers of the velayat-e faqih. 

According to the fifth article of the Constitution: "In the absence of the Lord of 
the Age (the twelfth Imam), in the Islamic Republic of Iran, the governance of affairs 

1 Ibid, p.42 
2 Ibid, p.43 
3 Ibid, pp.43-44 
4 Ibid, p.44 
5 Ibid. pp.44-45 
6 Ibid. p. 132 
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{velayat-e amr), and the leadership of the community (immamat-e ummat) is the 
responsibility of the just and virtuous jurist {faqih-eadel va ba taqva), who is knowledgeable 
and brave, has vision and management skills, and who is recognised by the majority as the 
leader. ..." According to the authors of The Explanation and Analysis, in interpreting 
the Constitution, the current ideologues of the Islamic Republic have misconstrued the 
intent of the late Ayatollah Khomeini, who originally spoke of velayat-e motlaq-e 
faqih. Instead, Nehzat-e Azadi stresses the subjection of the authority of the ruling 
faqih to the consent of the people and the essentiality of the consultation of the rulers 
with the people in decision making. They thus interpret Ayatollah Khomeini's intent 
in speaking of "absolute governance" as a tactical move to build a bridge between the 
proponents and opponents of the traditional jurisprudence, and not to make political 
absolutism into a matter of fundamental religious binding. 

The Issue of Civil Society 

Another topic of interest to Nehzat-e Azadi-e Iran current debate in Iran is the 
question of civil society. For example, in a round table debate on the issue of civil 
society, organised and published by the journal Kiyan, a variety of views were 
expressed, which in many cases were critical of the approach of the absolutist 
theocrats to the issue. Among others, Ezatullah Sahabi, a former "liberal" minister, 
and a member of the Nehzat-e Azadi, has been vocal in expressing this criticism. I am 
not going to go into the details of this debate here; however, it is worthy to note that 
this debate too involves references to religious texts in order to provide new socially 
and politically motivated interpretations of these texts. For example, Sahabi refers to 
Imam Ali's caliphate in the early days of Islam in order to provide an understanding 
of a style of government that is in affinity with the concept of civil society. Nahj-ul-
Balaqa is a source of frequent references in this regard, as it contains a collection of 
Ali's decrees, edicts and advises to Malek Ashtar, his appointed governor of Egypt. 

Sahabi's interpretation of Ali's advises is that they are bent on limiting the 
power of government to a series of concrete social and economic tasks, such as the 
development of the land, collection of taxes and instituting social security. His 
intention is to show that in Ali's government, which is universally recognised by the 
Shi 'i Muslims as the epitome of just government and one to be emulated, there is no 
attempt to regulate the behaviour and belief of the people, such as their manner of 
clothing, prayer, etc. Here, Sahabi criticises the hard-line policies of the Islamic 
regime, which are bent on regulating social behaviour and particularly the sexual 
behaviour of the population in accordance with a set of rigid standards set by a 
dogmatic understanding of religion. These standards are inspired by a strong push for 
public piety exerted by the conservative jurists in power. It is a problematic issue and, 
perhaps, one that is most vital to the life of the ordinary people at the moment, 
particularly women and the youth. 

On the Defence of Absolutist Theocracy 

In defence of an absolute velayat-e faqih, the latter-day theocrat-ideologues, 
such as Ayatollahs Azari-Qomi, Jannati, Sane'i, Yazdi and others, insist on the 
exclusive right of the qualified jurists to interpret the religious traditions in a fashion 
to support their own version of an authentic Islamic polity and society. In their 
interpretation, the emphasis is placed on a literal understanding of the Shi 'i political 

Ibid. pp. 134-135 
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ideology as offered by Ayatollah Khomeini, and little significance is accorded to the 
expressed needs of the people at present. The attack of Ayatollah Ahmad Azari-Qomi 
against the Nehzat-e Azadi, reflected in his two book length texts, should be 
considered as part of this refusal to allow for the alternative interpretations of the 
traditions. Whereas, according to the Islamic modernists, new interpretations are 
vitally needed for the meaningful and productive development of the nation in the 
modern world. 

It should be noted that in the camp of the theologians supporting the absolutist 
interpretations of velayat-e faqih, Ayatollah Azari and his newspaper Resaalat are 
significant players. He has written extensively in legitimising the absolute power of 
the supreme leader in the post-Khomeini era. In addition to his books exclusively 
treating the concept of velayat-e motlaq-e faqih, he has also written other books and 
articles that deal with the same issue in other contexts. For example, in another book-
length text dedicated to the interpretation of the last will and testament of the late 
Ayatollah Khomeini, he has continued to formulate views in support of the velayet-e 
motlaq (absolute governance) of the jurist. 

The intent of the arguments of Ayatollah Azari-Qomi, in his two volumes on 
velayat-e faqih, is to reject the criticisms of Nehzat-e Azadi in the Explanation and 
Analysis about the velayat-e motlaq-e faqih. He does this by demonstrating the 
compatibility of the absolute governance of the jurist with the Our'an and the hadith. 
In the introduction to the first volume which is entitled: Velayat-e Faqih from the 
Perspective of the Our'an, he has explained his intention in writing this book as 
follows: "The velayate faqih, put forward by the honourable Imam Khomeini, is an essential 
component of the Islamic/?^//. However, it has not been discussed in depth. Some have taken 
advantage of this vacuum, and have attempted to induce the minds with their eclectic ideas. 
They have released publications to deny the Quranic base of velayat-e motlaq-e faqih, and 
have thus created doubts among the people, especially among the scholastic and academic 
communities. Therefore, ... in this text, I shall critically discuss their arguments and provide 
evidence from the Qur'an in proof of velayat-e motlaq-e faqih.,"' 

Ayatollah Azari attacks his opponents in a polemical style right along the line 
of their two main objections to the velayat-e motlaq. Firstly, the objection that there is 
no direct references in the Qur 'an to this concept. And secondly, the objection that the 
Qur'an has actually rejected the assignment of velayat-e motlaq to a "non-God". On 
the issue of the lack of direct reference in the Qur 'an to velayat-e faqih, he follows the 
traditional method of kalam to divide the Qur 'anic verses to muhkamat (firmly 
grounded/definitive) and mutashabihat (contingent/open to interpretation). 
Accordingly, for the followers of the scholastic theology of kalam, the definitive 
verses, or those with firm interpretations, must be considered as the basis of 
interpretation of the verses for which there is no consensus. 

According to the traditional kalam and fiqh, the definitive meanings of the 
muhkamat have been rendered by the great mujtahids in the collections of hadith over 
more than a thousand years. And it is the expert job of the living mujtahids to render 
the appropriate meanings of the mutashabihat in every age. I have already noted that 
modern philosophers of religion such as Soroush and Shabestari dispute a "static" and 
"literal" understanding of the muhkamat and mutashabihat. Rather, they believe that 
definitive or non-definitive, as an attribute of a verse, should be understood in a 
"dynamic", "progressive" and "symbolic" sense; and that all the Qur 'anic verses may 
be subject to various interpretations relevant to the age. Accordingly, it is in relation 
with the type of religious knowledge - which prevails through critical dialogue in each 

Azari-Qumi. A. Yelayat-e Faqih, 2 Volumes, Dar-al-Elm Publications. Qom. 1992, Introduction 
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age - that the muhkamat and mutashabihat of that age are determined. And naturally, 
the religious knowledge of each age is determined by its relationship with other fields 
of human knowledge in that age. 

Ayatollah Azari, as an expert in the traditional kalam, considers the references 
of his opponents to the Qur 'an on the issue of velayat-e faqih to be invalid. He 
devalues the efforts of the opposition on the ground that their point of departure is the 
mutashabihat rather than the muhkamat. According to Azari, the contingent or non-
definitive verses have been intended by God to preserve the integrity of the Qur 'an in 
the face of the attempts of the enemies to distort it.1 The non-existence of a direct 
reference to velayat-e faqih in the Qur 'an, therefore, does not mean that there is no 
support for that thesis in the Holy Book. The support comes, according to Azari, from 
the "appropriate" and "correct" interpretation of the definitive or firmly grounded 
verses, based on the authentic hadith and the human capacity for rational judgement. 

Azari then offers examples of other cases where universal truths of the faith 
have not been explicitly mentioned in the Qur 'an, such as the velayat of Imam AH 
(the divine right of Ali to the leadership of the Muslim community). Although the 
velayat of Ali is not explicitly mentioned in the Qur 'an, he says, no Shi 'i believer 
would doubt its fundamental truth.2 As another example of the lack of explicit 
reference to accepted facts of the faith, he mentions the number of times that a 
Muslim must pray everyday. And yet another example is the details of the rules and 
regulations of the daily prayer (namaz), which although not mentioned directly in the 
Qur'an, have been extracted from its firmly grounded verses, and have thus been 
established beyond doubt. He finally refers to the lack of direct reference in the 
Qura 'n to the issue of government, which is "so vital to the well being and destiny of 
the Muslim societies". 

For Ayatollah Azari, the Islamic government and the velayat-e faqih are 
essentially identical. Therefore, in responding to the opponents who question the 
validity of velayat-e motlaq due to the lack of any Qur 'anic evidence to uphold it, 
Azari poses a question of his own. "Is it conceivable that in a grand and comprehensive 
book such as the Qur'an, there should be no references to such an important issue as 
government, which is a basic necessity for the Islamic communities?"3 And, he goes on to 
suggest that the identity of the concept of the Islamic government with the velayat-e 
faqih is of such importance that without it the religion would be incomplete. 

Azari considers the lack of direct reference to certain important issues in the 
Qur 'an as something intended. This is because, he argues, the Qur 'an is "a timeless 
and universal message", which must be rendered comprehensible by expert 
interpreters at any particular time. For Azari, the original interpretation of the Qur 'an 
has been rendered by the Prophet Muhammad himself, and following him by the 
infallible Imams, and in their absence by the Shi 'i jurists. He claims that velayat-e 
faqih has been extracted from the non-definitive verses of the Qur'an by the 
legitimate authority of the Shi'i jurists.4 Azari goes on to argue that in order to prove 
the Qur'anic base of the velayat-e faqih, it is only necessary to prove the necessity of 
government in Islam. Once this is established, he says, it will legally and logically 
follow that none other than the faqih is qualified to be the supreme leader of the 
Islamic State.3 

1 Azari-Qomi, A. Velayat-e Faqih, Vol. 1, Qom, 1992, p. 12 
2 Ibid, pp. 12-13 
3 Ibid. p. 13 
4 Ibid, pp. 14-15 
5 Ibid. p. 17 
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The Essentiality of Government in Islam 

Ayatollah Azari sets out to prove the essentiality of government in Islam by 
referring to selected Qur 'anic verses. To establish the basis of his argument, he first 
defines the terms: velayat and hokumat. His understanding of these terms is the same 
as and, at the same time, totally different to that of Soroush and Shabestari. It clearly 
shows how a common symbolic expression may gain various actual meanings. 
Velayat, he defines, as "protecting" and "looking after", like in the role of a father 
with respect to his children. And when extended to include the people in general, the 
same concept will mean: "looking after the affairs of the people in a manner that will 
protect their interests." The relationship between the valyy (authority) and the people, he 
admits, must be such that the authority of the ruler be accepted by the people with 
consent; "they (the ruler and the people) must both work together to institute justice 
and order in the society."1 In practice, however the authority of the valyy has come to 
mean absolute authority over public life and property, and vast powers to exercise this 
authority. 

Hokumat, Ayatollah Azari defines, as "the power to prevent and hold back." 
Hokumat is from the root: hokm that may be rendered as judgement and command. 
According to Azari, hokumat provides for the authority to stop "those who transgress 
against the rights and properties of others." His language here is very close to the 
language of "the rule of law" in the Western democracies. (It shows how the same 
principles means the same and at the same time different things in practice.) Azari 
concludes that the essentiality of hokumat (government) in Islam is self-evident 
because "the Qur 'an is clear on the question of order in the society", and because "the 
absence of government would mean chaos and the rule of the law of jungle."2 Azari 
here interprets the Qur 'an in light of a political philosophy that sounds Hobbesian. He 
sees the existence of the State as a natural and rational phenomenon, which conforms 
to "reason", and whose role it is to hold back "the war of all against all". 

To stress the eligibility of the faqih to take a role similar to that of the Prophet 
and the infallible Imams in running the affairs of the State, he refers to government as 
a second tier responsibility of the Prophet and the Imams. As a minor responsibility 
then, it does not require infallibility, and thus can be easily taken up by the faqih. The 
first tier responsibilities are those belonging to the sphere of the Divine, where the 
Prophet and the Imams perform the exclusive duty of delivering the Divine Message 
or the Revealed Word. In government, according to Ayatollah Azari, the running of 
the social and political affairs of the community is at stake, where the Divine Law 
(Shari'at) must be implemented. As the agents for the implementation of the Shai'at, 
the faqih (jurist) is thus fit to perform the same social and political duties that the 
Prophet and the Imams did. In support of his claim, Azari refers to the Qura 'nie duty 
of amr-e be ma'arouf va nahyy-e az monkar (enjoin good and prohibit evil). He 
suggests: "this duty, more than anybody else, is upon the jurists, who have been trusted by 
the Prophet and the infallible Imams."3 

For the defenders of the velayat-e motlaq, an important point of reference in 
the Qur'an is the verse: (Al-e Omran, 104). This verse has been rendered as follows: 
"A group among Muslims must take the responsibility to persuade people to do good and 
prevent them from doing evil; the group that takes this responsibility and act upon it will find 

1 Ibid, p.46 
1 Ibid, p.50 
3 Ibid, pp.82-87 
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salvation." Ayatollah Azari's reading of this verse is quite literal. He writes: "Basically 
government is nothing other than the instrument of upholding the good and forbidding the 
evil; however, this is done not only by preaching or propagating, but also by assuming the 
authority to enact and implement laws." 

A Juridical View of Absolute Theocracy 

In his second volume on velayat-e faqih, Ayatollah Azari discusses this 
concept from the perspective of the grand jurists of the history of Shi 'i Islam. His 
principle argument in this book is the reiteration of his earlier argument that in the 
absence of the infallible Imams, it is only the faqih who can identify the intent of the 
Divine at each historical conjunction, and that it is only the faqih who can extract the 
most appropriate social and political rulings from the religious texts and traditions in 
each period. But in a new twist to his earlier arguments, he suggests that the faqih is 
responsible to uphold the principles (usut) of the religion, and if necessary, to 
temporarily suspend some religious sub-principles (forou') in order to preserve the 
integrity of the principles.2 He even proposes that "If in a certain period, religious 
practices such as praying, fasting, pilgrimage, etc. weakened the Islamic order or 
threatened the integrity of the faith," it would be in the authority of the ruling jurist to 
suspend those practices, or render them non-obligatory. This flexibility in Azari's 
arguments, however, is not to open up the religious injunctions to unauthorised 
interpretations. It mainly arises from the need of the ruling jurists themselves to 
justify their own non-conventional interpretations of the religious codes, which has 
become frequently necessary in legitimising their political rule. 

According to Azari, in order to do his political and social duties, the faqih can 
use the power put at his disposal by the Shi 'i fiqh (i.e. ijtihad) to provide new 
interpretations of the religion. Although, the faqih is not permitted to re-interpret the 
principles of the faith, his powers to re-interpret the sub-principles are practically 
unlimited. As such, the regulation of almost every aspect of social, political and 
economic life may be claimed by the faqih to be in the sphere of his authority. 
Starting from these vast religious powers, it is not difficult for the faqih to claim 
authority over the day-to-day social, political and economic affairs of the population 
through the exercise of government. Ayatollah Azari's interpretation of religion thus 
confers upon the jurist, who takes the position of velayat-e faqih, vast political and 
legal powers. According to the Ayatollah, the role of the faqih is to forge (ja'at) new 
rulings that would suit the specific social environment of each age. This authority, he 
insists, would not threaten or question the intent of the Word of God and the traditions 
of the Prophet and the infallible Imams. 

Ayatollah Azari defies the critics of "the absolute governance of the jurist" for 
their attempt to misconstrue the term "absolute" (motlaq). The power of faqih is 
"absolute", he explains, only as much as "the executive power" is concerned, like that 
of an elected president or a head of State in the context of Western democracies. 
According to Azari: "the jurist-ruler is also accepted by the majority of the population and is 

'Ibid, p. 109 
2 The faqih will thus be permitted to suspend such important religious practices as namaz (the daily prayer), ronzeh 
(fasting in the month of Ramadhari) and hajj (the annual pilgrimage to Mecca), if he sees it in the interest of the 
principles of the faith. The principles of the faith consist of towhid (the principle of the unity of God), nabovvat 
(the principle of the prophecy), ma 'ad (the principle of resurrection), adl (the principle of the justice of God) and 
imamat (the principle of the authority of the descendants of the Prophet). 
3 Azari-Qomi. A. Velayat-e Faqih, Vol. 2, Dar-ul-Elm pub. Qom, 1993, pp.44-45 
4 Ibid, p.42 
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vested with the same powers as the head of a democratic State."1 In a democracy, Azari 
says: "the executive powers of an elected head of State has to be obeyed not only by his 
supporters, but also by his opponents; and in this sense his government is absolute."2 Azari 
thus presents the faqih as a popular political leader, who also inherits the politico-
religious authority of the Prophet and the Imams. Here, Ayatollah Azari, more than 
anybody else, has the late Ayatollah Khomeini in mind, who in the early 1970's had 
called on religious believers, scholars and students to gain social and political 
consciousness, so that they could bring an Islamic government to power. 

For the rest of the second volume of his Velayat-e Faqih, Azari attacks the 
claim of the Nehzat-Azadi and others who claim velayat-e motlaq-e faqih does not 
even have deep roots in the tradition of Shi'i jurisprudence. According to this claim, it 
was only in the nineteenth century that the jurist Mulla Ahmad Naraqi spoke, albeit 
indirectly, of the political aspects velayat-e faqih for the first time; and there had been 
no other mention of the concept during more than a thousand-year Shi 'i tradition of 
jurisprudence prior to Mulla Ahmad.3 Azari, therefore, painstakingly tries to extract 
support for the thesis of velayat-e faqih from the long tradition of the Shi'i 
jurisprudence. He thus invokes the texts of such highly regarded figures in the history 
of Shi 'i jurisprudence as Kulaini, Ibn-e Babuyeh, Sheikh Saduq, Sheikh Mufid, 
Khajeh Nasir-ad-Din Tusi, Allameh Hilli, Muhaqiq-e Ardebili, Shahid-e Thani, etc. In 
none of these, however, there is an explicit reference to the velayat-e faqih as a 
political ideology. Rather, Ayatollah Azari refers to these texts in order to 
demonstrate that the arguments of these great jurists can be interpreted in a way that a 
logical support for the political velayat-e faqih will emerge. 

The Theory of Velayat-e Faqih: Alternative Interpretations 

There have been various attempts by theologians, religious reformers and even 
academics to offer alternative interpretations of the theory of velayat-e faqih. A major 
reform trend in these interpretations confers a significant role upon the people in 
legitimising the political rule of the faqih as the supreme leader. Interestingly, this 
approach comes not only from the lay religious intellectual circles, but also from 
within the clerical establishment. 

Without denying the validity of a political velayat-e faqih, Aytaollah 
Ni'matullah Salihi-Najafabadi, for example, has put forward an interesting argument 
about the sources of legitimacy of the rule of the faqih in his book Velayat-e Faqih: 
Hokumat-e Salihan (The Governance of the Jurist: The Government of the Worthy). 
Ayatollah Salihi is the controversial cleric, who wrote the politically and religiously 
emotive book Shahid-e Javid (The Eternal Martyr) in the Pahlavi period.4 In his 
Shahid-e Javid, Ayatollah Salihi had offered a controversial interpretation of the 
martyrdom of Imam Hussein, which was rejected by some of the high ranking 
conservative ulama at the time of its publication. In his revolutionary interpretation, 
which was apt to be adopted by the radical clerics in their anti-monarchist campaign 
during the Pahlavi period, the uprising of Imam Hussein and his death was seen not as 
a predestined act of a saint - as it was conventionally understood, but as the action of a 

' Ibid, p. 13 
2 Ibid, p.29 

See especially the works of Hamid Enayat, Hamid Dahbshi and Amir Arjomand on velayat-e faqih 
Ayatollah Salihi has been an ally of Ayatollah Hussein-Ali Montazeri, the heir apparent of Ayatollah Khomeini 

in the 1980s, who was later on discredited due to his disagreements with Ayatollah Khomeini over the treatment of 
the political opposition. 
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socially and politically conscious revolutionary hero. At the time, Salmi's critics 
accused him of questioning the infallibility of the Imams. ' 

In his analysis of Velayat-e Faqih: Hokumat-e Salihan, Ahmad Kazemi 
Moussavi has critically reviewed the Salihi's interpretation of the theory of velayat-e 
faqih. In his book, Ayatollah Salihi has emphatically argued for the role of "people's 
acknowledgement of the supreme faqih" in the legitimacy of the political rule of the 
jurist. He has thus criticised the conventional approaches to the velayat-e faqih as 
academic and ignorant of the "vital role of the people in validating the faqih''s 
authority."3 

In the current political atmosphere in Iran, Salihi is not alone in his view that 
the consent of the people should be considered as the only valid sign of the 
legitimation of incumbent governments. As noted earlier, some politico-religious 
groups and associations as well as many clerics and lay religious intellectuals and 
activists have insisted on the role of the people in validating the political authority of 
the faqih. They have, for example, referred to the notions of Showra (consultation) 
and bey 'at (oath of allegiance) in the Our 'an to emphasise the essentiality of popular 
participation in the political rule of the faqih. But, as Moussavi has suggested, 
Sahihi's significance is in his attempt to systematically incorporate the modern 
concepts of "majority rule", "social contract" and "representation" into the Shi'i 
political philosophy.3 

Majority Rule, Social Contract and Representation: Islamic Traits 

In his bold interpretation of the notion of velayat-e faqih, Ayatollah Salihi has 
argued that concepts of majority rule, social contract and political representation are 
part and parcel of the essence of the Islamic faith. In order to support his argument on 
the conformity of Islam with the notion of majority rule, Salihi refers both to the 
Qur 'an and the hadith. He has invoked, for example, the Qur 'anic verse: "fulfil your 
obligations"(Chapter 5: 5/1), and to a certain hadith, whereby the Prophet 
recommends the soldiers under the leadership of one of his disciples to elect a new 
leader should their incumbent leader be killed in combat.6 

On the question of social contract, Salihi refers to the Islamic notion of bey 'at 
(allegiance) as the legal channel for the validation of the contract between the leader 
and his people. He defines bey'at not as a confirmation of the ruler - as it is 
conventionally understood - but as "investing the ruler with authority".7 Against the 
traditional jurisprudence whereby bey'at creates an obligation on the part of the 
people to fulfil their vows made with the Holy Imams, Salihi purports that since the 
modern rulers are not divinely appointed, therefore the bey'at creates for them a 

Ayatollah Shamsabadi was one of the clerics who vehemently rejected Ayatollah Salihi's interpretation of the 
martyrdom of Imam Hussein in the Pahlavi period. He was accused of pro-monarchy sentiments, and was later 
found dead: believed to be assassinated by the followers of Ayatollah Montazeri and Ayatollah Salihi. 
2 Kazemi-Moussavi. A. "A New Interpretation of the Theory of Vilayat-e Faqih", Middle Eastern Studies, Vol. 28, 
No. 1, January 1992, p. 101 
3 Ibid, p. 101 
4 The late Mehdi Bazargan and his Nehzat-e Azadi as well as Ayatollah Hussein-Ali Montazeri have long been 
among vocal proponents of the role of the people in approving their political leaders. Recently, other personalities, 
notably President Muhammad Khatami and his supporters, have voiced similar ideas. 
" Kazemi_Moussavi, A. Middle-Eastern Studies, January 92, pp. 102-103 
6 Ibid, p. 103 
7 Ibid, p. 104 
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reciprocal obligation toward the people. Thus, "the authority of the leader is not 
established before the social contract is concluded."1 

On the question of political representation, Salihi invokes the Islamic concept 
of vikalat (power of attorney) to argue that "the leader of an Islamic community is the 
deputy of the people, not the Imam."2 As Moussavi has suggested, Salihi's reference 
here is to Nahj-al-Balaqa whereby Imam Ali tells his governors: "You are the treasures 
of the people and the deputies of the community." On the account that the power of 
attorney is revocable, Salihi concludes that the people could dismiss the leader, if he 
did not fulfil his obligations. But he insists that the leader, although he is not a saint, 
must nevertheless possess saintly qualities of justice, piety and virtue in dealing with 
the people; otherwise the people will have the right to dismiss him all the same. 

Ayatollah Salihi then resorts to the tradition of Islamic rationalist philosophy, 
and particularly to Ibn-Sina, in order to establish logical justifications for his religious 
arguments. He argues that the political authority of the velayat-e faqih does not imply 
religious allegiance on the part of the people since it is essentially an issue concerning 
"human intellect" not "religious tenets".3 

The rise of the concept of popular participation in politics is a clear outcome 
of the significant role of the people in bringing to power the current Islamic regime. 
The heating up of such debates at present is particularly indicative of the resistance of 
the people to the push of certain politician-clerics to use traditional Islamic concepts 
to pose their own rule as divine and hence free from popular checks and public 
obligations. 

The Last Will and Tes tament 

A contemporary politico-religious document, which is currently playing an 
important legitimising role in the State politics in Iran is the last will and testament of 
the late Ayatollah Khomeini, which has been published posthumously under the title: 
Vasiatnamey-e Siyasi-Elahiy-e Emam Khomeini (The Political-Divine Testament of 
Imam Khomeini). This document may be considered as an important political text of 
the post-Khomeini era, particularly because it has become a source of frequent 
invocations for politico-religious groups, both inside and outside the government. The 
Divine-Political Testament of Imam Khomeini, therefore, is a document, which 
despite its contemporary nature, has already been subject to multiple interpretations 
with serious political implications. 

An example of such interpretations is Ayatollah Azari-Qomi's Commentary on 
the Testament, which highlights the important role that the interpretation of this 
document plays in domestic and foreign policies of the Islamic Republic in the 
absence of Ayatollah Khomeini. Azari refers to this document as "the fundamental 
law of the Islamic Revolution", and a document that identifies "the main components 
of the revolution". According to him, two of the main components of the revolution 
are "the export of the Revolution", and "the construction of the Islamic government in 
its material and spiritual dimensions."4 In his Commentary, Ayatollah Azari has also 
highlighted four main legacies handed down in the Testament: 1) the theory of the 
Islamic government, or the velayat-e faqih; 2) the program for a world revolution; 3) 

1 Ibid, p. 104 
- Ibid. p. 105 
3 Ibid, p. 106 

Azari-Qomi, A. A Commentary on the Political-Divine Testament of Imam Khomeini, Dar-al-Elm 
Publications, Qom, 1372/1993, p.9 
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the traditions of Ayatollah Khomeini himself; and 4) a model for the world Islamic 
government.' Due to the political significance of the last will and testament of 
Ayatollah Khomeini, I shall discuss its main points in more detail. 

The Testament begins with a quote from the Prophet Muhammad: "I leave 
among you the thaqaleyn? the Book of Allah (the Qur'an) and my etrat. Verily they will be 
inseparable from each other until the day that they return to me at the hawd."4 From the 
outset, the Testament reminds the Shi 'i believers of the betrayals that have been 
perpetrated against the thaqaleyn since the demise of the Prophet, particularly the 
betrayal of the Umayyads a millennia and a half ago. The Testament then warns the 
contemporary Muslim believers against the conspiracies of the modern enemies of 
Islam; i.e. the United States and Israel. It also alerts the Muslims against the leaders of 
the Islamic States, who have friendly relations with the U.S. and Israel, including 
King Fahd of Saudi Arabia, King Hussein of Jordan, King Hassan of Morocco, and 
President Mubarak of Egypt. 

The Testament repeatedly refers to the Islamic Revolution as a divine 
phenomenon and hence distinct from all other revolutions. It emphasises that the 
secret of the perpetuation of the Islamic Republic, despite the conspiracies of the 
enemies, is in the divine motivation that drives it toward building an ideal Islamic 
government. It goes on to reiterate the harmony of Islam with science and technology, 
as well as its essential concern with politics and the manner that the affairs of Islamic 
societies are run. 

The Testament also emphasises the importance of the political and legal 
institutions of the Islamic Republic in upholding the principles of the Shari'at. In his 
testament, Khomeini calls on the people to support the government not because it has 
already achieved the status of an ideal Islamic State. Rather, he demands this support 
because "this government is still in its childhood", and as such is like "a fragile being 
on a dangerous path", which is destined to lead to the institution of the ideal 
government of Islam. He insists that "this government is under constant threat by the 
internal and external enemies," and as such needs the unequivocal support of the 
people. He also praises those who have sacrificed their lives for the Islamic 
government and encourages the believers to be always prepared for the ultimate 
sacrifice, i.e. the achievement of the honour of martyrdom in defending the Islamic 
government. 

The Testament rejects the calls to curb the intervention of the clergy in politics 
as a colonial and imperialist plot against Islam. This plot, allegedly, aims at 
weakening the empowering influence of Islam in creating a culture of protest against 
the West. The call for the exclusion of the ulama from politics, according to Ayatollah 
Khomeini, particularly seeks to make the younger generation of Muslims believers 
feel that their cultural values are outmoded and inferior to the Western culture. It thus 
tries to alienate Muslims from their roots and hold back their progress. 

' Ibid, pp. 10-21 
2 The Arabic word thaqaleyn, the dual form of thiqal. is derived from the root thagal, which was used in Arabic to 
refer to anything that was precious, momentous and weighty. The thaqaleyn has been rendered in the hadith as the 
two precious things that the Prophet has left among the Muslim believers, i.e. the Holy Qur'an and his etrat 
(household). 
3 The etrat refers to the members of the Prophet's ahl-ul-beyt (household) including Imam Ali, his daughter 
Fatimah, the sons of Ali and Fatimah. Imam Hassan and Imam Hussein and their descendants up to and including 
the Hidden Imam. Muhammad Ibn-e Hassan, Valiyy-e Asr (the Lord of the Age). 
4 Hawd is understood as the place in the hereafter where the thaqaleyn will be reunited with the Prophet. 
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The View of the West 

In the Testament, Khomeini has made it abundantly clear that his will was not 
intended only for the Iranian people, and that it addressed "all Islamic nations and the 
oppressed of the world from whichever nationality and religion." This theme has had 
serious implications in the foreign policy development in Iran. It has created a variant 
of the old interpretation of the image of the West in the political life of Iran. 

If we agree with Edward Said that the "East" exists in the imagination of the 
"West", by the same token, we should be able to also declare that the "West" also 
exists in the imagination of the "East". The imaginary of the West has occupied a 
large part of the raison d'être of the existence of the Islamic government on earth. 
The image of the West is the main theme around which the Islamic Republic has built 
an elaborate ideological structure for foreign policy development. The image of the 
West also occupies a large part of the imagination of the ordinary people in Iran. The 
modern image of the West has been perpetual intellectual concern because of the 
constant confrontation of Iran with the West since the colonial period. Ever since the 
ancient wars with Greeks, Iranians had not had any direct hostility with the West until 
the nineteenth century. The influence of the Western political and social ideas on the 
course of development in Iran since the late nineteenth century has been significant 
and well documented. ' 

Ayatollah Khomeini's last will and testament reiterates this modern image of 
the West, whereby the Western powers and particularly that of the United States 
appear as a source of "evil" in the life of the "oppressed of the world". This 
pessimistic view of the West, along the negative view of Islam in the West, is a major 
contributor to the present hostility of the Iranian government towards the United 
States. In his Testament, Ayatollah Khomeini calls on the Muslim writers and scholars 
"to correct the mistaken ideas of the Muslims" about the political world order. "What 
is said, and is being said - that the Prophets were only concern with spiritual matters; and that 
they rejected participation in government and worldly political leadership; ...and that we must 
do the same - is a tragic mistake; and (if followed) will make the Islamic nations deprived, 
and hence will force them to open the doors for the blood sucking colonisers to come and take' 
over."2 

The theme of questioning the status-quo political order of the world as unjust 
and hypocritical is the main theme of Khomeini's view of the Western global 
dominance; and one of the main purposes of the Islamic government is considered to 
be its mission to correct the world order. In this sense, the Islamic government has a 
global as well as national responsibility to reject "Satanic governments, dictatorships 
and tyrannies"/ 

But Khomeini's concerns are not merely political; for him, political power is a 
tool for "spreading ethics and social justice." He thus emphasises in his Testament on 
the role of the Islamic government to reject "perverse and worldly motives, 
accumulation of wealth and power, and leaning towards false gods." The role of the 
West in alienating the colonised people from their original identity by spreading false 
identities is a recurring theme of the Testament. For example, it says: "This sad story is 
lengthy, and the blows that we have received and will continue to receive from it are deadly. 
Sadder than this is the fact that they (the West) have kept the oppressed and enslaved nations 
back and forced them to become mere consumers (of the Western products)."* 

\ See especially the works on the Constitutional Revolution by Algar, Arjomand, Abrahamian. Bay at and Fischer. 
Khomeini. R. M. The Political-Divine Testament of Imam Khomeini Internet n 7 

• Ibid, pp. 7-8 " 
4 Ibid, pp. 10-11 
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The Testament criticises the existing Islamic States other than Iran for their 
"mindless and blind obedience to the West". It proclaims: "This artificial and mindless 
nonsense has led us to the point that we can no longer rely on ourselves, and instead blindly 
imitate the West in every aspect."1 In his Testament, Khomeini continues his struggle 
against what he calls "the Westoxicated (Gharbzadeh) intellectuals. To him, "the total 
surrender of these intellectuals to the West in all matters related to thought has made the 
cultural, literary, scientific, and industrial accomplishments of Iranians in the past subject to 
criticism and ridicule."2 He especially criticises the secular intellectuals of Iran for their 
attempts to present religious commitment as a sign of backwardness, and to equate 
"lack of regards for religious and spiritual matters" with "being enlightened and 
urbane". 

Khomeini also invokes ethnic and racial discriminations as a theme of his 
attacks on the West and the "Westoxicated" intellectuals. "You must realise", he says, 
"that the Aryan and the Arab races are no less than the European, American and Russian 
races."3 Although the delineation of race along the line of nationality, used here by 
Ayatollah Khomeini, does not correspond to the accepted academic concepts of race, 
it shows how the question of nationality still plays a dominant role in determining the 
language of various conflicts in the minds of the Muslims. In an effectively political 
language, Khomeini is addressing himself to the collective feelings of the ordinary 
Muslim believers, who sense that the Western treatment of their civilisation and 
ethnicity carries a strong measure of condescension and superiority. This sentiment is 
based on the perception that the West has treated the Muslims, in general, and the 
Iranian people, in particular, as a people of inferior race. Muslim Iranians feel very 
strongly the arrogance and insensitivity in the American and European rhetoric about 
the Islamic civilisation, which has connotations of racial and ethnic superiority of the 
West. In fact, there could be no ambiguity about the distinct difference between the 
derogatory language that is used collectively by the West to address Muslims as 
backward and uncivilised people, and the more dignified language that is used 
between the Americans and their European allies. Khomeini's reference to Russia is 
perhaps due to the concern that he still had with the threat of communism to Islam up 
to the time of his death in 1989. 

It is important that he puts Russia in the category of the West and not as he 
had done earlier, at the level of a super power of the East. In fact, toward the end of 
his political career, and before the official end of the cold war, Khomeini dropped the 
language of division of the world between the superpowers of the East and the West, 
and referred to the ultimate manipulation of the Soviet Union by the United States. 

A Message to the Oppressed of the World 

Ayatollah Khomeini's message in his Testament to the oppressed people of the 
world is: "If you have found yourselves, you need not despair; so, refuse to trust anyone but 
yourselves; in the long run, you will be able to do anything or build anything that you wish.'5 

The Ayatullah's economic message is heavily burdened with the rhetoric of a kind of 

'ibid, p. 11 
2 Ibid, pp. 11-12 
3 Ibid, p. 12 
4 It is worth mentioning that the political instinct of the Ayatollah in the mid-1980s was somewhat sharper than 
many other political leaders in the world. He almost predicted the downfall of communism in the Soviet Union. 
Sensing that big changes were forthcoming, he even sent a special envoy to the then Soviet leader, Michael 
Gorbachev. In his message to Gorbachev, he warned him against the slippage of the Soviet block into "the 
American trap"', and invited him to join forces with Islam. 
s Khomeini. R. The Last Will and Testament, pp. 12-13 
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nationalist protectionism, Accordingly: "The government and political leaders must not 
allow the importation of goods that create consumerism and destroy the domestic economy. 
Instead, you should be satisfied with what your own economy can produce until such time 
that the domestic economy can produce whatever is needed."1 

The Testament proposes a kind of social democracy in socio-economic 
administration. It declares that Islam neither approves of the "unbridled capitalism of the 
West", nor does it oppose private property like communism. According to the 
Testament: "Islam provides for a balanced regime in which private property is recognised 
and respected with proper limitations on the origin of property rights and consumption, such 
that if it is properly implemented ...social justice will be realised."2 The, Testament then 
warns against the interpretations of religious text that wish to push Islamic economy 
towards capitalism or socialism. 

The Enduring Legacy of the Hostility toward the West 

As I have hinted earlier, the hostility toward the West is based on the 
understanding of the West as a monolithic phenomenon, which is perceived to be the 
main source of political, social, cultural and economic problems of the Islamic 
societies. This perception was emphasised by Ayatollah Khomeini throughout his 
political career, and particularly in his role as the leader of the Islamic Revolution and 
the founder of the Islamic Republic of Iran, and as I have noted, was also reiterated in 
his last will and testament. As such, it has deeply influenced the post-revolutionary 
political and intellectual thought. Of course, as we have seen earlier, the anti-Western 
rhetoric was not peculiar to Khomeini, and had been conceptualised by a generation 
of modern intellectuals. 

The hostile view of the West found intellectual formulation particularly since 
the 1960s following the publication of Jalal Al-e Ahmad's Gharbzadegi 
(Westoxication).3 The anti-Western legacy of Ale-Ahmad was the key to the 
formulation of the Shi 'i ideological quest for a religiously based modern collective 
identity for Iranians as a modern nation. It influenced the main ideologues of the 
Islamic Revolution, notably Shari'ati, Motahhari and Khomeini. Al-e Ahmad himself 
was raised in a religious environment. At a young age, he was sent to the Shi 'i shrine 
city of Najaf in Iraq to become a seminarian.4 It is true that Al-e Ahmad's anti-
Westernism was influenced by his affiliation with the Tudeh Party in the 1940s, which 
was based on the Marxist-Leninist ideological and political critique of the West as an 
imperialist power. This view of the West was based on the theory of "imperialism as 
the highest stage of capitalism" developed by Lenin. In the bipolar division of the 
world to the Soviet and American block during the Cold War, the necessity of an 
international anti-imperialist struggle was further emphasised by the Soviet 
ideologues. By contrast, the anti-Westernism of Al-e Ahmad, as developed after his 
dismay with the Tudeh Party and communism, was rather deeply religious, cultural, 
phenomenological, existential and increasingly nativist. It had mainly to do with the 
nature of the West, and as such presented similarities to the philosophical critiques of 
modernity of the type offered by Heidegger and Sartre. It also became increasingly 
connected with the modernist cultural critique of the West, which had developed in 

' Ibid, p. 13 
2 Ibid, pp. 23-24 
3 For an in depth analysis of the views of Al-e Ahmad see Dabashi, H. Theology of Discontent, 1993. pp. 39-101 

Boroujerdi. M. Iranian Intellectuals and the West, 1996, p. 65 
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Iran since the late nineteenth century and had continued throughout the twentieth 
century. 

This intellectual tradition reached new heights in the late 1940s and 
afterwards. As Mehrzad Boroujerdi has argued in his study of the encounter of Iranian 
intellectuals with the West, intellectuals like Seyyed Fakhroddin Shadman and Ahmad 
Fardid, who were equipped with both traditional and modern training, were among the 
early initiators of the nativist discourse that anticipated Al-e Ahmad's discourse of 
Gharbzadegi. Shadman and Fardid, in fact, were the first thinkers "to detect the rise of 
an intellectual enigma with respect to the West."1 Shadman, who was form a clerical 
background and learned literature, jurisprudence and logic in Iran, and law and history 
in France and England, had reflected on the problematic of the encounter of Iran with 
the Western modernity since the late 1940s. Referring to the memories of Iran's 
humiliation at the hand of the Western colonial powers in the nineteenth century, he 
advocated a thoughtful appropriation of the Western civilisation, which by preserving 
the integrity of the Persian language and the Iranian-Islamic cultural heritage would 
prevent Iran's turning into a "powerless captive" of the West.2 But as Boroujerdi has 
explained, his "fixation" on the Persian Language and his simplistic views of the 
cultural encounter with the West indicated that "he had not discerned the 
multidimensional and fundamental nature of the challenge of modernity."3 

Fardid, who also had both traditional and modern training, was well versed in 
the philosophy of Heidegger, and gave a philosophical twist to the dichotomy of 
Orient-Occident.4 He argued: "All Islamic countries and indeed all oriental nations, without 
exception, are situated in a phase of history in which, contrary to their Western counterparts, 
they can no longer be in possession of their own history."3 According to Fradid, the Orient 
as the seat of the divine revelation and ecclesiastical thought was the original source 
of the Greek logic, the medieval theology and the modern Western humanist 
philosophy. But the Renaissance humanism, for all its concern with human dignity, 
"has given rise to a technological all-encompassing ethos that has deprived modern 
humans of morality" by becoming the seat of the world domination.6 Fardid saw 
Western modernity entangled in an ethical crisis, which is almost impossible to 
escape. Nonetheless, he insisted that Occidental modernity had become "the historical 
destiny" of the world, and for the people of the Orient to resist total alienation, it is 
necessary "to become Westernised" in the sense of becoming "cognisant about the 
adversary."7 According to Boroujerdi, Fardid's treatment of the "essence" of Western 
modernity was a precursor of the intellectual trend that later addressed the need for a 
distinct collective identity and the notion of Gharbzagegi in Iran. It was left for Ale-
Ahmad to enhance the notion of Gharbzadegi to the level of a religious-nationalist 
ideology. 

In the early 1960s, Al-e Ahmad published his Ghanzadegi in which he both, 
offered a critique of the Western-oriented Iranian liberal and socialist intellectualism, 

Ibid, pp. 53-63. Shademan served as a Statesman in various political positions under Reza Shah before he turning 
to an academic career as a professor in history and Islamic civilisation at the University of Tehran. Fardid was 
mainly a scholar teaching modern philosophy in the University of Tehran. 
2 Cited in ibid, p. 57 from Shadman's Taskhir-e Tamaddon-e Farangi (The Conquest of Western Civilisation). 
3 Ibid, p. 62 
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and put "the question of national and ethnic identity" on the political agenda. ' He 
spoke of Gerbzadegi as a disease, which should be diagnosed in order to identify its 
cause and possibly its cure. For Al-e Ahmad, the malady of Westoxication was a 
sense of "otherness" caused both by both, foreign intervention, and domestic 
submission. In this context, he viewed the Western science and technology as the 
instruments of human mastery, which he called the "essence of the Western 
civilisation." He thus warned against submission to the Western dominance in Iran, 
which would destroy its "cultural authenticity", undermine its political independence 
and plunder its economy. 

In his other work Dar Khedmat va Khiyanat-e Roshanfekran (On the Services 
and Treason of the Intellectuals), Ale-Ahmad criticised Iranian secular intellectuals 
for abandoning the tradition of indigenous Shi 'ism and their resultant distance form 
the majority of people. He thus advocated an intellectual return to native traditions 
and a cultural and political alliance between the intellectuals and the radical Shi'i 
ulama in order to defend Iranian national and religious identity against Western 
dominance. For him Shi 'ism became the pillar of modern Iranian national identity, 
and the Shi 'i ulama the natural leaders of the masses. He was harshly critical of the 
ignorance of secular intellectuals of the political virtues of the Shi'i ulama, their 
historical role in offering resistance against injustice and their capacity to mobilise the 
masses. 

Instead of the West, Al-e Ahmad looked to the East to find models for native 
political movements against Western domination. For him Gandhi and his movement 
for independence were the perfect examples of how modern resistance against 
Western domination could take shape, and end up in victory. However, Ale-Ahmad 
has been criticised for the harshness of his criticism of secular intellectuals, as if they 
were solely responsible for the modern misfortunes of Iran. His thought also reflected 
an eclectical combination of nationalism, socialism, existentialism and religious 
conviction. As such, he generated a trend that represented a confused but productive 
dual tendencies, tendencies that inspired a generation of religious modernist 
intellectuals, such as Shari'ati and Motahhari. 

These dual tendencies, as Boroujerdi has noted, were a product of a "puzzled" 
and "tormented" state of mind.4 This state of mind was inspired by the West, but was 
compelled to oppose it; was fearful of religious traditionalism, but searched in the 
traditions for a modern identity; aspired to modern ideas of freedom and social justice, 
but had anxiety about the Western origin of these ideas. Al-e Ahmad's thought 
epitomised this "puzzled" and "tormented" mental state. His turn to religious 
traditions, although it seemed to reverse the tendency initiated in the early twentieth 
century toward secularism, but in fact it was an attempt to bridge the historical gap 
between the secular and religious intellectualism in Iran, a task that is yet to be 
accomplished. 

Ale-Ahmad's legacy was instrumental in the formation of the Islamic 
revolutionary ideology, but not because it succeeded to bring the secular and religious 
intellectuals to a lasting alliance. In, fact the secular intellectuals did not view the 
religious Al-e Ahmad favourably. However, he was warmly received by the radical 
ulama, encouraging them to appropriate the revolutionary aspects of the secular 

1 Ibid, pp. 67-68 
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thought in pursuit of their own interests. Sadly, Iranian secular intellectuals largely 
remained blunt with respect to the political potentials of the religious tradition, and 
increasingly moved away from it. The enduring legacy of Al-e Ahmad proved to be 
his phenomenological anti-Westernism, which has become the subject of new 
interpretations by post-revolutionary religious intellectuals. 

Modern Philosophers of Religion and the West 

Examples of the continuation of the tradition of treating the West as an 
alienated other in the post-revolution era is reflected in the views expressed by 
Muslim scholars, and particularly modern philosophers of religion inside and outside 
Iran. As we have seen, the intellectual fascination with the crisis of Western 
modernity has been going on among the Iranian secular and religious intellectuals for 
decades. Dariush Shayegan, Seyyed Hussein Nasr, Reza Davari-Ardakani, Abdol-
Karim Soroush and Muhammad Mujtahid Shabestari are four of the later 
representatives of philosophers of religion who have dealt with the issue of the 
encounter of Iran with Western modernity. 

In the 1970s, in his Asia dar Barabar-e Gharb (Asia Facing the West), 
Shayegan warned Iranians about the crisis of modernity. In his views, Shayegan has 
been influenced by the critiques of modernity offered by such Western thinkers as 
Nietzsche and Heidegger. Nor was he unaffected by the Marxist tradition. But more 
than following in the footstep of the Western traditions of thought, he also brought his 
own insight about the Oriental traditions of thought into understanding the nature of 
the confrontation of the Orient and the Occident. He criticised the first generation of 
Iranian modernists, who thought they could adopt selectively from the Western 
tradition, i.e. accept the elements such as technology, which comply with the Iranian 
traditions. He wrote: "We cannot say that we accept the Western technique, but avoid its 
consequences."1 Shayegan acknowledged that modern techniques are upon us and their 
denial is absurd; but the warned that the developing world, and particularly the 
Islamic societies, must be concerned about the consequences of modernism in the 
West as well as the consequences of modernisation in their own societies. And that, 
they should never lose sight of the fact that modernism of the West, and 
modernisation of the Third World, are not one and the same phenomenon. 

Shayegan identified the technical thought with the "process of reduction of 
nature to objects". In this, he in fact followed the Marxist tradition of thought. Marx, 
Lukacs, Marcuse, Althusser and others had already pointed to the process of 
reification and fetishism as a disastrous consequence of the Western industrialisation. 
Shayegan also referred to the "descent from phenomenological to mechanical 
understanding of things", which has resulted in what has been called "démystification 
of the sacred" and "disenchantment of the magic". In this, he borrowed from the 
Western sociology and phenomenology. It was the ideas of sociologists such as Max 
Weber and Emile Durkheim, as well as the phenomenology of Husserl, Heidegger, 
Wittgenstein and Merleau-Ponty that initiated this new understanding of modernity. 

But, Shayegan also appropriated the Persian tradition of irfan (mysticism) 
when he spoke of the role of modernity in "cornering the spiritual nature of 
humanity", and in giving rise to historicism.2 He did not see irfan as a deterrent to 
future developments that can be nothing but modern, but as a form of awareness with 
which the society should be equipped on its path to future. He objected to the 
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fashionable intellectual trends, which celebrated the demise of the Iranian-Islamic 
mystical heritage, because he still saw value in the collective memories of Iranians. 
For him, these values were still able to produce an environment for the blossoming of 
new creativities. 

Although Shayegan's personal emotions in favouring the Islamic against the 
Western philosophical and scientific tradition some times blurred his objective 
observation, this was not to the extent of making his basic message silent. His main 
message resonated loudly that technological development was no protection against 
the danger of nihilism.1 Nietzsche had also issued this warning to the people of the 
West around the turn of the century. Shayegan's reference to the basic difference 
between the development of scientific knowledge in Islam and the West was also 
highly credible. He suggested that modern Western sciences were based on the 
Cartesian dualism of mind and body, or "thinking ego" and "ordered reality", which 
was totally different to the rationale of Islamic scientific knowledge based on the 
necessity of keeping knowledge within ethical constraints. Nasr had also raised this 
argument, although in a slightly different context. 

Shayegan, however, diverged from his ideas of the 1970s in his recent book: 
Cultural Schizophrenia: Islamic Societies Confront the West (1992). In this book, he 
appears to have come under the heavy influence of Orientalist views. The extreme 
pessimism, which the tendency toward Orientalism has created in his views of the 
"Oriental mentality", is probably the result of the undesirable manifestations of the 
Islamic Revolution in the 1980s, which has affected most of the Iranian intellectuals. 
In a radical departure form his earlier views, Shayegan, in his Cultural Schizophrenia, 
has illuminated the darker side of the Islamic civilisation. As such, he has portrayed 
the Islamic mentality as part of the Oriental worldview, entangled in "subjective 
distortions", which have kept it stranded in the margins of modern history without 
allowing it to play any significant role in modern global developments. Accordingly, 
the West and the East are two "heterogeneous worlds"; and it is the pathological 
consequences of the entanglement of the "Eastern psyche" between these two 
heterogeneous worlds that Shayegan refers to as "cultural schizophrenia". 

The recurrent theme in the thought of Shayegan is the epistemological 
difference between the Eastern and Western thought. However, in his later work, he 
has come under the influence of the Orientalist dogma that equates an extreme version 
of this epistemological difference with the conflict of tradition and modernity. But, as 
many of his critics have suggested, it is not at all clear that one could actually equate 
the East with traditionalist mentality and the West with modernist mentality. For 
example, AH Banuazizi has rightly pointed out that "even in the post-industrial 
Western societies both of these mentalities exist concurrently," just as they exist in the 
East.3 He has criticised Shayegan's strictly "dualistic" approach to the concepts of 
"tradition" and "modernity", in which the Western thought is seen as "a rational, 
progressive and productive worldview" whereas the Eastern mentality is portrayed as 
"rigid and devoid of any creativity." 

According to Banuazizi, religious thought as a traditional view is not 
necessarily rigid or backward. And the fact that many secular intellectuals have 
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chosen to dismiss religion and tradition as the basis for political despotism ought not 
to be taken as the final verdict on the role of traditions in history. He writes: 
"Modernity and tradition are understandable only in a dialectical relationship with each other, 
and none of them alone can create a sustainable and authentic value system in a modern 
society; nor could they sufficiently respond to the material and spiritual needs of the people.' 

Banuazizi also criticises Shayegan for his assertion that religious resurgence is 
a symptom of the "Oriental ignorance" of the philosophical foundations of the 
Western modernity. He writes: "Contrary to the perceptions of the secular intellectuals, in 
no historical period, has the majority of the members of a community shunned their traditions 
in their entirety."2 And he rightly emphasises that there is no firm evidence in the 
historical experience of the human societies that the break-up of traditions is essential 
for social and political progress. 

Although one cannot deny the existence of an epistemological difference 
between the East and West, it is simplistic to conclude from this that this difference 
amounts to backwardness on the part of the East and progress on the part of the West. 
Instead of two the worlds of tradition and modernity, which follow each other 
linearly, one may more appropriately speak of two parallel universes of thought, 
which may co-exist, and contribute to each other in a critical dialogue. Another 
contemporary Iranian philosopher, Seyyed Hussein Nasr, has noted the fundamental 
difference in the development of philosophy of science in the Islamic world and the 
West in his book Science and Civilisation in Islam. Without any need to agree with 
Nasr on all issues regarding scientific knowledge in Islam, one may readily 
acknowledge that he has raised important arguments in this area. For example, one 
may agree with him on the assertion that Islam has recognised three levels of 
knowledge/ 

The first level is the passive knowledge of Divinity invested in all human 
beings by the Will of God. This is the non-conscious knowledge inherent in the 
universe, which makes everybody and everything surrender to the Will of God, 
whether or not there is any self-consciousness of this surrender. The second level of 
knowledge is reflected in the conscious surrender to God's Revealed Law. This is 
where an individual consciously professes his/her belief in Islam as his/her religious 
faith. And the third and highest level is that of pure knowledge that is of 
"contemplative and gnostic (irfani) nature". 

The mode of knowing nature, as an object of study in this contemplative 
knowledge is the unity of the subject with nature itself. It is different to the Western 
concept of abstract or analytical science, which advocates a clear separation of the 
subject and object. In this sense, in its philosophical outlook, gnostic or mystical 
knowledge may be considered to be close, but not similar, to the Western 
phenomenology. And in its literary outlook, as noted by Nasr, it may be considered to 
be close to the Western Romanticism, which advocated a sentimental unity with 
nature, and objected to the analysis of nature in order for its domination. However, 
sentimental poetry and literature are not the only features of the gnostic knowledge. It 
is also a cosmological outlook, which strives to show the cosmological unity of all 
existence. In short, as Nasr has suggested: "the gnostic's relation to Nature is intellective, 
which is neither abstract, nor analytical, nor merely sentimental." 
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The method of understanding used by this contemplative knowledge is not 
factual; it is rather symbolic. It is in this sense that Islamic mysticism comes into clash 
with the attempts of the scholastic theologians and jurists in rendering a mere literal 
understanding of the Quran. As Nasr has put it: "If the tradition of the symbolic 
interpretation of the text of the Sacred Book were to disappear, and the text thereby reduced 
to its literal meaning, man might still know his duty, but the cosmic text would become 
unintelligible."1 

In the symbolic understanding of nature, one cannot grasp the meaning of the 
individual object in itself. The object is truly intelligible only in the context of the 
unity of cosmos. "Unity itself is alone deserving of representation; since it is not to be 
represented directly; however, it can only be symbolised... There is no concrete symbol to 
stand for Unity, however; its true expression is negation... Hence, it remains abstract from the 
point of view of man, who lives in multiplicity."2 In other words, for the gnostic 
knowledge, the events and objects are only signs and appearances, which may be 
understood only in terms of the cosmological unity. 

For the West, science of nature is associated primarily with its application in 
technological development. "Islamic science, by contrast, seeks ultimately to attain such 
knowledge as will contribute toward the spiritual perfection and deliverance of anyone 
capable of studying it; thus its fruits are inward and hidden, its values more difficult to 
discern. To understand it requires placing oneself within its perspective, and accepting as 
legitimate a science of Nature, which has a different end, and uses different means, from those 
of modern science... However important its uses may have been in calendarial work, in 
irrigation, in architecture, its ultimate aim has always been to relate the corporeal world to its 
basic spiritual principle, through the knowledge of those symbols which unite the various 
orders of reality. It can only be understood, and should only be judged, in terms of its own 
aims and its own perspectives.' 

In his History of Islamic Philosophy, Nasr has re-emphasised that despite 
conventional understanding of Islamic philosophy as being a continuation of Greek 
philosophy in Arabic, the Qur 'an and the hadith have been the primary sources of 
"inspiration" and "knowledge" for the Islamic philosophers.4 The foundational role of 
these purely religious texts in the Islamic philosophy is particularly evident in the 
development of concepts of Haqiqat (ultimate Truth) and God's Knowledge of the 
world. 

Reza Davari is my third example of modern philosophers of religion who have 
dealt with the nature of the West as the other of the Iranian psyche. After the 
revolution, he has been particularly active in research and cultural activities, and has 
occupied various academic positions. He has also been a vocal voice in support of the 
anti-Western rhetoric of the Islamic Revolution. Like his predecessors, he has 
combined religious and modern learning. He is interested in both the early Islamic 
philosophy and the modern Western phenomenology. Similar to Seyyed Hussein 
Nasr, he has offered a phenomenological critique of the "essence of Western 
modernity".5 But his critique of the West as a domineering and alienating force also 
presents similarities to Al-e Ahmad. Davari offers a wholistic view of Western 
modernity whereby the West is portrayed as the seat of a way of thinking that sees 
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itself as the "focus of the universe", and seeks to bring the whole world in its own 
possession.1 

According to Davari, the nature of the West and its political and moral impact 
on the world could be better understood in terms of "the essence of the West", rather 
than in terms of its "representations". He sees the West as "a historical mode of 
thought and action", which began four hundred years ago in Europe and ever since has 
spread to almost every where in the world.2 In a language burdened with hatred, he 
goes on to philosophise the essential destructive nature of the West. "The West may be 
rendered as the place where the sun of the truth of divinity sets; and where a man in search of 
appropriating the whole world, including the world of divinity has taken root... Denying (the 
destructiveness of) the essence of the West goes hand in hand with the defence of status quo. 
This denial means that the West has had no part in world domination; it means that it was the 
colonisers, and not the West as a whole, that sought to dominate the world... Such a denial 
rejects the appearance of colonialism but keeps its content, which is the very essence of the 
West."3 

Davari views humanism as the centrepiece of the Western ideology of 
modernity, which was incepted in the Renaissance, and which, in the name of man, 
science and history, has subordinated all other modes of thought. His critique of 
modernity is therefore a critique of the role of humanist philosophy in vanquishing 
metaphysics and impoverishing religious philosophy. In this, he sounds like 
Nietzsche and Heidegger, as well as Shari'ati. Davari blames Western instrumental 
rationalism, scientism and materialism as responsible for undermining the true 
freedom of man in the name of freedom. He thus advocates a religious revolutionary 
break with the ideology of modernity.5 

Nonetheless, in the new social and political atmosphere in Iran, alternative 
views are being expressed from within the religious ranks, which stand against the 
views that support the romantic hostility toward the West. For example, Abdol-Karim 
Soroush in an article entitled: "Vojoud va Mahyyat-e Gharb" (The Being and Essence 
of the West), takes on the task to criticise the "zero-sum" views of the West, which to 
him are "naive" and "dangerous"; views that see no possibility in which Islam and the 
West can share mutual interests.6 Soroush, who advocates a cultural exchange with 
the West, criticises such views for their "dogmatism, certitude and self-
righteousness."7 He accuses the ideological justifications of the wholesale hostility 
toward the West as attempts to perpetuate intolerance toward alternative thinking, a 
misguided logic that understands the rationale of the existence of the West as the 
continued plot of the Umayyads to subvert the "true path of Islam". As such, stakes 
are limited; "you can either win or lose to the West". 

Instead of seeing the West as a "monolithic" entity, Soroush proposes a view 
that portrays the West as a "mixture of a variety of thoughts, arts, techniques, 
industries, politics and customs", which has had both, positive and negative influences 
on Iranian culture. For him, the West as a unitary entity has never existed in reality. 
Rather, he asserts that "the unitary concept of the West exists only in our minds". 
Soroush rejects the blind hatred toward the West also for its hindering the process of 
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self-criticism, contributing to the tendencies that blame others for all domestic 
problems. 

The theologian-philosopher Mujyahid-Shaberstari has also entered the debate 
over the anti-Western rhetoric in modern Iranian politics. He is also concerned with 
the nature of Western modernity and its inevitable impact on the Muslim world. In an 
article entitled "Modernism va Vahyy" (Modernity and the Divine Revelation), 
Shabestari, like Soroush, suggests that as a result of modern social, political, cultural 
and economic developments in the Islamic world, the Muslim believers have faced a 
fundamental question; namely "how to reconcile modernity with the Divine 
Revelation?"1 The answers to this theological question have radical political 
implications due to the intertwining of theology and polity in Iran since the 1979 
Revolution. 

Shabestari sees this question as one pertaining to the religious science of 
kalam and theology, rather than to law and jurisprudence. And hence, he finds 
parallels with the Iranian situation in the theological developments in the Catholic 
theology in the early twentieth century. He thus refers to the Catholic and Protestant 
theologians who have tried to address the problems of Christian theology in its 
encounter with modernity by justifying the continued relevance of religious 
spirituality to modern life. Theologians, such as Karl Barth, Paul Tillich and Karl 
Rahner, according to Shabestari. have tried to answer this question by using the 
concept of "religious experience", and by evaluating religious spirituality on the basis 
of this experience. He, therefore, sets out to shift the basis of the validity of religious 
belief from the knowledge of religious rules and regulations to the purity of the 
religious experience of the believer. I have already hinted at Soroush's attempt to 
develop the same sort of argument by references to the Persian mystical tradition, 
particularly the story of Moses and the Shepherd in the Masnavi. 

According to Shabestari, the "divine revelation" is the very contact of man 
with the "spirit of God". This revelation finds expression in human experience of 
God, and in the role of that experience in changing life in this world for the better. 
Thus, the "divine revelation" should be sought in the positive developments caused by 
the human experience of faith in the world, not in the knowledge of the religious laws. 
In this sense, theology may be seen as the constant effort of the theologian to interpret 
this experience. Naturally then, the theologian's primary premise for a valid effort at 
interpretation of the religious experience must be that such interpretations are varied. 
The theologian must accept from the outset that due to the historical limitations that 
are imposed upon him, his interpretation can at the best be one of the many valid 
interpretations. In this manner, Shabestari attempts to free the Shi'i faith from the 
outmoded scholastic dogmas, and make it relevant to the modern world. But in his 
appropriation of the reform-minded Christian theologians, he is cautious of the danger 
that his theory may end up in agnosticism, or be accused of this. 

For Shabestari, as for Soroush and Shari'ati, Muhammad Iqbal Lahuri, the 
Pakistani philosopher of the early twentieth century, is the precursor of religious 
reform movement in the Islamic world. Iqbal saw religious experience as the basis of 
religious knowledge; or, more accurately speaking, he saw religious knowledge as the 
interpretation of religious experience. Iqbal even viewed the phenomenon of prophecy 
as a particular form of religious experience, which tended to overflow the limits of 
individuality and extend itself to others. In the modern age, which Iqbal calls "the age 
of critical reason", the divine revelation has lost the absolute dominance that it had in 
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the traditional age. In this age, the divine revelation has had to lend itself to critical 
observation by reason. However, the critique of the revelation is in itself the evidence 
of the persistence of religious experience in the modern world; and this experience 
will continue to influence human life forever. 

According to Iqbal, the claim of the Islamic Prophecy to be "the seal of the 
prophecies" should not be interpreted literally in terms of the end of the Divine 
Revelation. Rather, it should be interpreted metaphorically in terms of the end of the 
age of absolute domination of religion; and the beginning of the age of critique of the 
Revelation. In this sense, Iqbal presented the Revelation as a living phenomenon with 
a vital role to play in modern social and moral life, rather than a mode of scholastic 
learning that was increasingly pushed to the margins of modernity. 

The significance of Iqbal to Shabestari, as it was the case for Soroush, is in his 
quest for reconciling the religious truth, which he considered to be eternal and 
absolute, with the incessant developments that have been brought about by modernity. 
According to Shabestari, this type of religious reformation has created a modern 
theology, which is increasingly related to social and political life of the modern 
societies. 

Shabestari, for example, refers to modern theological developments in 
Catholicism and particularly to the modern "transcendental theology", which tries to 
erase the barriers between the divine and human nature.' In Islam too, the need for 
such developments has become evident with the increasing role of religion in 
motivating and leading political movements. In such an environment, Shabestari is 
taking an important role in developing a new Islamic theology, which is concerned 
with using philosophy and human sciences in order to offer new interpretations of 
religious experience. 

Two Views of the West 

Broadly speaking two approaches could be discerned from the views of the 
Muslim intellectuals and activists toward the West. These two views of the West, 
expressed by two opposing religious discourses in Iran, are basically philosophical 
views. But in philosophical disputes, just as in domestic politics, it is essentially 
politics that is understood in religious terms. These two discourses represent two 
historical experiences of the Iranian Muslims of the West. In this historical 
experience, the Christian West has appeared in two contradictory roles, which is not 
much different from the Western appearance to the Arab Muslims. 

The first appearance of the West is exemplified by the Crusades of the 
Western Christianity against Islam. The language of the present violent confrontation 
between Iran and the West is heavily burdened by the images of the hateful 
relationship of Islam and Christianity during the centuries of the Crusades. It is almost 
equally so on both sides. On the Muslim side, this language has also incorporated the 
afflictions suffered by the Muslims in modern times, which are mainly associated with 
the Western push for colonial and post-colonial expansion. It expresses the antithesis 
of the Western religious rhetoric of mission to spread the Western Christian 
civilisation in the early colonial period, and the later rhetoric of modernisation. 

The second appearance of the West is through the experience of Iranians with 
the West as a source of knowledge and ideas, which has offered tremendous 
opportunities in scientific, technological and social development. The language of the 
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present critical dialogue with the West is associated with this positive image of 
Western modernity. It deals with such issues as the influence of Greek philosophy on 
the Islamic philosophy, the role of modern Western literature in the contemporary 
social thought, and the positive impact of the advancements of the Western science 
and technology on the quality of life. 

This argument may, at least partly, explain the development of two various 
religious cultures in the Muslim lands along the line of division of the world into West 
and non-West. One culture views all religions including the Western Christianity as 
good, and respects all religions, particularly the religions of the Ahl-e al-Ketab 
(People of the Book), which is referred to the believers of monotheist religions, i.e. 
Judaism, Christianity and Islam. In this view, Islam is not in competition or animosity 
with other faiths, but is a religion that complements and enhances Judaism and 
Christianity. And the other culture sees Islam as superior particularly to the Western 
Christianity and Judaism, and sees these religions at best as competitors, and at worst 
as enemies. 

This latter culture has been politically dominant in Iran since the Islamic 
Revolution due to its conformity with the negative emotional views of the West 
inherited from the time of the Crusades and the colonial period. To this must be added 
the appearance of the Jews as an anti-Islamic force since the creation of the Jewish 
State. On the one hand, the Western push for global expansion under the banner of 
spread of the Christian civilisation has created among the Muslim Iranians a serious 
fear from the political alliance of the Church and State in the West against the Islamic 
faith. On the other hand, the Western unequivocal support for the Zionist State in 
Israel against the Muslim inhabitants of the Middle East has created a deep sense of 
threat, which is perceived as being posed by the alliance of the Western Christianity 
and Judaism against Islam. 

This negative view of the other is, however, basically defensive, although it is 
expressed in an aggressive tone. It sees modern Christianity and Judaism as 
Westernised, and hence, as cunning, deviant and conspiratorial. It is not difficult to 
show that these attributes have also been attached to Iranians in the encounter of the 
West with Iran. The texts written by the Western colonial functionaries as well as 
those of fiction writers during the nineteenth century are strewn with condescending 
and derogatory remarks and statements about Iranians. 

The colonialist construction of the Orient by the West in fact imposed the 
modern versions of political dualistic views upon the Muslim world. The inherent 
irrationality of the so-called "objective reason", which was exposed in the colonial 
period, led to an emotional need on the part of the West to create an opposite image of 
itself as the other in order to offer a moral justification for its domination of other 
lands. This situation put the Muslim societies in a desperate situation that forced them 
to understand their modern existence in terms of the Western categories. The other of 
the West, which was understood as alien, suspicious, inferior, and dispensable, had to 
either accept this Western imagery, or create its own imagery of itself vis-à-vis the 
West. 

The "Orient" was invested by the West with such characteristics as 
"sentimentality", "feminine behaviour" and a "chaotic nature", as against the Western 
characteristics of "rationality", "masculine behaviour" and "commitment to law and 
order". It, therefore, responded by investing the West with characteristics, such as 
"Satanic", "world-devouring", "blood-sucking", "arrogance", "domination", 

Among such literature. Lord Curzon's: On the Persian Question, and James Mourier's book: The Travels of Haji 
Baba are significant. 
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"invasion", etc. It is, thus, not the cultural traditions per se that feed the modern 
political dualism of Good and Evil; it is rather the heritage of colonialism that has 
revived and enforced this dualism in the modern time. 

Thus, although it is true that the Constitutional Revolution and the Islamic 
modernist movement both have identified themselves as the reverse image of the 
West. But, in the early twentieth century constitutional movement, the secular 
modernists identified themselves with the concepts of the "Western grandeur" and the 
"Eastern inferiority". Whereas, in the 1970's, the Islamic modernists talked about 
"distance" of the West, its "selfishness", its "hegemony", and its "corruptive 
influence"; and about the symbols and instances of Eastern glory. Also, one may 
argue that the first generation of Iranian modern intellectuals had been mainly secular 
and rather submissive to the West (Britain, the United States of America and Russia), 
and thus offered an uncritical view of the Western modernity. On the contrary, the 
second-generation of modernists were religious, confrontational with the West, and 
created a cult of admiration of the East. 

The Iranian modernists of the early twentieth century were under the heavy 
influence of the European Enlightenment. Social reformers, such as Malkom khan, 
Mirza Aqa Khan, Taqi-zadeh and Kasravi, had a worldview that expressed optimism 
about Western secularism and modernism, and looked forward to modernity as a 
universal reward for humanity, which would bring freedom and happiness to people 
everywhere. They were clearly fascinated by the views of Enlightenment 
philosophers, such as Voltaire, Rousseau, Montesquieu and Comte, and held in high 
regard the idea of universal marsh of humanity towards a scientifically based bright 
modern future. 

The Muslim modernist thinkers, such as Al-e Ahmad, Shari'ati, Bazargan, 
Tabataba'i, Taleqani, Motahhari and Khomeini were, however, privileged to have 
observed modernity as a lived experience in the era of the crisis of modernity. They 
had no illusions about the Western magic and called for "a return to self' in religious, 
sociological, political, philosophical and economic terms. They had a deeply 
pessimistic view of the Western modernisation and its influence on Muslim societies. 
Ale-Ahmad's Gharbzadegi, Shari'ati's Return to Self, Tabataba'i and Motahhari's 
philosophical writings, Bazargan's political writings, Taleqani's Islamic Economics 
and Khomeini's Islamic Government exemplify this trend. 

Ayatollah Khomeini's understanding of the West, reflected particularly in the 
speeches, interviews and declarations, was strongly influenced by the negative views 
of the West. After his demise, Khomeini's hostile views of the West have continued 
to dominate official political discourse. Such views are routinely expressed by Iranian 
politicians, although recently alternative views are being voiced as well. As a classic 
example of the anti-Western political strategy, one may recall the statement of 
Muhammad Javad Larijani, Member of Parliament and the Secretary of the Foreign 
Policy Committee of the National Security Council. When questioned by the press in 
1995 about the main strategies of the revolution's foreign policy in the post-Khomeini 
era, in deference to the late Ayatollah Khomeini, Larijani enumerated three main 
"dimensions" in the Islamic Republic foreign policy. These were: 1) "retaining the 
position of the Islamic Republic of Iran in the entire Muslim world, 2) providing for the 
growth and development of the Islamic Republic, and 3) spreading the tide of Islamic 
awakening throughout the world." 

The questions about the foreign policy direction of the Islamic Republic arose 
in the context of the repercussions of the fatva against Salman Rushdi, which 

Interview with Soblr. Political. Cultural, Social & Economic Weekly, Tehran, July 11, 1995. 
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Ayatollah Khomeini issued before his death. These repercussions had raised questions 
about the international posturing of Iran after Khomeini. Larijani interpreted {he fatva 
as a "religious opinion" of a highly respected member of the ulama and not as an 
official court "verdict" or government "policy", which did not amount by any means 
to the violation of human rights as claimed by the West. Directing his arguments 
against the "Western accusations", he said: "Do you want our ulama not to mention their 
views on an author who has written a book against our sanctities?" 

Stressing that the fatva was a religious opinion rather than a government 
policy, Larijani tried to turn the accusations about the lack of freedom of expression in 
Iran against the West. He thus said: "When they say that the fatva should be declared vain 
and void (by the government), this is against the freedom of expression that they amply speak 
of."2 In justifying the strategy of "spreading the tide of Islamic awakening", he said: 
"When the Americans want to sell goods to a country, they say that human rights also goes 
with the said commodities... Well, if Americans are so bold in spreading their own ideology 
and philosophy, there is no reason for us to be shy in spreading ours." 

The Islamic Revolution: The Sublime Time 

A significant feature of the post-Khomeini discourses is their attempt to 
provide new interpretations of the Iranian/Islamic Revolution. An article in the journal 
Nashr-e Danesh (Propagation of Knowledge), entitled "Enqelab-e Iran: Zaman-e 
Malakuti, Zaman-e Hadesen", (the Iranian Revolution: Subtle Time, the Time of the 
Event) is an interesting example of attention to novel interpretations of the Islamic 
Revolution and its symbols. This article was written on the occasion of the publication 
of a book in French, which had provided a mystical interpretation of the Islamic 
Revolution. In this book entitled: Un Temps Entre les Temps (Paris, les Editions du 
Cerf, 1992), the author, Leili Echghi, had suggested that the Islamic Revolution 
occurred in an alternative dimension of time known by the Sufis as zaman-e malakuti 
(sublime, or subtle time).4 As such, Echghi had claimed that this revolution was an 
existential revolution, which could not be understood in terms of historical time. In 
this book, the Islamic Revolution was seen as the last link in the chain of events that 
had begun fourteen centuries ago with the tragedy of Ashura; a revolution whose task 
had remained unfulfilled until the victory of the Islamic Revolution. 

The article in Nashr-e Danesh provides an interesting reading of the book that 
is worth covering in some detail. Referring to Shari'ati's famous line: "all time is 
Ashura, and all space Karbala", the article portrays the revolution as "a scene of the play 
of Karbala".5 As I have noted earlier, to the Shi 'i believers, the tragedy of Karbala is 
the fundamental event of reference in the history of Shi 'ism. This article, however, 
does not follow the official pattern of propaganda that is routinely used to push the 
revolution down the people's throat. Rather, it tries to demonstrate how emotional 
factors, such as religious belief, enthusiasm, passion, ecstasy and love can effectively 
motivate collective political action. 

1 Ibid 
2 Ibid 
3 Ibid 
4 The concept of zaman-e malakuti is rooted in the Islamic cosmology, which divides the cosmos into various 
levels of Being with separate time dimensions. Sufis derived this terminology from the Qur'an, and spoke of lahut 
(the world of divine qualities, or pure being), jabarut (the world of angelic substances), malakut (the world of 
sublime, or subtle beings), and nasut (the terrestrial world, or the world of existence). 
5 Ruhbakhshan, ""The Iranian Revolution: Subtle Time, the Time of the Event", Nashr-e Danesh, 12' year, No.5. 
Tehran. 1371/1992, pp. 67-70 
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According to the Nashr-e Danesh article, for a people to answer the existential 
questions pertaining to their identity and purpose in the world, it is necessary to 
transcend the historical time and break away form the shackles of the false identities 
that history has placed upon them. This is in concord with my earlier arguments that 
for a people in search of a proud national image of itself, it is necessary to have a high 
level of enthusiasm, an enthusiasm that comes from creative interpretations of the 
collective memories and imaginations, contained in traditional texts and narratives. 

Secular analysts of the Iranian Revolution have often acknowledged the role of 
the narrative of Ashura and the cult of Martyrdom of Imam Hussein in giving this 
revolution a religious character. However, these analysts, particularly the leftist 
intellectuals and activists, have largely ignored the real force of this religious 
character in instigating and driving the revolution. Rather, the real cause of the 
revolution has often been searched in political, social and economic parameters. The 
concept of an existential revolution being expressed in political forms is rarely taken 
seriously in analytical writings about the Iranian Revolution. Secular intellectuals 
have often resented the symbolism of Ashura due to its traditional character, alleging 
that it reflected the backwardness of the revolutionary movement in Iran. 

On the other hand, as I have noted before, there has been a huge amount of 
ideological propaganda to emphasise the religious symbolism of the revolution. But, 
the main purpose of these efforts has been to rationalise and hence legitimise the 
transfer of political power to the Shi 7 jurists. 

The significance of such writings as "The Iranian Revolution: The Sublime 
Time, the Time of the Event" is in their attempt to use the Iranian mystical tradition to 
provide an explanation of the political power of religion as a modern political 
phenomenon. This is important especially because Iranian mystical literature is often 
understood as apolitical, anti-social, and ignorant of the material life, caught in 
meditative and contemplative practises, practises that value the transcendence of death 
over trappings of life on earth. 

According to the author of "The Iranian Revolution...", the Iranian people, in 
their reference to the imaginary of Karbala, did not dream of Shahadat (martyrdom) 
as their final destination; nor were they trying to repeat Ashura as it had actually 
happened. This is perhaps why the comparison of the revolution with the play of 
Karbala is not accurate. The end that people pursued in their revolutionary struggle 
was yet to be determined. The people were putting themselves to the historical test of 
altering the tragic end of Hussein in Karbala by producing a victory on his behalf, a 
victory that would fulfil Hussein's unfinished business fourteen centuries earlier. The 
people had been deeply touched by the cult of personality of Hussein, in a way that it 
had turned into a powerful source of reference for political enthusiasm. It was not 
death that captured the popular imagination. What moved the people was an 
enthusiasm that had led them to the understanding that in order to conduct a 
meaningful life, one had to be prepared to let go of meaningless attachment to life. 

The scenes of revolutionary violence were not to be taken literally as a sign of 
fascination with death, nor was it a fascination with victory. Strangely enough, the 
people did not refer to the symbols of victory in their religious traditions, such as the 
victorious wars led by the Prophet Muhammad himself (ghazavat). They referred to 
an apparently unsuccessful event, which had involved defeat. They, therefore, were 
not after re-enacting the past; rather, they meant to use the model of past traditions for 
a creative building of an unknown and uncertain future. 

Ibid, p.67 
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Using mystical-cosmological allegories, the "Iranian Revolution..." refers to 
Shi 'ism as a political movement, or rather a transformation, from the "sensual world 
of terrestrial beings" (nasut) into the world of "the sublime" {malakut). This 
movement is thus virtually never ending; and the only possible ending that the 
believer can conceive for this movement is the emergence of the Concealed Imam. 
Although the author of the "Iranian Revolution..." may not agree, this type of reading 
of Shi 'ism implies that even the mystery of the emergence of the Concealed Imam 
itself may be resolvable only in an alternative transcendental world, and not in any 
terrestrial context. 

The article emphasises that this movement toward the sublime world is 
basically driven by its own internal motivations, and to a minor degree by external 
factors, such as the passing of the traditional society, rapid modernisation of Iran, 
dependent economy, and political despotism. The internal factors, however, are 
basically associated with the role of Shi 'ism in defining a "supra-national identity" for 
Iranians. An identity which, since the early 1960's, had been used by Iranian religious 
modernists to answer the existential questions such as "what is Iran", and "who is an 
Iranian"?1 

The praise for a revolutionary reading of religion through Shi 'i symbolism is 
so strong on the part of the author of the "Iranian Revolution...", that he even offers a 
revolutionary reading of the fall of Adam from the Heavens. In embracing modern 
political history, he writes, "Iran behaved like Adam, who gave up the calm and serene, but 
ignorant and politically submissive atmosphere of the Paradise, and took up instead a 
movement that is represented by enthusiasm, political consciousness and revolutionary 
dynamism."" 

Secular Views of Religious Government 

As I hinted earlier, there has been a limited interest among Iranian secular 
intellectuals in exile to tackle the influence of religion on politics in post-
revolutionary Iran. The journal, Kankash (Search in Depth), printed outside Iran, has 
published some of these views. Such views, despite their rarity, contain the seed of an 
intelligent critique of recent politico-religious developments in Iran, and their 
continued persistence may play an important role in bringing the secular and religious 
intellectuals into a critical dialogue. 

Secular intellectuals do not exercise much political force in Iran at present as 
the domestic politics is dominated by religious discourse. However, they represent the 
aspirations of the large population of Iranians in exile, who overwhelmingly resent the 
preponderance of religious politics in Iran. Yet secularism has a deep-rooted 
intellectual legacy within Iran, which has been mainly expressed in various literary 
pursuits, and still sets standard for artistic and literary expression despite the 
repressive censorship, which is being applied by the Islamic regime. As I have noted 
earlier, the politicisation of secular intellectuals in Iran goes back to the early 
twentieth century, to the time of the Constitutional Revolution. The political activities 
of Marxist and liberal persuasion continued unabated until some years after the 
victory of the Islamic Revolution. As I have explained earlier, secular political 
activities underwent a lot of organisational and theoretical transformations between 
the 1920s and the 1980s. Revolutionary Marxism, in particular, played a large part in 
the ideological and political activities against the Shah's dictatorship. 

Ibid, pp.67-68 
Ibid, p.70 
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The leftist intellectuals actively supported the revolution of 1979 in the hope 
that it would help materialise their socialist dreams of equality and justice; but, with 
the establishment of the Islamic Republic, they found themselves under a new regime 
of repression, which replaced monarchic dictatorship with religious persecution. 
Many of the leftist intellectuals and activists had lost their lives in combat against the 
Shah, had been imprisoned and tortured, or had gone into exile. Many more suffered 
the same fate under the Islamic regime. Many of those who went into exile after the 
revolution resorted to political and intellectual activities against the Islamic Republic, 
and felt that it would not take long before the regime would be overthrown under their 
leadership. But with the fall of communism in the Soviet Union, most of the leftist 
activists lost their moral and ideological fortitude. Many gave up socialist ideals; 
others went through a period of soul searching. 

The secular intellectuals whose views I am about to discuss are mostly the 
remnants of the ideologically minded leftist activists of the 1970s and early 1980s, 
who have acknowledged the sustainability of the Islamic government in Iran, albeit 
grudgingly. The journal Kankash has been publishing mainly the writings of the 
academic minded leftist intellectuals in exile. The articles that I discuss here have put 
forward arguments about the nature and prospects of a religious government in Iran. I 
believe that the secular intellectual traditions, despite its present political weaknesses, 
may still play a role in the intellectual and political future of Iran. Here, I have 
excluded from consideration, other secular intellectuals in exile who are still insisting 
on the imminent fall of the Islamic Republic, or are involved in armed struggle for the 
violent overthrow of the regime. Their writings are almost totally devoid of sound 
analysis of the Iranian situation and burdened with propaganda, rumour and innuendo. 

I have divided the critical views of the politico-religious developments in Iran, 
offered by the intellectuals and activists in exile, into three categories. First those 
which criticise the high position that the religious political movements within Iran 
give to the West as a "reference culture" in determining the political and cultural 
identity of Iran. These criticisms emphasise that even the anti-Western pose of the 
Islamic Revolution is strewn with Western imagery as "culture of reference". Second 
those, which criticise the negative influence of the Iranian politico-religious 
movements on the development of civil society in Iran. These criticisms point to the 
incapacity of a religious political culture to initiate or effectively implement the 
project of building the socio-economic infrastructure necessary for the development 
of a civil society. And third the criticisms that question the capacity of the philosophy 
of irfan and Islamic mysticism as a cultural resource from which to draw motivation 
and historical precedence for progress in the modern world. 

Critique of the West as Culture of Reference 

M. Tiva, a main contributor to Kankash, has taken issue with the dominance of 
a confrontational view of "East" and "West" in the mentality of the Iranian 
intellectuals. I shall consider two of Tiva's articles because they can serve as typical 
examples of intellectual development among the Iranian secular and particularly 
leftist activists in exile. In the first article - entitled "Confrontation of East and West" 
- he develops his argument on the basis of the concept of the West as "culture of 
reference". 

1 Tiva. M. "Taqabol-e Sharq va Gharb" (Confrontation of East and West), Kankash, Vol. 1, No. 2&3, spring 
1988,, p.28 
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Tiva argues that the development of political culture in the context of the 
Islamic civilisation, and particularly in its confrontation with the Western civilisation, 
created a worldview that understood culture in dualistic {sanaviyyat-gard) terms. 
According to this argument, which closely follows the line of the Western Orientalist 
tradition, the dualistic worldview of Islam divided the world into dar-ul-Islam (house 
of Islam) and dar-ul-harb (house of war), which then developed into the formation of 
the concepts of East {Sharq) and West (Gharb). It is thus argued that in this process, 
the Islamic culture produced an "exclusion-inclusion" mentality, which looked at 
other cultures at best as competitors, and at worse as enemies. 

In the tradition of the modern secular intelligentsia, Tiva is keen to 
demonstrate that this duality is a special characteristic of the Islamic and particularly 
Iranian culture. ' He thus neglects that the modern concepts of the East and West have 
Western origins, and were developed primarily in the West in the context of the 
construction of modern dualistic models such as "civilising and barbarian", 
"progressive and backward", "citizens and aliens", and "North and South". But he 
rightly points to the infatuation of modernist Muslim intellectuals with the hatred of 
the West as the source of what they called "the disease of Westoxication". 

To be sure, both the Constitutional Revolution of the early twentieth century 
and the Islamic modernist movement of the 1960s and 1970s were burdened by the 
visions of the West as a cultural point of reference. But, the fascination with the West 
was also intense among the mainly secular intelligentsia of the early twentieth 
century. Although, these latter intellectuals had an admiring view of the West seeing it 
as a "knell of awakening" that would usher in modernity and progress. 

Tiva's main criticism is targeted at the new religious understanding of the 
West, whereas he by and large favours the approach of the secular (liberal and 
socialist) tradition of the early part of the century. In this sense, he is himself using the 
West as a point of reference for evaluation of cultural values. He suggests that the 
return to religious identity is a deterrent to any hope that Iranians might have in 
establishing a critical view of the past. And finally, he understands the religious 
modernist movement as one, which rejects modernity in its entirety; and one, which 
refers to the backward traditions to express the hatred of the West. He writes about 
the religious modernists: "The existence of a culture of reference, in the form of an 
stereotype of the West; and the existence of a dualistic worldview in the consciousness and 
the unconscious of Iranian intellectuals, have led these (intellectuals) increasingly toward 
tradition, religion and indigenous culture, in order to defend and justify themselves before the 
West."3 

Tiva searches for the cause of the strong influence of the dualistic views 
among Muslim intellectuals in the knowledge of Being, based on the teachings of the 
traditional philosophies of the medieval Muslim sages, such as Ibn-e Sina and Mulla 
Sadra. Although it is true that some modern religious intellectuals refer to the likes of 
Ibn-e Sina to justify their modern anti-Western views, this should not lead us to the 
abandonment of the progressive interpretations of the early Islamic philosophical 
tradition. Reading Ibn-e Sina (Avecinna) too literally, Tiva virtually confuses the 
philosophical understanding of the East and West on the part of this Muslim sage with 
the modern geopolitical concept of the East and West. Ibn-e Sina, as many modern 
Muslim scholars have noted, used the allegories of East and West in an illuminationist 
(ishraqï) fashion, identifying the East with the light of illumination and purity of the 

1 Ibid, pp.11-47 
2 Ibid, pp.12-13 
3 Ibid, p. 12 
"Ibid, p. 13 
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soul, and the West with darkness, materialism and nostalgia. According to Seyyed 
Hussein Nasr, "Oriental philosophy" {hekmat-e Sharqi) was a significant "dimension" 
of Ibn-e Sina's philosophy, which would lead to the ishraqi philosophy of 
Sohrevardi.1 Evidently, Ibn-e Sina had no understanding of the modern West as a 
political-ideological enemy; he only projected his own philosophical turn from the 
Aristotelian rationalist philosophy to illuminationist philosophy. 

It is true that these philosophical views have had important political-
ideological implications in the modern time. But, these implications are only brought 
about as a result of contemporary interpretations of such views in political and 
ideological terms. Therefore, it makes no sense to blame Ibn-e Sina's thought as the 
cause of contemporary mistakes, because both regressive and progressive 
interpretations of his philosophy are possible at present. In other words, it is not Ibn-e 
Sina, who shapes our present situation; it is our reading of Ibn-e Sina today, which 
does that; and for that we are alone responsible. 

The texts of Ibn-e Sina and other texts from the Islamic and pre-Islamic 
Persian literary and philosophical heritage act as an environment in which we are 
enveloped, and to which we can make references to validate our present situation. 
Their schools of thought per se are not responsible for our present failures or 
successes as a nation. Here, one may be guided by Max Weber, who showed how in 
the modern West a resurgence of references to traditional Christian texts in search for 
a puritan religion resulted in rationalisation, secularisation, bureaucratisation, 
industrialisation and, in short, to what we call modernity. 

Progress Understood as Rejection of Traditions 

Ironically, Tiva, an apparently secular thinker, is in agreement with the 
religious philosopher Soroush, in that a religious thought, which advocates death 
instead of life, and aspires to a spiritual rather than a material world is not fit to be 
used as a culture of development in today's Iran. Against this, one may suggest that 
the existing traditions should not be seen only as deterrent to progress. In fact, just as 
Hegel has established, the existing traditions are the necessary condition for the 
human endeavour to cope with his/her actual position in the world. 

As Tiva would admit, the traditional discourses, due to their deep and 
encompassing influence on the language, shape an important part of the consciousness 
of the individuals and the collective conscience of any society. Therefore, it would not 
be constructive to discard these traditions, which may then turn out to be 
indispensable. None of the modern societies that have sought "progress" with success 
have shed their cultural traditions. And those that have done so (such as the 
Communist States) in the hope of rebuilding a totally new humanity, have either been 
unsuccessful in achieving "progress", or have put themselves in disadvantage, or have 
risked their own survival. 

All social and political groups in Iran can and must use the available cultural 
traditions in order to create new imaginaries of the future and promote their own 
ideals. These traditions would become unproductive and even destructive if they were 
to be appropriated exclusively by one group. The traditions of Islam are available to 

' Nasr. S. H. "Ibn-e Sina's Oriental Philosophy" in History of Islamic Philosophy, Routledge, New York, 1996 
2 In his Oriental Philosophy, the great Islamic philosopher rejected his own earlier Aristotelian views as mediocre. 
That was why Ibn-e Sina said that his earlier views were intended for the common people, and considered the 
Oriental Philosophy as intended for the sophisticated minds. 
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everybody, and no one group should deprive others or itself from using the models 
that these traditions can provide for the promotion of their social and political dreams. 

As I have argued earlier, the creative imaginary interpretations of the past 
religious, literary and philosophical traditions are of powerful motivational import in 
driving collectivities to action aimed at fundamental social and political change. It is 
the constitutive nature of these traditions that make them apt for creating models for 
collective Utopias of a better future. The question is; just what religious, literary and 
philosophical traditions should Iranians refer to for the validation of their present 
existence on earth, and for building their ideal future? Every viable community or 
group survives not on the basis of the mechanics of its organisation, but primarily on 
the basis of its "mission statement". It is this "mission statement", which would not 
only provide for the rationale of the present existence ofthat community or group, but 
could also create the enthusiasm and energy that is required to fulfil its future destiny 
via innovative interpretations of the past. 

Without the Persian Islamic traditions flowing from the existing mystical, 
philosophical and literary texts, to what other modern or ancient traditions could 
Iranians turn? The Americans after their revolution turned to the Greco-Roman 
traditions. Could the Iranians turn to their pre-Islamic mythology and history? 
Experience of the Shah does not give much credibility to this option. Is there a 
modern option, such as Marxism, available to Iranians? Marxism, as we know it, was 
capable to provide various possibilities for the Third World liberation movements for 
decades. The experience of the Soviet Union, however, has discredited that option as 
well. 

The new developments in Iran indicate that there is still the possibility for the 
institution of a civil society under the umbrella of the Islamic imaginary. These 
developments also raise the hope of the institution of a variant of democratic polity 
under the empowering influence of Islamic legitimacy, a polity that would not 
necessarily follow the model of Western democracies, but would promote the essence 
of political pluralism nonetheless. It is not at all clear that the Persian mystical 
tradition would only result in one form of development that is a deterrent to progress 
and civil society. 

Tiva offers some kind of scientific culture as the main reference point of social 
development. But, even in the most scientifically based societies of the West, some 
form of nationalist, historical, mythological or religious imaginary constitutes the 
central values (be it cultural, social, political or economic) around which these 
communities exist and thrive. The engagement of these societies in various fields of 
social and political action is still validated and directed by their central value systems. 

Tiva's pessimism about the role of religion in politics is such that he can not 
accept the possibility that religion could still provide a discourse for its own criticism. 
He writes: "This (the religious) view, contrary to the scientific view, does not question the 
realities of life; nor does it put to test what has been assumed as absolute; it tries to provide a 
critique of the accepted realities in terms of a greater truth. The religious knowledge cannot 
admit fallibility; it must be accepted beyond doubt.''1 But, the role of irfan or Persian-
Islamic mysticism, and other forms of religious philosophical and speculative thought 
in Iran, has historically been just the reverse of what Tiva suggests. The role of 
religiously inspired literary tradition, for instance, has mainly been to criticise the 
monolithic interpretations of the religion by the conservative orthodox theologians. 

As I have discussed earlier, Soroush, for example, has proposed the 
acceptance of a field of religious knowledge that operates at the level of other fields of 

Tiva,M. 1988. p. 17 
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knowledge. This knowledge is fallible; it must be put to critical discussion; and its 
role is to take a critical look at the existing interpretations of religion without 
necessarily giving authenticity to any of them. Such endeavours, of course, are by no 
means unique or unprecedented. Habermas, for example, has noted the huge potential 
of the Jewish tradition as a source of reference for alternative interpretations; 
interpretations that have not conformed to orthodox religion, but have prevailed by 
creating real opportunities for new and creative forms of social and political thinking 
and organisation. 

Who is to deny that such alternative interpretations have been the basis of the 
success of the Jews to build a religious and at the same time a secular State? One may 
also claim that, in Israel, a government of a much more liberal attitude toward the 
Palestinians, and Muslims in general, could still refer to the Jewish religious texts for 
its validation. This claim may attract support from the theoretical assumptions about 
the real power and creativity of the collective imaginations of the past. It may thus be 
possible to claim that just as the creative interpretations of the Jewish traditions have 
influenced the present Israeli government, they could provide for further and more 
productive imaginaries of the future. In the same vein, this argument may be extended 
to support the validity of the claim that the philosophy of Ibn-e Sina, for example, 
could influence the course of development in Iran in a positive manner and not just as 
a traditional deterrent. The philosophy of Ibn-e Sina and the Jewish philosophical 
traditions may thus be conceived as meta-historical imginaries that can be invoked to 
provide new models of the future in accordance with the ways that they are 
interpreted at present. 

Tiva, however, like many other Iranian intellectuals of the secular leftist 
persuasion, does not recognise the possibility of a secular-religious government in the 
modern world. Nor, is he prepared to hope for the realisation of civil society and 
political pluralism under a religious government. But, the incongruities of the 
conventional Marxist interpretations with the empirical realities of the political 
development of non-Western societies in the post-modern condition have forced him 
to consider motivational parameters, rather than mere class interests, in instigating 
social and political action in these societies. 

The Deterrents of Civil Society 

In an article entitled: "Mavane ' va Cheshmandaz-e Rushd-e Jame '-ye Madani 
and Ma'refat-e 'Orfi dar Iran" (the Deterrents and the Outlook of the Development 
of Civil Society and Secular Knowledge in Iran), M. Tiva takes further his earlier 
arguments on the relationship between secular and religious thoughts in Iran. In this 
article he has come a long way away from his earlier pessimism about the political 
potentials of Iranian Islamic heritage. Here, he goes as far as suggesting that Iran 
under the Islamic Republic has shown potentials for moving toward a civil society for 
the first time in history. However, he is still pessimistic that such a development is 
possible through any interaction within the State. Rather, he thinks that the opposition 
forces, particularly those in exile, must give up attempts at revolutionary seizure of 
power and begin to defend the institutions of civil society in Iran. In criticising 
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revolutionary action, he even borrows Theda Skocpol's idea that revolutionary 
struggles, so far, have strengthened the State authority vis-à-vis the civil society. ' 

Following a review of the process of development of secularism and civil 
society in the West, Tiva enumerates three reasons for the lack of success of civil 
society in Iran so far. The first two reasons, he believes, are the delay in the formation 
of a nation-State, and the weakness of democratic institutions along with the lack of 
the political culture of citizenship in Iran.2 In a confusing manner, however, he adds 
the third reason as the resilience of Islam in adapting to modern social developments.3 

In fact, later on, he ends up interpreting the third reason not as a deterrent to civil 
society, but as a factor potentially in its favour. Due to the importance of the issues 
raised in the "Deterrents and Outlook...", I shall discuss this article briefly. 

In search of sources of the delay in the process of State-building in Iran, Tiva 
goes back to the time of the ancient Sassanian Empire more than 1500 years ago. 
During the Sassanian period, according to Ibn-e Khaldun in his Moqaddameh 
(Introduction), the signs of the decline of the Sassanian State had already been 
evident due to the war with the Greek and the internal sectarian differences. Although 
Tiva mentions elsewhere that the sixteenth century was the turning point in the history 
of the West in terms of its move toward creating the nation-State, it is not clear why 
he looks to the Sassanian period to find the source of the weakness of nation-State in 
Iran. 

Following Benedict Anderson, he accepts that nationalism in the West was a 
"cultural artefact", and nation an "imaginary community", which then became the 
basis for the creation of the nation-State as the principle form of political organisation 
and the main reference frame for the identity of the modern man. Tiva also recognises 
such elements as religion, language, myths, arts and literature as the common 
denominator of a nation, which form the background stock of knowledge out of which 
political symbols, such as national flag, national anthem and the tomb of the 
Unknown Soldier are extracted.4 

However, the view that the rise of nation-States in Europe was primarily a 
result of the decline of religion still persists in Tiva's writing. He basically sees the 
Protestant movement as a movement, which was to weaken the religious grip on 
politics. He therefore neglects the fact that Calvin, Luther and Cromwell advocated 
various forms of religious government in the European context in order to revive a 
religion in decline. If the consequence of Protestantism as a religious revivalist 
movement was the separation of Church and State, this should be taken as a light in 
which to look more carefully at the present condition in Iran. 

Continuing with his effort to pinpoint the historical sources of the delay in 
nation building in Iran, Tiva offers a quick tour of political history of Iran since the 
rise of Islam. He refers to the problematic nature of the relationship of Iranians with 
Islam, in that they had accepted Islam as part of their "identity", but not as part of 
their "nationality". Following Montesquieu, he then suggests that this incongruity 
between "identity" and "nationality" can explain why Iran did not go through the 
Western feudalism of the Middle Ages and ended up with an "Oriental despotism".3 

Apparently, it was because of this incongruity that the monarchic system in Iran 
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remained "tribal" and hence, "despotic", whereas, in the West it became "civil" and 
hence, "democratic". 

However, one may offer totally different reasons for the tribal nature of the 
monarchic State in Iran, namely that Islam was from the beginning an urban 
phenomenon, growing around urban centres of Mecca and Medina; and as such, it 
flourished in the urban centres in Iran. As Tiva himself acknowledges elsewhere, this 
urban nature of religion in Iran led to the fusion of religious and political 
establishments, and created an orthodox religious legitimacy for the State. This might 
be cited as the reason why only those forces that were outside the geo-political sphere 
of the religious-political power were able to effect change of government. And hence, 
it usually fell on the tribes to bring down old despotic dynasties only to establish new 
despotic dynasties. Meanwhile, the religious establishment remained the common 
source of legitimacy for all dynasties up until the modern time. 

Although, it may be objected that in Arabia Islam was initiated in a tribal 
rather than an urban context, one must accept that at least in Iran, Islam was mainly 
urban-based, and as such had the opportunity to take part in the development of State 
politics, based in the cities. But the religious establishment, as Algar and Arjomand 
have shown, never became a part of the State. Its heartland mainly remained in the 
centres of religious learning and the orders of the Sufis. 

The Persistence of Despotism 

How can we reconcile the two different reasons for the persistence of 
despotism in Iranian history? Was the problem of Iranians the social-psychological 
problem of incongruity between identity and nationality, or the social-historical 
problem of Islam being urban-centred? The answer to this question is important 
because it will lead to a more important question: Whether Iranians or history should 
be blamed for the historical conditions of Iranians? One could basically, and perhaps 
rationally, find the Iranian people responsible for their own destiny. One could even 
blame Iranians for their adherence to despotic thought in their social relationships, 
especially in the family; as well as for their reluctance to take their social and political 
responsibilities seriously. One could also blame Iranians for their creation of the 
culture of "secrecy", "intrigue", "suspicion" and "rumour-mongering". However, one 
could then absolve all the sins of the people by turning them upside-down. As such, 
even "anti-values" could be turned to "values" in suitable conditions. 

To be sure, the public cynicism and unwillingness to participate in politics 
reflect the fearful resentment of politics on the part of Iranians. The tragic end of 
fictional characters, such as Sohrab and Siavash, and the historical figures such as 
Amir Kabir and Mossadeq, has lent an aura of eulogy to the Iranian history. 
Conspiracy theory that is so widespread among Iranians is perhaps a subjective and 
sentimental revenge on the States and Statesmen, who undermined the honour and 
dignity of Iranians as a nation.1 The Iranian social and political activists, therefore, 
should take seriously the social role of traditional values. 

Indeed, there are numerous traditional values that are dear to the Iranian 
people, and at the same time, are favourable to the formation of civil society. Values 
such as sanctity of the private sphere of family, upholding public charity, respect for 
others, commitment to one's oath, aspiring for social honour, and loyalty to one's 
nation, are inherent in the Iranian-Islamic heritage. There is no doubt that the 
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grounding of such values in the collective consciousness of Iranians would be 
conducive to values endeared by the civil society, such as plurality of ideas, the 
defence of privacy against the State intrusion, democratic participation and the respect 
for the rule of law. 

However, it is also important not to provide too rosy a picture of the 
development of civil society either. None of the societies in the West that has 
established this from of social organisation is devoid of elements of impurity, which 
weaken the very principles of civil society. By the same token, Iranian intellectuals 
ought not to forget that civil society is only an organised and orderly mechanism 
regulated by legal institutions. The unofficial, chaotic space filling in between the 
institutions, is also part of the civil society.' 

The development of civil society is therefore a long and painful process. 
Nonetheless, Iranians must take this course, if they ever want to be proud of 
themselves as a nation that has something to offer other than anger and violence. The 
pain of the process pertains to the stark choices that Iranians, as a nation, should 
make. Choices, which many millions of Iranian immigrants have already had to make 
in order to adjust themselves to their host societies, choices such as preservation of 
family structure and values in an unfamiliar and aggressive dominant culture. Iranians 
within the geographical space of Iran also have to make difficult choices, choices like 
defending the privacy and sanctity of their individual and collective freedoms against 
the intrusions of the government by rejecting the persistence or return of authoritarian 
patriarchal traditions. 

Is There a Political Role for the Mystical Tradition? 

As I mentioned earlier, apart from the issues of identity and civil society, the 
critique of the development of a modern religious political philosophy in Iran is 
concerned with the capacity of references to the religious traditions, such as heritage 
of mysticism, in enhancing modern socio-political and socio-economic developments 
there. Some have seen huge potentials in the religious heritage for promoting social 
tolerance, political emancipation, democratic pluralism and economic progress. 
Others, even within the religious camp, have not been that optimistic with the 
potentials of religious culture and philosophy for social and economic developments 
in Iran. And yet others have totally rejected such potentials and have referred to 
mysticism as another form of religious dogma concerned with metaphysics and 
supernatural powers that can hardly be compatible with the modern world, which 
demands non-religious, secular worldviews. These views are expressed from various 
political standpoints. Some express their views from within the religious political 
discourse; others from a liberal-secular position; and yet others from a socialist 
standpoint. Here, I shall focus on the views of some of the exiled secular intellectuals 
on the political and social role of irfan (Islamic-Persian mysticism) in modern Iran. 

In an article entitled: "Irfan, Azad-andishi va Farhang-e Demokratie 
(Mysticism, Freethinking and Democratic Culture), the author, K. Dastan, criticises 
mystical worldviews from the view of a leftist thinker and activist. This article is in 
fact written in response to another author, Hamid Hamid who, in an article under the 
title: "Irfan-e Ejtema '/"" (Social Mysticism), had presented a favourable view of the 
progressive potentials of the Persian mystical tradition. Hamid had depicted irfan as a 
tradition of thought that promoted "humanism", "egalitarianism" and "social justice", 
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paying particular attention to the condition of the lower classes. Hamid had in fact 
urged the leftist movement to pay attention to the political potentials of mysticism as a 
resource to promote the cause of socialism in Iran. ' "Social Mysticism" seems to have 
been written in support of the idea that irfan could play an important part in a reform 
political movement, bent on social justice, freedom and equality. These are the 
objectives that the political groups of the left, or what has remained of them, 
apparently pursue in their own right. 

Irfan is thus claimed to be able to serve an "emancipatory" purpose by 
providing a rich history of struggle against religious fanaticism and political 
despotism, and for the promotion of the cause of political tolerance and social justice. 
According to Hamid, the Persian irfan, although Islamic in nature, has inherited 
substantially from "egalitarian pre-Islamic religious movements", such as the 
Manikaean and Mazdakite movements. The Manikaean movement was a rebellion 
against the "corruption" and "fanaticism" of the Zaroastrian politico-religious 
establishment under the Sassanian Empire. To Mani the stagnation of the Zaroastrian 
creed had been due to the wrong interpretations offered of the "creed" by the official 
clergy, which were designed to legitimise the despotic political establishment. Mani's 
teachings were basically gnostic, advocating a personal crusade of illumination 
against darkness. According to Mani, the way the world was ordered was conducive 
only to "pollution" and "evil". Such a world had alienated not only the human beings 
but also God, the symbol of Goodness. Illumination would free humans from this 
world and rejoin them with God, the source of light, in a world beyond/ Mazdak 
agreed with Mani that the world order was basically evil; but contrary to Mani, he 
explained evil as a historical process that could be reversed in this world. The key was 
to take action to effect change in the social order, and not to be totally lost to a 
transcendental world. 

Hamid compares Manikaeism with Hegelianism and Mazdakism with 
Marxism4 Mazdak found the source of evil on earth (envy, prejudice, wrath and 
arrogance) in social injustice and inequality. Therefore, rather than advocating an 
individual effort for the purification of the soul, he initiated a movement against the 
politico-religious establishment of the Sassanian; an establishment whose job it was 
to justify social inequalities. To confront the Zaroastrian priesthood, he offered new 
interpretations of the Zaroastrian religious texts, which went beyond the official 
literal interpretations. He thus offered an esoteric reading of religion, which was to 
legitimise a popular struggle for social and economic equality. The heritage of these 
pre-Islamic Persian movements was a kind of Utopian socialism, which influenced the 
Persian irfan, and ultimately caused its breaking away from the body of the scholastic 
theology and jurisprudence. 

The Sufi movement has thus been the representation of this breakaway 
mystical movement. The Sufi movement has in turn offered a humanistic and at the 
same time non-rationalist worldview, which has presented both modernist and post
modernist tendencies. The modernist tendency identifies irfan with liberalism and 
socialism; and the post-modernist tendency identifies it with cultural multiplicity and 
political pluralism. 

1 Hamid, H. "On Social Irfan \ Kankash. No. 7, Winter 1991, pp. 211-234 
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A Negative View of Irfan 

Another article published in Kankash under the title "Mysticism, Freethinking 
and Democratic Culture" questions the role that irfan could possibly have in a modern 
project for social and political emancipation in Iran. K. Dastan, the author of this 
article, rejects any affinity between irfan and modern socialist ideology. He suggests 
that irfan is the remnant of a bygone era and must belong in "a museum of cultural 
artefacts". He refutes the notion of humanism attributed to irfan and insists on the 
metaphysical worldview of irfan, which connects it to a divine power beyond this 
world. 

Dastan is fascinated with anti-religion as a necessary attribute of both 
modernism and post-modernism; and as such, he rejects the idea that irfan can play 
any role in bringing about secularism or pluralism in Iran. For Dastan, irfan is "the 
narrative of return to God", and as such defiant of earthly attachments, which is 
necessary for any "humanism", "naturalism" and "materialism".2 He agrees that irfan 
had played a positive role in rebellious movements for justice in pre-modern history: 
But, he claims, "in the modern age, irfan as a political project is a reactionary phenomenon. 
Even where irfan supports populist, egalitarian movements against capitalism, it presents 
fascist tendencies. The modern political projects, i.e. liberalism and socialism, are 
fundamentally different from pre-modern rebellious movements; and it is dangerous to 
attribute to pre-modern movements and ideas the qualities, which are exclusively modern, and 
are the fundamental basis for the legitimacy of the modern age."1 

Here the author of "Mysticism, Freethinking..." offers an argument that 
reveals the fundamental fallacies of the assumptions of the Iranian left about the 
nature of the relationship of traditional and modern thought. He seems obsessed with 
an arbitrary and unreal line of division that separates past and present in a mechanical 
manner. This line of division supposedly marks a break, which sets the modern world 
free from traditions. It even severs the conceptual relationship between the past and 
present. Dastan is convinced that there must be no links between the "modern projects 
of liberalism and socialism" on the one hand, and the age-old human project of 
emancipation from oppression and alienation on the other. 

In his reductionist approach, the author of "Mysticism, Freethinking..." 
forgets the huge impact of the Greek thought on the Western Renaissance and hence 
the rise of modernism. He also ignores the significant influence of traditions in the 
modern philosophical hermeneutics. More than anything, he neglects the metaphysical 
origins of the post-modern thought. He makes it look like that all modern nations have 
completely shed their traditions and have embraced "universal values of secularism 
and scientific philosophy" in place of "cultural and religious prejudices". He assumes 
that the need for cultural particularism and religious legitimacy has totally left the 
scene in the modern societies of the West. His stress on the exclusive role of the 
modern ideas (liberalism and socialism) as the fundamental basis for the legitimacy of 
the modern age indicates the author's belief in the fallacy of "ideas being the creator 
of history". 

In fact, as many Marxist and non-Marxist historians have shown modern ideas 
did not shape the modern world; it was the pre-modern social movements, which gave 
rise to modernity, which in turn prepared the necessary condition for the emergence of 
modern ideas. There was not a sharp line of division between the medieval and 
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modem Europe. Modernity had already begun within the context of Middle Ages. 
Modern ideas did not come out of no-where to save humanity from pre-modernism; 
they came as a result of new interpretations of the already existing traditions. 

Dastan refers to the messianic element of mysticism, and particularly the 
belief in the concept of the Mahdi, as well as the submissive relationship between the 
mystic follower and the Sufi master (morid va morad), as the vestiges that run against 
the nature of modern political developments. He also refers to the concept of mystical 
love as source of the acceptance of the "reactionary teaching" of "shahadat", or 
sacrifice of one's life in the hope of reunion with the beloved Allah, which, he insists, 
is responsible for "the vindictive nature" of religious rebellions. 

There is no doubt that the morad and morid relationship in Sufism has the 
potential of being abused. But, the basis of this Sufi teaching, as Saheb-az-Zamani has 
suggested in his Khatt-e Sevvom (The Third Script), is not the forceful submission of 
the follower to the leader, but an exercise of voluntary surrender to a trustee in order 
to free the soul from the bondage of the self. Also as Zarrinkoub has explained, the 
Sufi yearning for the reunion with God after death make reference to a symbolic death 
or what is known by the Sufis as "death before death". Moreover, it is strange that the 
author, who clearly identifies himself with socialism and the leftist politics, totally 
neglects the fact that the cult of leadership in the Communist States drained the 
humanist claims of socialism. He also ignores that the brutality that was perpetrated 
under the banner of socialism in this century could only be compared with German 
fascism. If the horrendous record of the cult of personalities and indiscriminate 
brutalities does not disqualify socialism as a system of thought with potentials for 
political emancipation and social equality; why must religious traditions per se 
disqualify irfan as a source of reference for human liberation and social justice? 

Dastan goes on to insist that the modern concepts, such as "humanism", 
"democracy", "individual freedom", the "right of expression", etc. belong to the 
"modern problematic" of the separation of the Church and State; and that they will 
lose their meaning when detached from this "problematic". He then suggests: 
"Concepts such as right, equality before the law, just distribution of wealth and citizenship 
responsibilities are not the same as egalitarian tendencies of religious sects... All religious 
rebellious movements have had sectarian prejudices; and where they have come to power, 
they have engaged themselves in bloody sectarian rivalries in order to impose their moralities 
on others."' Here, again one may note how the author is burdened by the assumption 
that bloody sectarian rivalries are peculiar to religious movements. Have we not had 
numerous examples of bloody sectarian in-fights between the comrades-in-arms 
within the modern Communist parties? Or, Have we not witnessed the racial and 
prejudicial discriminations within the modern liberal democracies, which were not 
inspired by religion? 

Finally, the author refers to the "irrational nature" of irfan in order to prove its 
incompatibility with modernism, and to its "teleological character", in order to prove 
irfan's incongruity with post-modernism. He attributes the project of modernism to 
the rise of "reason", "rationalisation of economy and techniques", and "rationalisation 
of the sense of time and space". He also emphasises the "acceptance of the logic of 
identity in the use of language and concepts", the rational creation of laws, and the 
"creation of civil society on the basis of a social contract". And finally, he poses all 
this as in contradiction with the teachings of irfan2 He claims that irfan deplores 
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economy and technology, advocates "timelessness", destroys the logic of normal 
language, and does not recognise human laws. 

On the issue of incongruity of irfan with post-modernism, Dastan admits that 
irfan shares with the post-modern thought in its denial of the "Logos". However, he 
emphasises that post-modern thought is anti-religion and celebrates worldly desires; 
whereas, irfan is defined in terms of "faith", "repentance", fear of and submission to 
God. To the Sufi, then, the world is a mystery to be solved in order to reach to the 
"ultimate Truth". The mystery of post-modernism, however, is due to the 
understanding that there is no "ultimate Truth". 

A Critique of the Critique of Irfan 

The arguments of the author of "Mysticism, Freethinking and Democratic 
Culture" are flawed on three grounds. Firstly, his outmoded understanding of 
modernism as a project based on the towering figures of reason, rationality and social 
contract could be rejected on the basis of philosophical arguments of Nietzsche and 
his post-modernist followers, who have exposed the fallacy of this understanding. As 
I have noted earlier, the social and cultural crises that led to the Holocaust and the 
projects of mass extermination has left no credibility for the arguments that consider 
the power of reason and social agreement as the guiding principles of modernism. 
Secondly, it is equally absurd to attribute to irfan a mere ascetic search for the 
"ultimate Truth" and rejection of desire. The body of the mystical poetry is full of 
references to the objects of desire and a clear recognition of human fallibility. It does 
not see human imperfection as a sign of disbelief; rather it sees human tendency to sin 
as natural, which marks lower stages of human progress toward higher religious 
experiences.2 

And finally, it is premature to view post-modernism as a unitary entity with an 
anti-religious bent. If post-modernism is understood in a broad rather than a parochial 
sense, various types of experiences with religion, and attempts at their understanding, 
will definitely fall within its domain. The literary works of Bataille, Bachelard and 
Bakhtin, and the philosophical works of Ricoeur and Gadamer are but a few examples 
of attention to the significance of religious experience in contemporary human 
consciousness. If anything, the mystical pursuit of the universal Truth involves the 
acceptance of the validity of other attempts in search of the same Truth. This approach 
at least may save mysticism from the threat of relativism. The position of the Author 
of "Mysticism, Freethinking and Democratic Culture", however, seems to have been 
completely overtaken by philosophical dogmatism. 

An Overview of the Secular Objections to Religious Culture 

In the Western philosophical tradition, Wittgenstein, Heidegger, Foucault, 
Habermas, Lacan and Derrida have noted the constitutive role of language in shaping 
thought. It has been recognised that discourse is not only the environment in which 
relations of power are constituted and reproduced, but also the domain in which 
power is handed to some and denied others. But, in the case of religious discourse, 
and particularly the religious-political discourse, modern Western philosophy has 
been dominated by mainly negative views. Many Iranian secular intellectuals, who 
follow the mainly negative views of the Western secular philosophy about religion, 
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have expressed concern that with religious appropriation of power, the "culture of 
guilt" will become the dominant feature of the social mind. In support of this view, 
they particularly refer to the push of the Islamic regime of Iran for the regulation of 
sexuality through its campaign against "lust", "hedonism" and "bodily pleasures". 
They thus conclude that the persistence of religious thought and the "guilt culture" 
have been instrumental in deterring the formation of civil society in Iran. 

The latter-day secular intellectuals, therefore, do not see any possibility, for 
example, that within the domain of the religious culture new forms of artistic 
expression would open new ways of sexual expression, which play a meaningful role 
in the understanding of the nature of sexuality. The films of the Muslim filmmaker 
Muhsen Makhmalbaf are good examples of this development. These films, without 
any need for cliché acts of violence and nudity, convey the depths of sexual desires 
and relationships in subtle poetical language. This type of modern artistic expression 
is a creative development of the forms of sexual expressions in the Persian literary 
traditions, such as that of Hafiz, Mowlavi and Nezami. 

There has also been new forms of gender expression by the Iranian woman in 
the post-revolution period, which have given rise to new forms of both secular and 
increasingly Islamic feminist movements. Still in their genesis, these movements have 
yet to present explicit political concerns, but they have been vocal in offering novel 
social, cultural and economic trends. There has been for example a surge of women's 
activities in employment at various levels, particularly in professional and academic 
positions, and in businesses. Women are also being recruited in the military not only 
for administrative posts, but also to be trained for combat. For the first time, women 
researchers, writers, painters, filmmakers and journalists are emerging in prolific 
proportions. The works of these women are concerned with sensitive and highly 
important social, moral and cultural issues, such as sexuality, discrimination based on 
gender, the rights of women, etc. According to Azadeh Kian, in her "Gendered 
Occupation and Women's Status in Post-Revolutionary Iran", the valuable 
professional skills of women and their capacity to perform in the public sphere have 
been increasingly recognised since the revolution. As such, the inroads of women into 
"prestigious and well-paid positions" have forced the political leaders to adopt a "more 
tolerant and moderate ideological discourse" toward the women. 

Many secular Iranian intellectuals refer to the prevalence of "the culture of 
death" in the Islamic tradition, and the desire for spiritual reunion with God after 
death, as cultural deterrents to the development of modernity in Iran. Following the 
secular intellectual tradition of the West, they insist that modern culture values social 
and material life over the life after death. They thus equate the religious culture with 
religious superstitions, and see the only possibility for progress in discarding the 
religious culture. The following passage by Tiva in praise of the European 
Enlightenment is typical of this trend: "Rationalism that had begun with the Renaissance 
was born again in the age of Enlightenment. Now the picture of the universal reason, 
progress, and freedom took all value systems and socio-political thoughts in its shadow... The 
rationalism of the age of Enlightenment saw the universal interests as the basis of political 
life, and led to the replacement of superstitions with rational logic.' 

But, even in the Western tradition, the romantic and post-modern philosophers 
have put forward powerful critiques of the Enlightenment version of progress and 
reason. The contemporary secular intellectuals appear impervious to these critiques 
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when they condone the pitfalls of Enlightenment as forms of ignorance that any 
culture might have, but are quick to highlight the weaknesses of religious thought. For 
them, the crisis of modernity does not dismiss the values of modernity; but the crisis 
of religion must lead to the total dismissal of religion. It must be noted, however, that 
in the mystical tradition, the reference to spiritual death and rebirth must not be taken 
literally. As the Iranian literary scholar Abd-ul-Hussein Zarrinkoub has explained in 
his Serr-e Ney (the Secret of Flute), by death it is meant the transcendence of the Sufi 
beyond obsession with material life. Accordingly, irfan does not reject life on earth, 
nor does it ignore the human activities for betterment of the modes of their survival; 
but it encourages occasional transcendence beyond mere material attachments. These 
values are well recognised in modern psychology as a way toward the creation of a 
"sane society", as the works of Karl Jung and Eric Fromm indicate. 

Many of the Iranian secular intellectuals in exile are basically convinced that 
no good can come out of the Iranian religious and mystical heritage. Carrying the 
common syndrome of Islamophobia these intellectuals desire a cultural heritage that 
is free from fascination with the past traditions, and has no deep attachment to history 
and mythology that they abhor. They deservedly resent what they call the absolute 
dominance in Iran of the "culture of worship of the past", and the "obsession with 
finding enemies"; and thus they sincerely seek to make Iranians alert to their current 
position in the world. They remind Iranians that in their beloved cultural heritage 
there were numerous instances of disgrace; instances of the "Eastern despotism", and 
instances of "oppression", "repression", "injustice" and "intrigue". They wish to 
convince Iranians not to be too fond of even the good part of their collective past; 
because they believe that only then would the Iranian nation be able to make past a 
torch to shed light on the path to the future. 

In short, the secular intellectuals in exile want to see the present generation of 
Iranians attached to the future, a future that is not what had been promised in the past. 
They see themselves as the "inheritors of a world, which has no essential past, and is faced 
with an insecure future."1 Interestingly, Ayatollah Khomeini's position on the state of 
culture in the late 1970s and early 1980's was the opposite of this view. He saw 
Iranians by and large as a people who had neglected their religious culture, had lost 
their attachment with the past traditions, and had plunged deeply in the fantasy of a 
modern future. 

The publications of the Iranian secular intellectuals in exile are typically full 
of criticisms levelled at the modernist religious thinkers. Writers, such as Jalal Al-e 
Ahmad, Ali Shari'ati, Seyyed Hussein Nasr, Dariush Shayegan, Reza Barahani, Reza 
Davari and Ehsan Naraqi, are subject of heavy criticism for their emphasis on 
guarding the collective memory and heritage of the past against the invasion of 
Western culture. Instead, it is clear to the secular intellectuals that the key to progress 
is to build a new intellectual culture in Iran. A culture, that does not advocate a return 
to the heritage of the traditional thought. Rather, a culture that is based on "the 
universal principles of reason and science, freedom and democracy, equality and social 
justice, secularism and belief in humanity, modernity and socialism.' 

However, these intellectuals are not in fact practising what they preach. In the 
list of the attributes of the new culture that they propose, one can see their own 
fascination with the past, a past that has not kept its promises. They adhere too firmly 
to the Enlightenment ideas of "universal principles of reason and science", and 
"secularism and humanity", ignoring the crisis of the instrumental rationality in the 

1 Ibid, pp.42-43 
2 Ibid, p.43 
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West itself. The leftists in particular are fascinated with the socialist Utopia of equality 
and social justice, although the "really existing socialism" has not yet delivered on its 
promises. At times, they even advocate the model of democracy and freedom of North 
America and Western Europe as the ultimate guide for averting the flourishing of 
religious culture in Iran. 

There are a number of important questions that the secular recipe for the 
development of Iran fails to answer satisfactorily. Is the universal capacity of reason 
sufficient to do the job of validating the actions of the people? Or, are human actions 
validated by a combination of rational and irrational justifications inherent in their 
cultural traditions and their collective imagination of the past. Do not such values as 
national and group interest, cultural and historical sensitivities, collective moral 
values and religious and ideological convictions play an important part in motivating 
people to act? Could anyone imagine a society without prejudices and particularities 
and at the same time with preparedness for sharing products, technologies and values 
with others? And finally, should ordinary Iranian youth refer to such cultural symbols 
as Superman and Batman to gain spirit and motivation on their perilous path to the 
future? Or, should they not bother about referring to any cultural symbols at all? 

The secular intellectuals must remember that it is not cultural particularities 
alone that produce historical failures of humanity; and it is not the universal culture of 
the West that will save it either. Those who urge Iranians to value their cultural 
heritage are not all wrong; what is wrong is to resign to the absurdity of life on earth 
and become absorbed into otherworldly spirituality. But, I do not think that any of the 
modern proponents of return to self, such as Shari'ati, Nasr and Shayegan, have 
advocated an uncritical return to the past. The people in Iran themselves, by and large, 
show no sign of intending to resign to spiritual asceticism and an uncritical acceptance 
of the past; nor do they show any preparedness to accept the Western colonial and 
imperialist culture uncritically. 

Pathological political tendencies are more prevalent among the Iranians 
outside Iran. For many of these the choices seem to be either blind rejection of one 
part of the past (the Islamic mystical heritage), or blind praise for the another part (the 
pre-Islamic imperial heritage). Many others have opted for either an uncritical 
acceptance of the superiority of the West, or for nostalgia for a socialist paradise lost. 
But, one must acknowledge that among these there are also those who have seen the 
possibility of a proud, constructive and critical interaction between the Persian-
Islamic heritage of knowledge and the Western philosophical and scientific heritage. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I tried to cover the main post-revolution political discourses in 
Iran, which have continued to be expressed in religious and philosophical debates and 
disputes. I noted that these discourses have given rise to a new religious reform 
movement, which tends to attract mainly those holding alternative views of religion 
and politics not recognised by the official politico-religious establishment. Naturally, 
the critics of the absolutist theocratic versions of Islam have come under severe 
persecution by the jurists in power, who advocate the notion of the velayat-e motlaq-e 
faqih (absolute government of the jurist). These critics have been invariably accused 
of diverting from the true path of the faith. Interestingly, the proponents of the 
theocratic State have engaged in an ideological polemic with their opponents as they 
have been increasingly at a loss to justify brutal means of repression of the growing 
political and intellectual dissent. Two main areas of contention are of course the 
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question of the supreme politico-religious leadership or the velayat-e faqih, and the 
hostility with the West. 

According to the dominant ideology of the current Islamic regime, religion can 
be protected only if the letter of religion is saved from distortion and modification. 
They try to attribute any deviance from the official interpretations of the religion to 
the domestic and foreign enemies of Islam. In their view, the State politico-religious 
ideology is under threat by its secular and religious critics, who ultimately serve the 
West and particularly the United States. The critics of this view argue that the letter of 
religion to which the clerical ideologues of the regime refer is, in fact, their own 
human interpretations of religion. According to these critics, this could prove to be the 
Achilles' Heel of the regime, and could be manipulated by a wise and serious 
opposition to expose the deep hypocrisy of the regime's ideological system. 

However, the secular critics of the Islamic regime, particularly those in exile, 
have so far failed to mount any serious opposition to the State due to their ignorance 
of the political potency of the religious ideology, which is based on the deep-rooted 
philosophical, mystical and popular traditions of Islam. By contrast, the religious 
critics of the absolutist theocracy have initiated a curious and effective religious-
philosophical movement, which has challenged the doctrinal legitimacy of religious 
absolutism by providing new interpretations of the same religious and mystical 
traditions that are invoked by the regime for its legitimacy. 

The bearers of the official State ideology believe that only instituting the 
absolute political power of the official class of Shi 'i jurists could preserve religion; 
and hence, they strive to institutionalise a full-fledge theocratic regime in Iran. Many 
of the highly regarded jurists of the scholastic centres for religious learning belong to 
the camp of such ideologues. The arguments of these ideologues bear great political 
import, in that these arguments form an important part of the ideological structure that 
legitimises the currently dominant theocratic style of polity in Iran. 

Despite the claims of the opposition-in-exile to the contrary, the persistence of 
the Islamic Republic has not been due to its brutality alone. It has survived because it 
has been able to maintain, alongside coercion, a large degree of politico-religious 
legitimacy for its existence. There could be no denial of coercion as a part of the 
existence of the regime that came out of the Islamic Revolution. However, no 
government can survive and remain stable for a long period of time only by relying on 
force and coercion. A coercive government may stay in power only if it is still 
representing a large constituency that is still seeing it as legitimate. Once the broad 
legitimacy of a regime is established, then coercion is effective in suppressing the 
dissent at the margins. 

The opposition-in-exile has not yet been successful to weaken any of the main 
components of the religious legitimacy of the Islamic regime, not least because it 
suffers from a deep lack of legitimacy itself. At any rate, since the political power of 
the Islamic regime is based on its religious legitimacy, its coercion will not diminish 
in nature unless the religious illegitimacy of political repression is exposed. In other 
words, unless a religiously legitimate challenge is effectively mounted against the 
justifications of brutality and against the historical roots of political absolutism in 
Iran, there could be hope for any successful opposition to the endemic intolerance and 
brutality that pervades the relations of power in contemporary Iran. 

It must be made abundantly clear that the brutal acts committed against the 
people under the Shah, and other despots of the Iranian history for that matter, did not 
come only from the evil personality of the Oriental despot. Rather, they also emanated 
from the political culture that the despot felt he had to sustain for his own survival in 
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power. There could be little doubt among those, who cherished the Iranian Revolution 
of 1979, that a profound source of attraction of this revolution was its spiritual 
message to diminish the brutal nature of power relations in the Iranian politics and 
society. The preponderance of the religious spiritual element in this revolution was, 
perhaps, due to this heartfelt popular aspiration for extinction of the unnecessary 
violence of power. 

Ayatollah Khomeini echoed this sentiment, when on his triumphant return to 
Iran from exile in 1979, he said in Behesht-e Zahra (the main Tehran cemetery) that 
our predecessors had no right to impose their ways and views on the future 
generations. When he said this, he was deeply aware of the brutal tragedies that the 
single-minded adherence to obsolete relations of power had brought upon the Iranian 
society. He was also exposing the consequences of this brutality when he sarcastically 
said - standing the ground of the cemetery besides the graves of the martyrs of the 
revolution - that "the Shah ruined our cities, and built up our cemeteries." 

Those, who have remained true to the aspirations of the revolution, have 
inherited this awareness. They know that there would be no guarantee for the 
continued sustenance of legitimacy, if the revolutionary regime continued to use 
coercion only to sustain its hold on power. It is in this context that the people have 
already begun to question the fundaments of this legitimacy by creating a religious 
discourse that is tackling the religious hypocrisy of the proponents of the absolutist 
theocracy. The threat of this discourse has been taken seriously by the ideologues of 
the regime due to its potential to become an effective political tool in the hands of a 
wise opposition. 

The strength of this discourse is due to its head-on challenge to the narrow 
versions of religion. And thence, it is potentially capable of weakening the ideological 
structure that tries to justify the sustained state of coercive intolerance. People have 
experienced the spread of injustice and corruption since the Islamic revolution, but 
they have largely refused to see Islam as responsible for their woes. Instead, they have 
increasingly been prepared to reject the version of Islam imposed by the proponents of 
despotism within the context of an Islamic political culture. It goes without saying 
that if the government fails to address the wish and will of the people, it will have to 
face severe consequences. 

At present a domestic opposition to absolutist theocracy, which has remained 
true to the religious and spiritual essence of the Islamic Revolution, has taken off. The 
main theme of this opposition is challenging the notion that the laws and regulations 
of the State are of sacred value, and hence may not be challenged. For this opposition, 
religion and particularly the Islamic and political heritage has created an undisputed 
advantage. The orthodox clerical class cannot sustain, any longer, the claim that 
religion is their exclusive domain. Although the class of official Shi 'i theologians has, 
for centuries, despised popular versions of religion as heresy, and thus isolated itself 
from socio-political developments, the modern rise of political religion, that brought 
them to positions of power, does not allow their resistance to change. 

It was the move by Ayatollah Khomeini to popularise religion (by posing it as 
a source of political empowerment) that created the opportunity for the clerics to 
wield power. Khomeini made the people see the irrelevance of the political impotence 
of the conservative clergy, and inspired a new clerical movement seeking political 
power in order to address the cultural, political, social and economic problems of the 
people in the modern age. He realised that to make religion relevant to the people 
once again, it was necessary to adapt the religion such that it would be able to tackle 
the problems of a modern society. The latter-day conservative clerics may now be 
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challenged on account of their failure to use the gained political power of Islam in 
improving the lot of the people by further adapting the religion with the age. They 
may also be challenged on the account of their tendency to use religion in order to 
protect the political and economic interests of a class of clerical elite, and not for the 
fulfilment of the ideals of the revolution. 

The clerical elite cannot rebuff this new challenge to the regime for its alleged 
anti-religion. This challenge is not, in fact, targeting the religion as such. Rather, it is 
targeting the interpretations of the religion that have been offered by humans. This 
new version of popular religion also seeks to make religion relevant to the people by 
turning it into an empowering agent. It is using the same revolutionary rhetoric that 
Khomeini and other popular leaders of the Islamic Revolution used to enable the 
people to say loudly that they did not consider the faqih at an equal footing with the 
infallible saints. It would thus empower the people to further say that they see the 
jurists and theologians as human and as such subject to human errors. 

Even many within the government have expressed awareness that religion can 
only survive by retreating to centres of religious knowledge, and to the social and 
political institutions where it has a strong base, working from there to force the State 
to redress the grievances of the community of believers. Accordingly, only that 
religion is worthy of faith, which can secure a genuine relevance for itself by 
addressing the modern spiritual, social, political, economic and cultural needs of the 
people from an advisory and educational, cultural and spiritual position. 

President Khatami and his supporters, for instance, have proclaimed that the 
people would embrace a religion that would be on their side to further their demand 
for the fulfilment of their legitimate needs; a religion that would press the State not to 
renege on its promises to the people. They have made it abundantly clear that they 
believe, the people would not tolerate a clerical elite that seeks to gain dominance in 
the State in order to impose a new mode of political domination, and in order to 
repress the legitimate popular aspirations for freedom and justice. To be sure, the 
generation of the Iranians of the post-revolution era will be unlikely to consent to a 
new power structure that refuses to address their spiritual, cultural, political, social 
and economic needs. Not least, because they know that the legitimacy of these needs 
have been endorsed by the purity of the Islamic faith. 

Nonetheless, the theocratic ideologues have sought so far to enforce Islam as a 
rigid code of social and political behaviour. They have tried to substantiate their 
claims by referring to certain traditional interpretations of religion. These sources of 
reference belong to a tradition of scholastic religious learning that goes back to more 
than a thousand years ago. In this tradition, the mujtahids, who have been recognised 
by their peers to be of exceptional religious and scientific qualities, are well 
established among the Shi 'i theologians. As we have seen, the mujtahids are believed 
to have reached excellence in kalam (theology), figh (jurisprudence), tafsir (exegesis) 
and to a lesser extent hekmat (philosophy) and irfan (mysticism).1 

The Shi'i mujtahids with their knowledge of jurisprudence have undoubtedly 
dominated the centres of religious learning, and have thus narrowed the scope of 
interpretation of religious texts justifying their position by holding that interpretation 
of religion must stay the privilege of the few. Originally, those few qualified to 
interpret the essence of religion were limited to the Prophet and the infallible Imams 
on the basis that these figures were not ordinary humans. The advantage of the 
members of the House of the Prophet over the ordinary humans is believed to be that 
they had direct access to the source of Divine Revelation. 

Seethe list of grand mujtahids in the appendix to Fischer & Abedi's Debating Muslism (1990). 
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While it was accepted that only people of such calibre could claim exclusive 
access to the ultimate interpretation of the Revelation, then no body else, not even the 
mujtahids, could claim such exclusivity. Only with the advent of the Mahdi was it 
possible to have a complete interpretation of the Revelation relevant to the age. And 
before that, there must not be any attempt at such an interpretation, because it might 
end up in heresy. This was in fact the position of the Akhbaris, whose views prevailed 
in the Shi 'i faith until the seventeenth century. Nonetheless, with the weakening of the 
Akhbari School and the final doctrinal victory of the Usuli movement in the 
eighteenth century, the Shi'i jurists successfully extended the authority for 
interpretation of religion in the absence of the Hidden Imam to the theologians, expert 
in Shi 'ifiqh. 

The secret of the success of the Usuli movement was its rational and fair 
attempt to endorse the legitimate aspirations of the ordinary believers on earth. It was 
this rationality and fairness that made the Usuli ulama the representatives of the 
people vis-à-vis the State, and in a long and tormented historical process led to the 
ascendance of the Shi'i jurists to political power. But, the present critics of the 
absolute theocracy insist that with this power came a huge burden of responsibility, 
which had always been reiterated by the great spiritual figures of the Shi 'i faith. It is 
this responsibility, they claim, that is sometimes lost to the clergy in power. It is these 
critics, inside and outside the centres of religious learning, who are contributing to the 
emerging religious reform movement in Iran. This new movement is now in the 
offing. It is a movement, which expresses the need for the reassertion of the 
responsibilities of the religious leaders in positions of power. This movement reminds 
the leaders of their responsibilities to the people, and advocates a more creative and 
productive approach to the question of interpretation of religious texts. 

This movement shares with the Akhbari School the view that only the Prophet 
and the infallible Imams had primary access to the knowledge of the ultimate meaning 
of the Revelation. It also shares with the Akhbaris the view that the religious 
knowledge at a secondary level must not be an exclusive domain of the ulama. But it 
goes beyond the Akhbaris in asserting the right of the ordinary people in 
understanding and interpreting the religion at a human level. It asserts the right of the 
people to experience the human essence of the religion. Accordingly, at this human 
level, every believer should be permitted to have a direct relationship with God, and 
this right should not remain exclusive to the highly qualified theologians. This 
movement, although it may be identified with the Islamic modernist movement that 
began in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century Iran, is in fact based on more 
than a thousand years of mystical tradition. And as such, it is more than just another 
modernist challenge to the latter-day proponents of theocracy. 
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Epilogue 

1 

Throughout this text, I have intended to offer an alternative perspective from 
which to understand the Islamic Revolution of Iran as a modern phenomenon with 
traditional belongings. I have tried to explore the meaning of this revolution in terms 
of both its break and continuity with the past. In this sense, this revolution was partly 
caused by the same systemic problems that precipitated other Third World 
revolutions, and thus may be partly explained by the same politico-economic 
reasoning as that used to explain the revolutions in Asia, Africa and Latin America in 
the twentieth century. However, in terms of its operation and manifestation, the 
Iranian Revolution was totally different from the Chinese, Cuban, Algerian and 
Vietnamese Revolutions. 

For example, whereas all the revolutions just mentioned were manifestly 
secular or non-religious in intent, the Iranian Revolution was expressed in purely 
religious terms. Also, those revolutions were primarily concerned in their expressed 
aims with social and economic questions, and in their attention to political 
institutions, they did not go beyond the creation of a monolithic one party system. By 
contrast, the Iranian Revolution has been primarily expressed in political and cultural 
terms with economic and social issue given a second billing. 

After the victory of the revolution, Iranian revolutionary leaders have been 
engaged mainly in an ideological struggle between contesting claims for religious and 
political authority, and in building religious and political institutions. The intertwining 
of religion and politics has been the unique characteristic of the Iranian Revolution 
compared to other Third World revolutions. The post-revolutionary doctrinal and 
ideological disputations, and the diversification of religious and political institutions, 
have not been compatible with a monolithic polity. Therefore, the Iranian Revolution 
is also unique among the Third World revolutions in not quickly degenerating into a 
one-party-system. In this sense, the Iranian Revolution might be compared to a certain 
extent with the English and American Revolutions of the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, which were fuelled by religious and/or political enthusiasm and created 
novel and diversified religious and/or political institutions. The religious flavour of 
the Iranian Revolution makes it also comparable with the medieval millenarian 
revolutions, which persisted mainly in the form of messianic aspirations and struggles 
fuelled by collective pride, religious passion and cultural sensitivity. 

The Iranian Revolution may be considered as politico-religious in nature due 
to its passion to create a new form of State equipped with a religious ideology, which 
would have the task of shaping a new social, political and moral order.1 The impetus 
to this revolution originated from the lack of institutional mechanisms to regulate the 
polity by allowing the expression of social, political and intellectual dissent. In other 
words, it was fuelled by the absence of modern institutions that could allow contained 
and communally sanctioned collective rebellions. The Shah's regime failed to provide 
any means for modern day "rituals of rebellion", such as strikes, civil disobedience, 
and even intellectual and artistic protest.2 It also failed to allow for the existence of 

1 Interestingly, this passion is similar to the passion of American revolutionaries if the late eighteenth century 
who. according to Hannah Arendt in her On Revolution, attempted to answer the "political question". 
2 Here, I have been inspired by what was observed in less complex societies by Max Gluckman as "rituals of 
rebellion", and by Victor Turner as "the rituals of reversal of roles". 
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community-based religious, political, social and cultural organisations, which would 
supply a semblance of "reversal of roles" by providing chances for political and social 
mobility via political participation and social integration.1 

I have placed the Iranian Revolution at the centre of my study of the Iranian 
polity and society on the basis of the assumption that it encompasses the main features 
of Iranian's rational and irrational political behaviour. Conventionally speaking, the 
exercise of voting, predominant in the Western democracies, has been considered as a 
rational type of collective intervention in politics. Another rational form of collective 
political action is that of organised interest groups, which pursue specific goals. In 
both of these examples being organised, goal-oriented and interest driven are features 
of rational political action. As for the irrational type of collective political behaviour, 
riots and rebellions are the clearest examples. They share such features as spontaneity, 
disorganisation and not being focused. Whereas in voting individual choice finds a 
limited free play, in a rioting crowd there is little room for individualism. Yet in both, 
the collective mind plays an overarching role.2 

In Iran, where any attempt on the part of the population to effect change in the 
polity, such as genuine elections and other forms of protest, were muzzled for a long 
time, revolution became the final resort. The Iranian Revolution exhibited both the 
rational features, such as organisation, goal-orientation and being interest-driven, and 
irrational features, such as spontaneity, emotionalism, violence and being 
indiscriminate against its opponents. Thus, in its violent expression, it went beyond a 
peaceful act of voting. But, it also surpassed the blind violence of a riot. The aims of a 
certain pattern of voting or a specific riot do not go beyond expressing a grievance, 
protesting against an undesirable legislation, demanding a right or privilege, or simply 
releasing some tension within the framework of the existing political authority. But 
the Iranian Revolution, like other great revolutions, broke out where the existing 
authority structures were no longer believed to have a viable existence. An interest 
group or a rioting mob might diminish in flare after a sudden surge, and cannot sustain 
itself for an extended period of time. But the Iranian Revolution offered an organised, 
sustained and directed challenge to the existing polity and projected a totally new 
political order.3 

However, this revolution went further than pursuing certain social and political 
interests by seeking to destroy the existing economic relations, moral values and 
social norms, and to replace it with an idealised vision of an imagined past, a found-
again paradise that had been lost for a long while. And in this latter sense, it pursued a 
rather Durkheimian path of creating a new collective conscience, which was based on 
the deconstruction of old collective traditions, and the construction of new 
interpretations of the old traditions. 

Granted that all action is mediated by symbols and motivated by meaning, it 
can be said that voting is an exercise mediated by the symbols of general will and 

' Here. I might add that in the post-industrial world of Western Europe and North America, the explicit political 
revolutions have receded into permanent eclipse as a result of the capacity of the political system to allow for 
expression of dissent through strikes, political mobility and fragmented social movements. Social movements such 
as women and gay movements have instigated real social change in the Western world without risking disastrous 
political repercussions. 
2 Gustav Le Bon and Robert Parks were the early observers of the operation of collective mind in collective action 
and formation of public opinion. 
3 In its organisation and mobilisation, the Iranian Revolution largely complied with Charles Tilly's understanding 
of revolutions developed in his book From Mobilisation to Revolution (1978). 
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individual rights as propounded by Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau. But, the concrete 
interests of the individual and the imagined interests of the collectivity are also 
involved in motivating the act of voting. In the case of a riot, the behaviour may be 
said to be mediated by the symbols of primitive freedom and solidarity with a crowd, 
and motivated by tension release and resulting in orgiastic ecstasy. The Iranian 
Revolution, like other great revolutions, created a space for the expression of 
individual worth, collective purpose, ecstatic release of tension and the far-reaching 
goal of a perfect reconstruction of the world, and as such combined important aspects 
of the two other types of political behaviour. 

2 
The Iranian Revolution as a collective political action encompassed and 

addressed itself, and not always successfully, to various social, political, cultural and 
psychological problems. The social problems included the problems of class and 
ethnic conflict, inequality, injustice, discontent, deprivation, uneven development and 
suppression of social movements. In the political sphere, there were problems 
associated with illegitimacy of the State power, the decline in national pride, the lack 
of freedom and autonomy and the rise of new ideologies and Utopias. Culturally, the 
revolution had to deal with problems, such as identity crisis, decline in morality, the 
need for a new value system, desire for religious and mystical experience, and need 
for new forms of artistic expression. The psychological problems faced by the 
revolution included aggression and violence, sexual repression, lack of the means of 
tension release, guilt feeling, lack of self-esteem, and feelings of insecurity and 
uncertainty. Therefore, in understanding the meaning of the Iranian Revolution and its 
consequences, I have tried to avoid a strict disciplinary approach, which could confine 
this revolution in the narrow boundaries of functionalism, psychologism, reductionist 
Marxism and more importantly religious fanaticism. 

The functionalist view, mainly inspired by the sociology of Talcott Parsons, 
considers the viability of a system as a function of its capacity to survive in its entirety 
by constantly making appropriate adjustments to cope with internal and external 
variations. It does not place much emphasis on individual motives in inspiring social 
life.' For functionalism, the primary question is the functioning of social, political and 
economic "systems" via the usage of appropriate technologies of government in a 
manner that socio-political order is preserved. Functionalism also emphasises the 
"socialisation" of the individuals as a necessary means to provide for individual and 
social sanity. In this sense, social and political deviance are considered as 
"maladjustment" and have to be either coerced (punished and disciplined), or treated 
for a cure. A narrow functionalist view would see the Iranian Revolution as a political 
aberration with aggressive and violent impulses, which must be contained. It would, 
therefore, be unimpressed by the liberatory potentials of this revolution. Broadly 
applied, however, a functionalist approach may shed light on certain aspects of the 
Iranian Revolution as far as Iran as a social system is concerned. For example, 
Chalmers Johnson's approach to revolutionary change may be used to explain how 
"endogenous" and "exogenous" factors upset "social equilibrium" in Iran, and how 
the revolution helped to restore the equilibrium of the "social system".2 But, one has 
to be aware of the limitations of this approach, particularly that it does not address any 
of the aspects of the revolution, which are associated with its human actors. 

' See. for example. Parsons. T. Essays in Sociological Theory. The Free Press, Glencoe, Illinois, 1954. 
- See Johnson. C. Revolutionary Change. Longman, London, 1983. 
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The Marxist model redefines the concept of social deviance in terms of social 
alienation or fetishism. This view not only does not try to preserve social order 
through the elimination or cure of deviance, but also celebrates deviance and 
nonconformity as factors to incite revolutionary disorder in order to fundamentally 
change the social and economic relations, which are based on the capitalist mode of 
production. However, the positions taken by the radical left as a result of narrow 
Marxist interpretations, would ignore, as it has, its own proclivity to repression. In 
Iran, the Marxist view welcomed the revolution's opposition to the existing political 
order and glorified its aggressiveness especially against the "U.S. imperialism". But, 
the tacit or expressed approval of the existing repressive socialist regimes, such as the 
former Soviet Union, by many Marxists made them blind to the danger of the 
revolution's terror to which they would also fall victim. Marxism also would not 
accord much significance to the human actors of the revolution due to its historicist 
understanding of social movements. 

A third model has been the psychological model, which has proved to be 
adaptable by both functionalist and Marxist models for understanding revolutions. 
Taine and Le Bon were among the first in the modern time to attempt to analyse the 
psychology of the "crowd". Their views were essentially negative, and considered 
crowd behaviour as subject to "irrational", "unconscious" and "primitive impulses" of 
the human animal, which were unleashed when individuals were lost to the "crowd". 
It was in this sense that the functionalist model assimilated their views. 

Freud, however, attributed the impulse to violence against the social order to 
an inherent "discontent" and alienation that has been caused by socialisation, culture 
and "civilisation". In his Civilisation and Its Discontents, he used his psychoanalytical 
model to suggest that the repression of the death instinct and the deferment of the 
pleasure principle were the price paid for the social and cultural survival of humanity. 
It was in this context that the Marxist model appropriated Freud. In the Marxian-
Freudian camp, the prominent figure was Wilhelm Reich with his visionary work, The 
Mass Psychology of Fascism. His concepts of religious feelings and the authoritarian 
family structures anticipated the mass behaviour of the Germans, who responded to 
the ecstatic-sexual appeal of symbols and rituals of the rising Nazi mass movement. 

Herbert Marcuse has also dealt with the Freudian psychoanalysis with a view 
to incorporate it into his own version of Marxism. His understanding of the concepts 
of "utopia" and "phantasy" has had important political implications. In this vein, one 
must also mention Eric Fromm and his Sane Society and Escape from Freedom. 
Although, there was very little direct influence of the psychoanalytical model on the 
ideology of the Iranian Revolution, they exercised an indirect influence as the works 
of Marcuse and Fromm were widely read by the Iranian intellectuals prior to the 
revolution. 

A form of psychologism, more prevalent in scientific works on revolutions, 
was influenced by frustration-aggression theories inspired by a narrow understanding 
of the models developed by Leonard Berkowitz and Ted Gurr on frustration and 
aggression.1 This type of psychologism placed too much emphasis on frustration of 
expectations and the deprivation of social and economic mobility as a source of the 
appeal of the revolution to the masses. As such, it concealed other reasons for the 
attraction of the Iranian people to the revolution, such as the loss of self-esteem, 

See Gurr. T. R. Why Men Rebel. Princeton University Press, Princeton, 1970. 
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feelings of powerlessness and inadequacy, perceptions of purposelessness, and 
consequently lack of valuable existence as individuals, which had created the need to 
be absorbed into a collective movement of believers. 

Yet, the frustration-aggression theories may also be illuminating if seen not in 
strict psychological terms, but in their social and historical context, and in conjunction 
with other possible causes of the revolution. To do this, one may consider 
Tocqueville's assertion that a revolution is most likely when there has already been 
some social change in the interest of the disinherited, thus awakening the repressed 
population to the possibility and desirability of further change. Tocqueville's 
conceptualisation has also been used by James Davies, who has pointed to the 
divergence between social advancement and rising expectations of the population as a 
principle motivator of a revolution.1 

And finally there have been the religious views of the revolution, inspired by 
religious modernists of clerical and non-clerical background. Such views were a 
product of the continuities and discontinuities of the Islamic tradition in modern 
times. They were inspired by religious reformers like Seyyed Jamal-ad-Din 
Assadabadi, Iqbal Lahuri, Muhammad Aduh, Rahid Rida, Seyyed-e Qotb and 
Mowlana Mawdudi in the Muslim world, and influenced the ideologues of the Islamic 
Revolution of Iran. Such views, which were popular mainly among radical Muslim 
revolutionaries in Iran, took a fanatic bent when they viewed the revolution in the 
limited instrumental sense of bringing to power an Islamic government in order to 
implement the Islamic law. To bring about the revolution, however, the followers of 
this model drew largely on the social and political issues raised by the Marxists, such 
as social alienation and imperialist aggression, without failing to refute Marxism as an 
atheist philosophy. A religious understanding of the revolution devoid of fanaticism 
would, nevertheless, be essential in identifying the motivations felt by the 
overwhelming majority of the revolutionary population. These motivations were 
inspired by a new political ideology that was based on a modernist interpretation of 
Islamic texts offered by Muslim ideologues such as Khomeini, Shari'ati, Motahhari 
and Bazargan, Taleqani and Al-e Ahmad. 

3 
Since its victory, the Islamic Revolution has hosted a variety of violent 

conflicts. The roots of such conflicts may be traced to the individual-social 
dichotomy, the painful striving of the individual to learn how to defer seeking 
satisfaction through making adjustments to his or her desires and thence adapting 
them to the external realities, which were considered to be of more urgency. However, 
the changing circumstances since the victory of the revolution has created new needs 
and, therefore, the people have begun to seek more political and social rights, as well 
as higher standards of living. 

Other interesting insights to revolutions and rebellions have also offered possibilities for understanding various 
aspects of these multifaceted phenomena. In this regard, one may refer to Huntington's argument that political 
instability is a result of the lag of institution building behind economic development (1971). Moore's 
consideration of revolutions as a vehicle of modernisation (1969), Skocpol's attribution to revolution of the role of 
bringing to power stronger States (1979). Tilly's analysis that sees revolutions as having a dual potential: as a 
mode of right-seeking by those who had no rights before (progressive), or as a mode of right-regaining by those 
who have lost their previous rights (regressive) (1991). or Rude's view in which a revolution is to enhance the 
desire or the oppressed to liberate themselves from the hegemony of the oppressors ( 1980). 
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Unjustifiable dissynchronisation between personal wishes and actual social 
realities and the failure of the revolutionary government to address collective 
aspirations will increase chances of violence. The wider the scope and the higher the 
intensity of such individual dissatisfactions, the more likely the breakdown of social 
standards of morality. The attendant to such breakdown of the bonds of individual to 
society is a sense of insecurity and uncertainty. This condition can make violence 
morally acceptable and practically beneficial. However, it should be emphasised that 
preparedness to engage in collective violence to resolve conflicts appears to be 
justified where peaceful means of conflict resolution have either failed or have not 
been pursued effectively. 

This understanding holds both bad and good news for the present Iranian 
rulers. The bad news is that the combustive accumulation of frustrated needs for 
change, precipitated by the rigid and insensitive institutions and norms, provide 
justification for resort to violence in order to effect the required change. But the good 
news is that it is possible to diffuse collective frustrations by allowing creative 
expressions of conflict and difference at various political, economic, social and 
cultural levels, and subsequently reap the benefits of the resultant creativities. Such 
expressions may well use religious and non-religious imagery and symbolism, embark 
on offering new interpretations of the past to legitimise their innovations in various 
spheres of life. Yet, they may not need to threat the political and social order if they 
see that the existing power relations facilitate their struggle to deal with social and 
economic problems, and do not appear as a mode of oppression. Otherwise, what 
could be satisfying if realised peacefully within the context of the existing structures 
and institutions, could become frustrating and sooner or later create motives for the 
destruction of the existing institutions by new revolutionary imaginations. 

Specifically speaking, there has been an intense passion on the part of the 
proponents of an absolutist theocracy within the Islamic Republic to treat social 
discontent as a question of religious heresy and cultural pathology rather than a 
legitimate struggle for liberty, political participation, social fulfilment, cultural 
recognition and artistic expression. Until the May 1997 elections, which gave 
personalities like President Khatami a chance to address some of these issues, the 
dominant tendency in the government was intolerance with respect to any criticism of 
its failures. As such, criticisms of the government policies, which were adopted 
without any sensitivity and understanding about the legitimate collective needs, were 
often dealt with as subversive activities against the revolutionary regime, and 
subjected to harshest punishments. Of course, there are still attempts by the 
conservative clergy to attribute the problem of social discontent exclusively to the 
individual's failure to restrain the flame of selfish desires. And hence, their demands 
that the people submit completely to the traditionally or religiously sanctioned norms 
of community, which they prescribe. This is a dangerous path that may lead to further 
violence. Nonetheless, longing for recognition, autonomy and identity tamed for so 
long has now found a new turn and an irreversible tide. The radical imaginary that 
fuels these desires is of the same power and potency that inspired the revolution. It is 
so full of life energies that one my claim it is destined to break all the forces that have 
sought to undermine the humanity of the Iranian nation. 

4 
The vastness of the influence of religious challenge to absolutist theocracy in 

the post-Khomeini era is due to the fact that it is a challenge against the exclusive 
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authority of the jurists in power to express opinion on religious knowledge. And due 
to the close link between religion and politics in Iran at present, those who can claim 
authority in religious knowledge naturally exercise the highest amount of political 
power. Therefore, any meaningful religious reform-movement in Iran needs to contest 
the exclusive authority of the Shi 'i jurists to engage in the interpretation of religion. 
This is what makes the task of the post-revolution religious reformers so difficult. 

Not since the Safavid period around five hundred years ago, has the exclusive 
right of the Shi '/jurists to interpret the word of God been disputed so seriously. To be 
sure, since the demise of the Safavid, the descendants of the great jurist Mulla 
Muhammad Baqir Majlisi have preserved this exclusive right by successfully 
thwarting the Akhbari, Sheikhi and Babi challenges. With the victory of the views of 
the Shi 'i ulama over those of the Akhbari, Sheiki and Babi movements, religious 
knowledge became the exclusive domain of the Shi:'i jurists. But, it appears that this 
time around the Shi'i jurists face a much more fundamental challenge. It is 
particularly so because this time the challenge is coming in the context of the total 
dominance of modernity on the world, and because this time the Shi '/jurists are in the 
position of political authority. And it is for this very reason that they face the 
fundamental problem of tackling the issue of reconciling the faith and modernity 
without abdicating their political power. 

The Akhbaris had argued against the idea of the recognition of an official class 
of clergy that would mediate between man and God. However, the Usidi movement, 
led by the Shi 'i jurists, proved that the Akhbari position was untenable by exposing 
the "irrationality" of their philosophy. The Usuli school showed that without the Shi 'i 
jurisprudence, the constituting element of Shi 'ism (i.e. its legal system that identified 
it from Sunnism) would be sacrificed. And further than this, they showed that without 
the expertise of the fdqih to derive new rulings form the oral traditions of hadith, the 
Muslim community would lose its religious leadership, and thus the connection of 
people with the traditions of the Prophet and the infallible Imams would be broken. 
The brief resurgence of the Akhbaris during the eighteenth century did not pose a 
serious challenge to the Usuli movement because it did not offer anything new. Even 
the occasional flares of mystical movements, such as that of the Sheikh f s and the 
millenarian movement of the Babis', were not able to loosen he grip of the Shi '/jurists 
on the authority to interpret the religion, because they also were entangled too firmly 
in the past. 

The attribution of the title rohani (a spiritual person) to the jurists added vastly 
to the legitimacy of the jurist's position. So was, particularly in the modern time, the 
distinctive manner of clothing used by the clergy, which put them apart from the lay 
people. The Shi 'i ulama continued to dress in traditional scholarly attire in order to 
stress their commitment to religious learning. They also continued to spend long years 
in learning and contributing to religious sciences. They thus implied that those who 
adopted the Western clothing, stopped spending time in the religious seminaries, and 
refused to learn traditional fiqh and kalam, lost their commitment to their own 
religious traditions in the face of the modern West. They were therefore successful to 
drastically diminish the ability of their critics to claim authority in religious 
knowledge. 

To be sure, the neglect of the scholastic religious learning by the Iranian 
secular intellectuals of the early twentieth century ultimately served the ulama by 
giving them the chance to remain the highest authority in the domain of spiritual and 

507 



philosophical thought. The early modern intelligentsia and their descendants did not, 
as their Western counterparts had done more than a century earlier, develop an 
internal philosophical critique of their religious tradition. Rather, they became 
fascinated with the Western liberal ideology and literary genres. Later on, particularly 
in the 1950s and 1960s, many Iranian secular intellectuals, who had not been attracted 
to liberal literature, turned to Marxist ideology and literature. In the 1970s, Marxist 
discourse became dominant among the secular intellectuals. As such, in attending to 
political issues, Iranian secular intellectuals were almost entirely inspired by liberal 
and socialist traditions of the West, either distancing themselves from the religious 
tradition, or criticising it from an external and condescending perspective. This was 
perhaps the main reason for the detachment of the secular intellectuals from the 
religious and political sensitivities of the people, and their lack of influence on the 
public opinion. Even Muslim believers, like Shari'ati, were heavily influenced by 
scientific genres, such as that of the Western sociology. The jurists thus remained the 
sole intellectual authority in the domain of religious philosophy, and in addition came 
to be considered as a spiritual class, which had the advantage of having access and 
affinity to the original religious sources. 

The post-revolution religious reformers, such as Soroush and Shabestari, do 
not have the weaknesses of earlier intellectuals, but they have yet to go a long way to 
match the authority of the jurists. Their great advantage is that they have access to 
both traditional and modern knowledge, and most importantly they realise the 
fundamental need of Iranians for a meaningful and yet critical connection with their 
traditions. Using this knowledge, they can go beyond the past without having to miss 
out on its motivational and creative capacities, and its emotional and ecstatic energies. 

They have the opportunity to observe the fallacies of modernity, such as its 
over-emphasis on instrumental rationalism and its total rejection of the power of 
religious experience in motivating collective action. They can thus learn not to cling 
to the past as rigid structures to be revived, nor to rely on the passing hype of modern 
economic, political and cultural fads. They can instead tap into the sources of psychic 
energies hidden in the layers of the collective memory in order to project new 
imaginaries of the future. Such imaginaries can constitute a solid base for new social, 
political and cultural discourses and institutions, which would serve not as an 
instrument of the legitimacy of glorious past, but for the purpose of the emancipation 
of productive forces of the young Iranian nation. 

Due to the serious difficulties on the part of the official clergy to sustain their 
authority in the face of Iran's emergent cultural, social, economic and political 
problems, there is a strong chance that the dream of religious reformation will become 
a reality in Iran. It is increasingly difficult for the jurists to argue for a permanent 
continuation of revolutionary condition, and continued unquestionable obedience of 
the people to their religious rulings. These could only be justified in the emergency 
situations, such as war with internal and external enemies, and under charismatic 
figures like Ayatollah Khomeini. However, the current jurist-rulers cannot continue to 
survive politically by reliance on their shrinking constituency of religious zealots and 
the ultra-revolutionary die-hards. It is difficult for them to continue to insist on a rigid 
ideological interpretation of religion that only allows restrictive social, cultural, 
economic and political practices in a country of 65 million where a huge number of 
population are women and the youth. 
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On the other hand, it is also difficult for the jurists to turn away from their 
heart-felt ideological convictions in favour of modernist reforms. But, their 
intransigence would mean the confirmation of the criticisms of the liberal religious 
thinkers, such as Bazargan, Montazeri, who insisted that the ruling jurists opposed any 
reform, charges that the ruling jurists have so far vehemently denied. This situation 
increases the chances of religious reformation if the lay religious groups and 
individuals could forge an alliance with the reform movements within the official 
religious establishment. In this regard, the emergence of the movement called 
"progressive jurisprudence" (fiqh-e pouya) against the proponents of traditional 
jurisprudence (fiqh-e sunnati) is a significant development within the jurisprudential 
establishment, which should be taken seriously by any lay religious reform 
movement. 

The exposition of the fallacious nature of the position of the official jurists in 
justifying a medieval theocracy does not seem to be an out-of-the reach task for the 
clerical and lay religious intellectuals. The excellent command of these intellectuals 
on traditional religious knowledge, their access to the Iranian literary and mystical 
heritage and their knowledge of modern scientific and philosophical trends give them 
a considerable edge over the traditional jurists. 

It seems that the liberal religious reformers who helped build up the ideology 
of the Islamic Revolution, but were pushed out of political power by the ideologues of 
the Islamic State, are now in a position to make a come back. They seem to be capable 
of defeating the government ideologues in their own game, i.e. to demonstrate the 
outmoded and inefficient nature of the official interpretations of the religion from a 
religious theoretical perspective. It seems thus that modernist ideas, put forward by 
figures such as Shari'ati, Taleqani, Montazeri, Bazargan, Motahhari, and Tabataba'i, 
which had been kept at bay by the government ideologues, may now herald an 
alternative religious thinking. This new religious thinking could offer new creative 
interpretations of religion, and could thus give rise to a new culture upon which the 
young Iranian nation could draw in its move forward in the modern world. 

There is no doubt that Iranians as a nation would like to be a proud member of 
the world community, and for that purpose, are prepared to contribute to the scientific, 
economic and cultural development of the world. A reformed Islam can provide a rich 
cultural resource that, due to its indigenous nature, can resolve the problem of cultural 
alienation for the Iranian psyche, and thus provide for the rise of an Iranian national 
identity favourable to the non-violent and democratic development of the economy, 
politics and society. 
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Verbeelding, Betekenis en Revolutie 

Collectieve verbeelding als een feitelijke politieke kracht is een verwaarloosd onderwerp in 

de literatuur. In het bijzonder is het verwaarloosd in de bestaande analyses van de Iraanse 

Islamitische Revolutie (1978-1979). Het hoofdthema van mijn proefschrift behelst de radicale 

kracht van creatieve verbeelding in de vormgeving van een moderne revolutie door nieuwe 

interpretaties van religieuze tradities. De stel voor dat de revolutionaire verbeelding 

tevoorschijn komt op een moment dat nieuwe interpretaties van de collectieve, historische 

ervaringen van een gegeven gemeenschap de mogelijkheid openen van nieuwe 

machtsverhoudingen. Dat gebeurt door het aanbieden van nieuwe interpretaties van teksten 

die de ervaringen van het verleden doorgeven aan nieuwe generaties. De politieke kracht van 

de verbeelding ligt in het feit dat er motivaties voor het scheppen van nieuwe 

machtsverhoudingen uit voort kunnen komen. 

De Iraanse Revolutie van 1979 was een concreet voorbeeld van een moderne revolutie 

die gedreven werd door een religieuze verbeeldingskracht. Mijn stelling is dat de Islamitische 

verbeelding verantwoordelijk was voor de inspiratie van de Iraanse Revolutie en nog steeds 

het politieke leven in Iran beheerst. De bron van die verbeelding ligt in de collectieve 

zoektocht van Iraniers naar de betekenis van het moderne leven door middel van een creatieve 

interpretatie van de religieuze en literaire teksten, rituelen en andere symbolische structuren 

die aan de basis van de Iraanse Islamitische cultuur staan. Dit werk tracht een hermeneutische 

interpretatie te geven van de radicale verbeelding die de Iraanse Revolutie heeft geïnspireerd 

en die ook een beeld van de toekomst van de Iraanse natie heeft ontwikkeld. 

De primaire reden voor de aantrekkingskracht van de Iraanse Revolutie voor Iraniers 

was het emancipatoire potentieel ervan en de belofte van een waardig bestaan in de wereld. 

Aan de ene kant ging het om een verlangen in een geliefde traditie te staan, anderzijds om een 

waardig bestaan in een vijandige wereld te verzekeren. Islam werd niet alleen voorgesteld als 

een cultuur, maar ook als een civilisatie wier aanspraak op waarheid met die van de westerse 

beschaving kon wedijveren. In die zin moet de Iraanse Revolutie beoordeeld worden binnen 





de context van een politiek van erkenning op het wereldtoneel. 

De hier gekozen benadering tracht niet de afhankelijkheid van de revolutionaire 

verbeelding van socio-economische factoren in kaart te brengen, maar aan te tonen hoe de 

socio-economische condities begrijpelijk worden gemaakt voor de revolutionaire actoren in 

termen van de politieke verbeelding. De ideologie die de Iraanse Revolutie motiveerde was 

niet het product van een bepaalde politieke of religieuze leider, maar geworteld in de politieke 

verbeelding van generaties van Iraanse intellectuelen en sociale hervormers. Het gaat hier om 

een ideologie met inherente contradicties die enerzijds geleid hebben tot de institu

tionalisering van een nieuwe wijze van overheersing en anderzijds tot de kritische 

beoordeling daarvan. 

Een hermeneutische benadering als de mijne gaat uit van de gedachte dat er een 

verband bestaat tussen de daad van interpretatie en de psychische motivatie die collectieve 

actie tot stand brengt. Iraniers zijn vanaf het begin van de twintigste eeuw in toenemende 

mate bezig betekenis te geven aan de moderniteit en gebruiken daar de traditionele teksten 

voor. De grondleggende categorieën van de Iraanse-Islamitische cultuur, verzameld in heilige 

teksten, mythen, mystieke poëzie, verhalen, enzovoorts, die tezamen het collectieve 

bewustzijn vormen, worden tot op de dag van vandaag gebruikt. Deze traditie van 

interpretatie heeft het verlangen naar een religieuze, utopische revolutie gekweekt. 

Nieuwe Islamitische vertogen maakten gebruik van de traditie van interpretatie om 

modellen van een betere samenleving te ontwerpen. De nadruk daarin op verlangen naar 

vrijheid en menselijke waardigheid maakt het ook mogelijk een interne kritiek op het geweld 

en de onderdrukking die uit de Revolutie naar voren gekomen zijn te formuleren. De 

Islamitische revolutionaire ideologie heeft zich gedeeltelijk ontwikkeld in een pathologisch 

vertoog ter legitimatie van een nieuwe wijze van overheersing. Inmiddels is er een nieuwe 

kritische benadering van de revolutionaire ideologie ontstaan die afstand neemt van de 

velayat-e faqih, de doctrine die een model verschaft voor het instellen van een absolute 

theocratie. 





Dit proefschrift heeft een drievoudige strategie die bestaat uit theoretische, 

historische en analytische componenten. Op het theoretische niveau verbindt het herme

neutiek met de kritische theorie in de analyse van verbeelding, het concept imaginary en het 

concept moderniteit.Op het historische niveau traceert het de ontwikkeling van de Shi'i Islam 

in Iran. Op het analytische niveau biedt het een interpretatieve-tekstuele analyse van de 

ontwikkeling van de Islamitische revolutionaire ideologie in de werken van de belangrijkste 

ideologen van de Iraanse Revolutie. 





Thesis Abstract 
(Imagination, Meaning and Revolution) 

Mahmoud Alinejad 

Collective imagination as a real political force is a neglected subject in the 
existing literature on revolutions. It is particularly rare in the existing discourses on 
the Iranian-Islamic Revolution of 1978-1979. The general theme of my thesis is to 
demonstrate the radical power of creative imagination in shaping a modern revolution 
through novel interpretations of religious traditions. I propose that the imaginary of 
revolution emerges in a condition that new interpretations of the collective historical 
experiences of a given community open up the possibility of new variations of power 
by offering alternative meanings of the texts that transmit the experiences of the past 
to present generations. The political force of the imaginary lies in its capacity to 
become the source of the motivations that drive the community to create new 
variations of power in the process of reproduction of social reality. 

The Iranian Revolution of 1979 was a concrete example of a modern 
revolution driven by a religious imaginary. My thesis is that the Islamic imaginary 
was responsible for inspiring the political thought and action, which led to the Iranian 
Revolution, and which has continued to define political life in Iran ever since. The 
contention is that the source of the Islamic imaginary should be located in the 
collective search by Iranians for meaning through creative interpretation of the 
religious and literary texts, rituals and other symbolic structures, which form the basis 
of the modern Iranian-Islamic culture. This work therefore attempts to develop a 
hermeneutic understanding of the meaning of the radical imaginary that anticipated 
and precipitated the Iranian Revolution, and that has shaped the image of a desired 
future in the minds of Iranians as a modern nation. As such, It will hopefully 
contribute to generating a new interest in grasping the meaning of such phenomenon 
as the rise to power of a religious revolution and government in our "post-modern" 
world. 

Locating the source of the imaginary of the Iranian Revolution in the new 
interpretations of cultural and symbolic structures will make it clear how this 
collective movement became meaningful and thus desirable for its participants. The 
primary source of the attraction of this revolution for Iranians was arguably its 
emancipatory potentials and promises of a dignified existence in the world. The 
collective search for meaning in the Iranian Revolution is thus presented in this work 
as a process of struggle to fulfil a collective need, the need to find a position in the 
world from which to form a desirable understanding of the self. This process involved 
the imaginary construction of a dignified identity. It was marked at one and the same 
time by a quest to assert belonging to an endeared tradition and an attempt to bring 
that tradition into question in order to secure a dignified life in an inevitably adversary 
modern world. 

The tension arising from the need to be one and different thus became in Iran, 
as elsewhere in the modern world, a main feature of the reaction to the emerging 
forms of the global process. In the economic, political and cultural modes of social 
existence, this tension created contradictory tendencies engaged at one and the same 
time in affirming local identities while promoting a set of universal human interests. 
In the sphere of the economy, local initiatives were increasingly directed at offering 
new interpretations of local traditions in order to make them receptive to the emerging 
patterns of the global economy. In politics, new forms of nationalism arose through 





new connections with the past heroes, myths, religions, while expressing willingness 
to belong to a global political hope for universal values of peace and non-violence, 
and respect for human dignity. Particular cultures were also asserted in the form of 
specific identities that sought recognition. 

In Iran, like other modern Islamic countries, the religious tradition of Islam 
attracted the foremost assertion of belonging to a particular tradition in the form of the 
defence of a cultural identity. But, this cultural defence was more that a local defence 
of an indigenous pattern of religious beliefs, sacred symbols, myths and rituals under 
threat of extinction by a dominant global culture. In the 1970s, it grew to an 
ideological struggle to offer Islam, not only as a culture, but also as a civilisation 
contesting truth claims of the rival Western civilisation. 

As such, one may situate the Iranian Revolution within the context of the 
modern global politics of recognition whereby the desire to win global recognition 
became a main driving force of the revolution. The quest for the fulfilment of the 
desire for recognition was manifested in Iran in the form of the ideology of a religious 
revolution. The religious character of the Iranian Revolution may thus be understood 
in terms of transcendental motivations that were created by the ideologisation of the 
Islamic political discourse. These motivations generated a powerful political force that 
was able to mobilise the population to take action for fulfilling the desire for 
recognition. To say this is not to say that socio-economic problems did not concern 
the revolutionary actors in Iran; but that these problems themselves found political 
meaning in the context of the desires and motivations, which were created by new 
ideological understandings of the Islamic political discourse. 

Thus, this work does not dismiss the need to establish the socio-economic 
preconditions of revolutions, but tries to develop a concept of imagination that would 
help illuminate certain aspects of revolutions that escape the empirical analysis of 
socio-economic factors. In other words, collective imagination cannot be reduced to 
socio-economic factors, but can turn such factors into meaningful ingredients of 
collective action. My approach is thus not to examine the dependence of the 
imaginary of revolution on socio-economic conditions - which could lead to yet 
another conventional account of revolutions - but to demonstrate how these conditions 
become intelligible to revolutionary actors in terms of a political imaginary that 
motivates revolutionary action. 

It will be argued that the ideology that motivated the Iranian Revolution was 
the product of the political imagination of generations of Iranian intellectuals and 
social reformers, rather than one or another political or religious leader. This ideology 
was rooted in the interaction of various religious, philosophical and literary discourses 
of power that pervaded popular politics in Iran prior to the fall of the monarchy there. 
These discourses were in turn produced out of varying interpretations of the shared 
symbolic structures. 

The development of Islamic revolutionary ideology in the context of the 
competition of contesting interpretations of the Islamic tradition will demonstrate that 
the process of transformation of the Islamic faith into a revolutionary ideology in Iran 
has been able to create the possibility for the critique of revolutionary ideology. In 
other words, my thesis develops an understanding of the Islamic revolutionary 
ideology, which tries to expose its inherent contradictions. This ideology will thus be 
seen both as a motivational force behind a revolution, which provided the prospect of 
a dignified existence in the world, and as a new variation of power seeking to 
institutionalise a new mode of domination, which is inevitably subjected to critique. 





The understanding of the role of hermeneutical interpretations of the texts of 
tradition (the historical, religious and fictional narratives) in motivating revolutionary 
political action is based on the assumption that there is a link between the act of 
interpretation and the psychic energies that bring collective action to existence. The 
act of interpretation is thus understood as the means by which human collectivities 
discover in the texts of tradition meanings that make their existence as distinct 
collective identities comprehensible to themselves. The texts of tradition, as the 
repository of human experience, connect particular human colletcivities to the general 
human struggle for recognition. This interconnection between the act of interpretation 
and such psychic energies as collective desire for recognition forms the condition for 
the possibility of social change by creating the motivations that make revolutionary 
action meaningful for its participants. 

In this work, the Iranian Revolution is presented as a movement emerging out 
of the tension between the collective effort of Iranians to grasp the meaning of their 
historical experience, and their attempt to use this knowledge to produce new 
variations of power. To put it crudely, thinking of a revolution began in Iran in the 
early twentieth century. Faced with the imminent force of modernity, Iranians began to 
act to change their lives by the will to knowledge of their historical experience. The 
interpretations of the text of traditions provided the means for this connection with the 
past. But the revolutionary action did not reach its full potential until there appeared a 
form of belief, a psychic state of mind, which was formulated in the form of an 
ideological discourse throughout the 1960s and 1970s. It was through this expression 
of desire in discourse that Iranians returned to self after the detour of the signs and 
symbols of the historical experience of the past in order to participate in the particular 
present historical experience to which they belonged. 

The foundational imaginary categories of the Iranian-Islamic culture are the 
main resources to dig for the schemes, which were used by the revolutionary actors in 
Iran as models for shaping the present into a desired future. These categories are 
collected in the sacred texts, myths, mystical poetry, narrative histories, fictions, 
cultural fantasies and public rituals, which have constituted the collective conscience 
of the Iranian society, and are constantly used as points of reference in day to day life. 
This collection of traditions contains imaginary categories and yet are perceived to be 
"authentic" by Iranians even as a modern nation. Whether or not these imaginary 
categories have historical or logical proof, and whether or not they are recognised by 
other societies, they constitute the original understanding of Iranians of themselves as 
a collectivity, and project the image in which this collectivity strives to reconstruct 
itself. 

The assumption that collective behaviour is constituted by meaning is the key 
to the search for the meaning of the Iranian Revolution. This search is pursued in this 
work mainly through the understanding of Iran's cultural experience, an experience, 
which is rooted very deeply in mythology and history, and continues to influence 
modern Iranians through constant contact with their religious and literary texts, and 
narratives. This contact is maintained through education, religious and literary 
pursuits, day to day social and cultural interactions, and the commemoration of 
mythical and historical events in regular ceremonies and rituals. 

The understanding of the significance of religious texts, symbols and rituals in 
motivating social and political action is achieved through the understanding of the 
Islamic and specifically Iranian Shi'i culture as a vast domain in the context of which 
the events were acted out. The Shi'i culture, in this sense, is conceived as the 





environment, which set the boundary and agenda of social action and not as a 
monolithic tradition of thought shaped by certain Shi'i jurists and theologians. It will 
be argued that the condition of the Iranian Revolution of 1979 was constituted by 
interpretative understanding of the Shi'i Islamic politico-cultural tradition, gradually 
developed in the discourse of modernist Muslim ideologues. These new 
interpretations came out of the founding political Utopias of the Shi'i Islam, the 
teachings of religious scriptures, the emotions of religious rituals, the dreams of 
popular narratives, the aspirations of the mystical traditions, the myth of modern 
revolutions and the high promises of modern science and technology. 

The role of the Islamic ideological discourses in creating the desire for a 
religious revolution via innovative interpretations of the received memories, 
narratives, texts and symbolic structures was central in the actualisation of the 
revolution. These discourses used appropriate symbolic structures to project an 
alternative reality in opposition to the existing socio-political reality under the 
monarchic regime. This new condition or alternative reality may be conceived as the 
environment in which the revolutionary action was played out and from which new 
forms of political thinking emerged. It was through these discourses and in this 
constituted environment that the revolutionary actors made sense of their own actions 
and saw them as meaningful and desirable. It is also through these discourses that new 
trends of opposition to the limitations of Islamic revolutionary discourse are currently 
taking shape. 

The emphasis on aspirations of freedom and human dignity will thus make it 
also possible to offer an internal critique of the violence and repression that has been 
generated in the process of the Iranian Revolution and during its subsequent 
institutionalisation. To this end, it will be argued that the generation of violence has 
been due to the tension between the universal aspirations of liberation and human 
dignity, which has become part an parcel of social consciousness in modern Iran, and 
the political and religious tendencies that, in their obsession with cultural 
particularism, have been trying to turn the revolution into an instrument of 
establishing a new system of domination. 

Thus, this work is clearly meant not to be one of fascination with the power of 
the Islamic imaginary, but one that, while acknowledging its importance, tries to 
provide a critical view of it by differentiating the religious imaginary, which 
motivated the Iranian Revolution, from the revolutionary outcome. The significance of 
this differentiation is that it will enable us to appreciate the emancipatory values, 
which were inherent in the essence of the revolution, without having to appreciate the 
values of its outcomes uncritically. 

The critique of the violence and repression of the Iranian Revolution will be 
directed at the dysfunction of the Islamic revolutionary discourse when turned into the 
discourse of legitimation of a new mode of domination. It is thus in the process of the 
institutionalisation of the Islamic revolutionary ideology that violence appeared as a 
means for repressing the further outpour of the desire for liberation. In the language of 
psychoanalysis, this kind of ideological dysfunction is understood as pathological. In 
this sense, collective Utopias, created in search of a meaningful existence in the world, 
become pathological when violence becomes a price to be paid for the gratification of 
certain collective desires and aspirations at the cost of others. The desire of the Iranian 
revolutionaries to form a collective identity on the basis of religious faith and national 
sovereignty became pathological when violence became an instrument for the 
institutionalisation of this desire. 





In the post-revolutionary political discourse, new intellectual ideas have 
already emerged whose main characteristics is their engagement in interpreting the 
same cultural symbolic structures used by the Islamic revolutionary ideologues in 
order to offer a new understanding of politics in a deeply religious cultural context. 
This major reform movement includes religious and secular intellectuals, reform-
minded clerics, various politico-religious organisations and individual writers and 
activists contributing to various philosophical and literary publications. 

This new political discourse is significant due to its manifest attempt to use 
cultural imaginaries (symbols, narratives and rituals) to develop a peculiar type of 
secular understanding of politics through a critique of the Shi'i Islam as a political 
ideology. This movement is particularly important in its critique of the theory of 
velayat-e faqih (governance of the jurist) as proposed by the late Ayatollah Khomeini 
and officially interpreted by the clergy in power as a blueprint for instituting an 
absolutist theocratic State. 

Against the attempts of the official clergy to suppress dissent among the ranks 
of the believers by issuing accusations of heresy, the new Shi'i intellectuals, in the 
tradition of the Persian mystical philosophers, offer interpretative readings of the Shi'i 
political philosophy that challenge the current official interpretations of it. The post-
revolutionary political discourses are currently playing a significant role in mapping 
the future political, social and cultural development of Iran. This work will emphasise 
the dynamism of these discourses in providing ever-new interpretations of the 
Iranian/Islamic traditions in order to push the boundaries of political discourse beyond 
the limitations of a mere theocratic understanding of politics. 

This work will proceed along a threefold strategy consisting of theoretical, 
historical, and analytical components. At the theoretical level, it will offer an account 
of the theory of imagination and the concept of imaginary, which links two traditions 
of thought, namely the traditions of hermeneutics and critical theory. The theoretical 
discussion will also deal critically with the concept of modernity. At the historical 
level, this work will trace the historical development of the political philosophy of 
Shi'i Islam in Iran in the context of the competition of various discourses of power, 
which put forward contesting truth claims based on various interpretations of the same 
religious tradition. And at the analytical level, It will offer an interpretative-textual 
analysis of the development of the Islamic revolutionary ideology in the works of the 
main ideologues of the Islamic Revolution. This analysis will also deal with the new 
transformations in the Islamic revolutionary ideology in post-revolutionary Iran, 
which have given rise to an internal critique of the ideology of revolution and its 
political outcomes. 




