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Preface 

Motivations and justifications 

This study was conceived from an anthropological interest in contemporary Iranian 
society and culture and a sympathy for Sufism, be it undefined and mediated through 
literature. I have remained a non-convert, however, which explains a distant 
perspective, seeking to identify and chart long-term social and cultural change. 
Readers caring for the unbridled Sufi perspective are advised to consult Persian 
sources in the bibliography, or the ever-expanding Western forest of esoterica. 

Sufis and sympathisers as well as enemies and opponents often conceive of 
Sufism as a unitary social phenomenon. Thus, the SafTalïsahï and SoltancalIsahI-
NecmatollahI orders have reckoned one fourteenth-century founder. But nineteenth-
century Sufis caused their division, and social autonomy for both. For this reason, 
there is no mention in this study of 'branches', but of different Ne'matollahl "orders'. 

Transcription and transliteration 

I have transcribed Persian seeking to respect both sound and script, and largely relied 
on MocIn's Dictionary for pronunciation. The short vowels have been rendered as <a>, 
<e>, and <o>, the long ones as <a>, <I>, and <Q>. <Ey> and <ow> have been used for the 
diphthongs. Consonants have been transliterated with these diacritical marks: c-5; ĉ -
s: E-fc E-c; t-h; £-& i-z; >z; ,>•§; o^-s; J=-z\ M ; &-V, £-c: è"fc 3"v/w-

Names of persons, places and concepts that have their own currency in Western 
literature and do not distort their object beyond recognition are the major exception. 
Thus, I refer to <Khomeyni> instead of <HomeynI>, <Tehran> instead of < Tehran) and 
<Sufi> instead of isüfi>. Publications by Iranians in European languages that employ 
alternative transliterations (<gh> is often used for J) have been rendered in their 
versions, thus: <Tabandeh> and <Hazeghi> instead of <Tabande> and <HazeqI>. 
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Introduction 

This is a study of two Iranian Sufi orders as they have developed socially over this 

century. They both claim to represent, exclusively, the Ne'matollahï order. The 

tensions contained within this competition for spiritual authority have been paralleled 

by challenges to internal cohesion in each order, and augmented by the need to relate 

to worldly regimes. Worldly regimes have often been hostile and sometimes lenient, 

but in always-different ways. Sufi performance upon these tensions has given shape 

to the orders' social development. I will briefly discuss the theoretical notions em

ployed in my exploration of the modern Saficallsahï and SoltancalIsahI (Necmatol-

lahl) orders, which for reasons explained below I conceptualise as 'mystic regimes'. 

Until fairly recently, the anthropology of religion was bifurcated into idealistic, 

culturalist approaches in religious anthropology on the one hand, and a materialistic, 

power-centred political anthropology on the other. Either culture or politics remained 

residual categories in these studies (cf. BAX, 1987). Many great monographs in the 

anthropology of Islam have largely exemplified this meaning-power bifurcation too. 

In the study of Sufism, for example, GELLNER'S Saints of the Atlas (1969) did not 

deal with esoterism, but 'rural Moroccan political structure' (GEERTZ, 1971: 763). His 

study was "a transposition of Evans-Pritchard's analysis of the role of the Sanusi bro

therhood in Libya" (BALDICK, 1989: 156), which dealt with the order "only in so far 

as deemed necessary to an understanding of the political development" (EvANS-

PRITCHARD, 1949: preface). GEERTZ's Islam Observed (1968), in contrast, ignored 

power and politics and explored the relations between worldview, ethos and religious 

perspectives (cf. ASAD, 1983: 252). Concerns with meaning in individual fieldwork 

encounters, largely in isolation from politics, economics or class and "at the expense 

of [...] exhaustive recordings of detailed social activity" (BEAL, 1995: 289), have also 

marked several reflexive approaches that developed from Geertz's symbolical anthro

pology (that is: RABINOW, 1977, CRAPANZANO, 1980, and DWYER, 1982). Without 

problematising the power-meaning divide, some studies nevertheless went beyond it 

in description. GlLSENAN's Saint and Sufi in Modern Egypt (1973) represented "an 

effort to articulate [...] economic, political and historical contexts with patterns of re

ligious faith and experience" (ElCKELMAN, 1984: 5), while the interrelations be-

in 
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tween class and religious patterns have since remained important in his work (cf. 

GILSENAN, 1982 (introduction), 1985, 1996). In her study of relations between Sufism 

and politics in Pakistan, EWING (1983: 253) indicated that politicians allied them

selves with Sufism not only because Sufi masters were politically and economically 

powerful, but also because they provided legitimisation as embodiments of spiritual 

authority. That is, relations had their rationale in an 'ideational' element intrinsic to 

Sufism. Dealing with politics and Sufism in a similar fashion, HAMMOUDI (1997) 

identified 'the cultural foundations of Moroccan authoritarianism' in the Sufi master-

disciple relationship - both as a cultural template and an organisational structure. 

1. 

The concept of 'religious regime' as conceived and developed by BAX (1987, 1988, 

1990) and deployed by, for instance, SPIER (1991) and W O L F (1991) was devised to 

tackle the power-meaning divide in anthropology theoretically. One of the few 

theoretical antecedents in the field of religion was provided by Abner Cohen, who 

"viewed power and symbolism as distinct variables in dialectical relationship with 

each other" (PARKIN, 1996: xv). BAX, more specifically, held that religious 

phenomena remain incomprehensible outside human networks of interdependencies 

(1987: 1) and, simultaneously, that religious processes are relatively autonomous 

(1987: 2). By implication, reductionist determinisms are ruled out: neither can 

symbolic structures be conceived of as self-generating entities, nor can they be 

reduced to ideology in struggles for power and wealth. In the study of Sufism, 

one of the advantages of studying Sufi cults as contemporary, viable and 
generative symbolic and ethical movements is that this enables us to explore the 
connections between Sufi cosmologies, ethical ideas, bodily ritual practices and 
organisational forms, which have been lost in earlier historical and 
anthropological studies (WERBNER and BASU, 1998: 4). 

Religious regimes connote a "constellation of dependencies that is characterised by 

religious imagery and acts" (SPIER, 1991: 10; BAX, 1988: 10). The social dynamics of 

religious regimes are accounted for by relations with worldly regimes, confrontations 

with other religious regimes, and by internal tensions (BAX, 1987: 3). The second 

conceptual advantage in 'religious regimes', besides bridging the meaning-power 

divide, lies in this specification of levels. In his discussions of domination and resis

tance, SCOTT (1985, 1990) dichotomously opposed the dominant and the subordinate 
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(GAL, 1995: 417). Even when confronted with violent state oppression, however, Sufi 

orders also engaged in relations to lateral regimes, and internal struggles for spiritual 

authority. That is to say, religious regimes always "have their own politics" 

(ORTNER, 1995: 177) as well, the dynamics of which affect the nature of domination. 

Depending on the political context, the Ne'matollah! orders have managed to 

contain domination in different coalitions, with either the state or jurist regimes. Sufi 

leaders were able to negotiate their orders effectively, moreover, to the extent that 

they were able to establish internal control. Finally, there has often been a gap 

between or deliberate differentiation of internal and external realms in Sufi orders. 

This explains why there has often been an 'ambiguity of resistance' (cf. ORTNER, 

1995: 175) in the mystic regimes when faced with domination. While some disciples 

in the Islamic Republic conceived of their Sufi religiosity as a protest against state 

Islam, many of their leaders have simultaneously been eager (not to resist but) to 

accommodate Sufism to the jurist state. That is, the apparent 'resistance' of a few 

took place within a larger configuration, which had 'accommodation' as keyword. 

2. 

The concept of religious regimes was legitimately conceived of as a heuristic 

instrument (SPIER, 1991: 9, cf. BAX, 1987: 2). But its large scope is potentially 

problematic for ethnography, as the relation of an historical dependency constellation 

to the human acts that build and keep it in place - to 'acting' - may become obscure. 

BAX (1990) and SPIER (1991), for instance, conceived of the Roman Catholic 

church (as a whole) as a religious regime. It is not very easy, however, to realise the 

'constellation of dependencies' metaphor in the case of the Church. It includes both 

such phenomena as Opus Dei - with its own substructure, largely independent from 

and in competition to the Curia - and liberation theology - autonomously entering 

into ecumenical coalitions with Protestants and Jews against establishment/orthodo

xy in general. These structures rather leave the Roman Catholic church as a nominal 

collection of difference; unified mainly by the prevalence of Christian competition. 

The relations to the Vatican of both Opus Dei and liberation theologians are like 

the external relations of hierarchically situated competitor regimes, whose courses 

only sporadically collide with the spiritual centre. Being significantly self-contained, 

the contexts for the growth of Opus Dei and liberation theology were exterior to the 

Vatican, i.e. post-war Spain and Marxist revolutionary ideology in the 1960s in Latin 
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America, respectively. Monsignor Escriva resisted and acted upon leftist secu

larisation in Spain and Archbishop Romero fought poverty and government violence 

in El Salvador. As real dependencies do exist within these competitor groups, they 

are the more legitimate objects for the concept of religious regimes. More important 

as an argument for studying real dependencies, however, they bring into focus the 

human acts that build, manipulate, overthrow or keep dependencies in place. 

WEBER wrote that "the most irrational form of religious behaviour, the mystic ex

perience, is in its innermost being not only alien but hostile to all form" (1977: 342). 

Judging and inferring from its outward representations, however, Sufi experience 

bears the marks of, and leaves its marks on, time. Private and public relations, and 

liturgical practice in speech and writing, have shaped Sufi experience in particular, 

historical balances of religious need and constraint (cf. SPIER, 1991: 10-12, 1994: 20). 

In the Islamic Republic and the Pahlavi period, Sufi experience differed because 

(different) religious urge was subject to different constraint. State-led modernisation 

under Reza Shah, for instance, was contemporaneous with Sufi instruction that 

related spiritual progress to education and national development. Masters, disciples, 

poets and war volunteers alike equated Sufi experience with mystical martyrdom, 

while the Islamic Republic appealed to the Islamic, Iranian nation to sacrifice itself. 

Addressing internal and external audiences, these instances of Sufi speech and 

writing allow for a conceptualisation as 'performance': that which in a particular pe

riod gives 'form to experience' (cf. FABIAN, 1990: 13; BARBER, 1992: 284). I find my

self in agreement with FABIAN that one ought to abandon the view that sees perfor

mance (primarily) as 'enactment' (of texts), and treat it instead as 'event' and 'action' 

(pp. 9, 12, 13). However, while FABIAN epistemologically favoured 'creating' in ac

tion (p. 13), this study strongly emphasises performance's (internal and) external regi

me dependencies. In a related sense, PARKIN (1996: xix) saw in cultural performance 

a "methodological metaphor for exploring issues of conflict [...] in wider society." 

A second, more conventional series of connotations surrounding performance, 

concerns the embodiment of emotion (WERBNER and BASU, 1998: 7-8) and 

"'symbolic' or 'aesthetic' activities [...] enacted as intentional expressive productions 

in established [...] genres" (SCHIEFFELIN, 1998: 194). Performance touches upon 

'agency' here to the extent that "agency is not an entity that exists apart from cultural 

construction" (ORTNER, 1995: 186, cf. TORAB, 1996: 237). Emotion is central to the 

ritual life of Iranian, Shicite Sufism, both as a desired religious effect and because of 
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the religious significance of Imamic martyrdom. In conceiving of genres such as Sufi 

'instruction', one has to account not only for a flow of emotion or symbolic 

information between knowledgeable and ignorant persons, however, but also for the 

establishment, in performance, of their respective roles as masters and disciples. 

As performance is about 'embodying', 'expressing', and 'establishing', there may 

also be "failures in engaging a group into an 'audience' role" (FlNNIGAN, 1992: 110, 

cf. SCHIEFFELIN, 1998: 198), which in the present analysis means that acting could be 

out of tune with the hierarchical setting. One sheikh whom I met in the process of 

establishing himself as an independent religious specialist nearly depleted his 

spiritual authority through insecure generic searching in the face of his flock. 

Commencing and interrupting meditative sessions on an established religious 

occasion several times, he did not convincingly establish master-disciple roles. 

Exceptional narrative skills and command over poetry and the Qur'an among 

SoltancalIsahI leaders, inversely, have been crucial in organisational hierarchy and 

SoltancalIsahI 'order'. Internal Sufi order, then, bears a particular relation to the 

masters' virtuosity; their mastery of styles, genres and settings in performance. 

Thirdly, in an overarching sense performance relates to reproduction and survival. 

Each performance effects cultural reproduction, but as performers, genres, settings 

and occasions are never similar through time, each reproduction always engenders 

cultural innovation as well (cf. SAHLINS, 1981). Particularly "transformations in the 

larger political arena in which the performance takes place result in changes in what 

that performance means" (VAN DER VEER, 1994: 82). It has been during such 

transformations that Sufi identity was most vulnerable, because it was made liminal. 

GOFFMAN (1956, 1974) thoroughly analysed the maintenance of the self through 

performance in his studies of the 'presentation of self in everyday life' and, more 

relevant to Sufism, of 'stigma management'. One important reason for the ongoing 

conversation upheld by Sufis towards their opponents, is that "as long as [...] 

individuals are in communication with each other - as long as they are joined in an 

encounter - whatever they are doing is not occult, however esoteric and opaque it 

may appear to be" (GOFFMAN, 1963: 178). 'Occult' here carries GOFFMAN's 

sociological meaning, i.e. a disturbing mental absence from rule-led interactions in 

which legitimacy lies (cf. 1963: 76), but it also bears a literal relation to Shicism's 

religious universe: legitimate performance contains accusations of magic and heresy. 

Not only accusations, reputations or spoiled identities were at stake in the au-
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thoritarian political contexts of this study, however. Everyday life Sufi performance 

had to survive the threat of suppression and violence that came, for instance, with the 

nationalist regime of Reza Shah and with the Islamic revolution. 'State drama' is part 

of Victor Turner's dramaturgical performance theory (PALMER and JANKOWIAK, 

1996: 237). He stressed performance's reproductive functions, in the realm of the state 

and social reality at large, by treating it as (a four phased) 'social drama with conflict 

and conflict resolution' (p. 231), thus assigning to it an intrinsic developmental logic. 

Despite performance's relations to the dependencies of religious regimes, however, 

"performance may be relative process rather than absolute unit and may emerge not 

from some prior plan but also in and through the event itself' (FINNIGAN, 1992:110). 

These three levels and functions of performance - giving shape to experience; 

embodying emotion and symbolic or aesthetic action in established genres; and 

reproduction and survival - define the crucial features of acting in religious regimes. 

3. 

Performance upon internal tensions, relations with other regimes and relations with 

the state account for social dynamics in religious regimes. BAX conceived of the 

relation between religious and state regimes as an essentially 'antagonistic inter-

dependency' (1987: 3). The pattern surely holds in many cases, but not always. There 

has been antagonism but no material interdependence, for instance, between Sufism 

and the state in the Islamic Republic. More interestingly, there has in other eras been 

a pattern of confluence, as much as antagonism, between state and Sufi regimes. 

In his study of the Egyptian Hamidiya Shadhiliya Sufi order's social development 

GlLSENAN (1973) attributed its growth in particular to detailed, internal regulations 

which gave it the power of modern bureaucratic organisations. D E JONG (1974), 

however, contested Gilsenan's view and claimed that growth had primarily been due 

to government assistance (cf. discussion in BALDICK, 1989: 158). It strikes an 

outsider to the debate as obvious that both explanations are not only valid but also 

interconnected, as part of the same historical, socio-cultural and political reality. 

Insiders' and outsiders' concerns similarly coincided in early twentieth-century Iran, 

when the Shah requested of the SoltancalIsahi masters a rulebook for legitimate be

haviour, while they themselves attempted to keep beggars and addicts at a distance. 

An important reason for counter-examples to the proposed pattern of antagonistic 

interdependency lies in the nature of the parties and the relations involved. For Shi-
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cite or Sunni Sufis in the Islamic world, the two major parties to relate to have been 

religious jurists and rulers. To the extent that rulers and jurists engaged in mutual 

antagonism, coalitions between rulers and Sufis were facilitated. Either in coalition 

with or antagonism to rulers, jurists have often constituted competitor regimes for 

Sufism, where Sufism was seen as an obstacle to spiritual authority monopolisation. 

Lateral and vertical relations have also left their marks on internal structures in 

Sufi orders. To the extent that rulers were sympathetic, the orders could safely ignore 

their laterals, while in a patronage limbo they were pressed to accommodate jurist 

orthodoxy. The NecmatollahI orders' internal tensions, then, have often reflected 

(variable) answers to the question of how to relate to power-holders. Many Sufi 

affiliates in the Islamic Republic have, for instance, been less than happy with the re

straints that their masters imposed for reasons of self-preservation. Performance upon 

these tensions has, in turn, significantly determined social developments in the Sufi 

orders. While the Safïcallsahl order disintegrated and remained an arena for compe

tition in the Islamic Republic, centralised control in the Soltan'alïsahl order allowed 

for prominent jurists to visit their religious sessions. Thus, the three (internal, lateral 

and vertical) regime dynamics are not isolated, but inextricably interrelated. Fur

thermore, changing triangular relations between Sufis, jurists and rulers - which in 

different personnel varieties are perhaps descriptive of all religious regimes - rule out 

dichotomous generalisations of relations between states, lateral and mystic regimes. 

I address these changing interrelations diachronically, juxtaposing the Pahlavi era 

and the Islamic Republic, and favouring performance in the two Ne'matollahl orders 

as a vista to account for their social development. There is thus a double comparison 

- of orders and eras - which makes for the description of four mystic regimes. I refer 

to my study as an 'exploration' because contemporary Iranian, Shicite Sufism is large

ly an unknown research field. Furthermore, 'exploration' stresses the openness of the 

history under consideration. This study considers patterns and constraints - the notion 

of 'development' refers to patterned change in a certain direction (ELIAS, in GOUDS

BLOM and MENNELL, 1998: 102) - but it is not claimed that Sufi performance could 

not potentially have been otherwise, nor that actual performance has been reducible 

to internal or external constraints. In this limited sense, in the stress on empirical and 

interpretative openness, my study resembles what MARCUS and CUSHMAN (1982: 25, 

45) described as experimental ethnographies, as opposed to ethnographic realism. 
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Fieldwork has given a definite direction to and thus also imposed limitations on the 

material that this dissertation is constructed from. The most important changes since 

my initial research design concern its scope. I prepared to study all Shicite orders in 

Iran since 1979, with special reference to the NecmatollahIs. I ended up with two Nec-

matollahl orders, whose comparative development over this century I set out to track. 

There were practical but also substantial reasons for this. It soon turned out that 

the idea of studying a range of orders simultaneously was excessively ambitious, 

because of the time, patience and energy involved in establishing productive 

relations. Once I became involved with the two NecmatollahI orders on a regular 

basis, I soon decided to ignore the Haksar, the least accessible, least organised and 

least visible of the Shicite orders (only some references to their religious sessions 

remain in this study). As concerns the Zahablya and the Zo'r-Reyasateyn-Ne'-

matollahl order, I found the only option for in-depth relations was trying to become a 

convert and devoting all of my time to them. An additional reason for ignoring the 

Zo3r-Reyasateyn is that their spiritual path developed in a unique, non-Iranian 

direction after the Islamic revolution. The narrowing of my research scope had an 

overall positive effect, however. Studying two orders that trace their descent to a 

common fourteenth-century founder but derive much of their contemporary identities 

from nineteenth and twentieth-century conflicts over succession, enabled a unique 

perspective on the microcosm of mystic regimes that facilitated their comparison. 

The widening of historical scope occurred during fieldwork too, when I realised 

that the Islamic revolution had only been one of the great caesuras that gave identity 

to the mystic regimes. An understanding of post-revolution Sufism in Iran cannot do 

without reckoning the particular identities that Sufi orders assumed in the Pahlavi dy

nasty. It was mainly in the Pahlavi dynasty that the Iranian nation became an impor

tant frame of reference, that one Necmatollahï order integrated deeply into the elite 

circles of state power and another consolidated its bonds with the clerical elite. The 

key, synchronical concept that I set out with - survival - gave way to a diachronical 

search for historical regime relations - cultural performance and social development. 

My conception of fieldwork aimed at a detailed study of religious practice. As the

matic interest shifted towards comparative social development, however, this focus 

of fieldwork changed as well. The scrutiny of religious practices gave way to ethno

graphic explorations of interaction at the thresholds of internal and external relations. 
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Apart from personal limitations, it is due in large measure to the authoritarian (poli

tical) contexts of twentieth-century Iran, inducing meticulously regulated economies 

of information in speech and writing in persons as much as in institutions, that much 

of the material in this study is open to replenishment. I tried to diminish the effects of 

such economies, however, by comparing both oral and written sources, in addition to 

personal observations and just 'being there'. Oral sources have been indispensable for 

this study, because of the historical memory that Sufis shared with me and that is not 

duplicated in written sources. Written sources have been particularly useful for 

detecting public discourse about Sufism, by partisans and enemies of Sufism alike. 

In addition to Richard GRAMLICH's three-volume Die schiitischen Derwischor-

den Persiens (1965, 1976, 1981), on which any research on Iranian, Shicite Sufism 

must of necessity be based - being the best and most detailed account available - I 

have relied heavily upon the SoltancalIsahI order's corpus of literature. Owing to the 

Soltan'allsahis' unique interest in historical documentation (partly as a means of pro

selytising), the corpus provides one with a unique opportunity to scratch the surface 

of generally a-historical Sufi images of the self and to identify cultural, social and po

litical developments. For the Pahlavi period, MahbQbcalTsah's Hworsid-e Tahande 

has been particularly helpful. NOreddln ModarresI Cahardahl's rather negative wri

tings on Iranian Sufism (particularly his magnum opus, Seyrl dar tasawwof) provided 

a useful counterbalance to Sufi hagiography and an equally indispensable source. 

Lastly, there is a definite urban bias in this study, to the neglect of rural and/or tri

bal Sufism. The importance of such distinctions is indicated by the fact that the Sol-

tancallsahl order became involved in semi-feudal class conflict in Eastern Iran in the 

early Pahlavi era, while in Tehran (its second centre), it has rather been networks, 

crosscutting class divisions, which were important in external relations. Nevertheless, 

the numerical and historical importance of the NecmatollahI orders and the fact that 

jurist and state views and policies have often been constructed on the basis of 

generalised ideas on Sufism in Iran (whether or not rural and/or urban), justify 

extrapolations from my urban NecmatollahT cases to Iranian, Shi'ite Sufism at large. 

Three issues, finally, define in more detail the ways in which I conceive of the re

ligious regimes of Iranian, Shi'ite Sufism as 'mystic regimes'. What particularises Su

fi orders in this study has to do with meaning-power relations, the (religious) status 

of strategies, and, most generally, the conceptualisation of religion and mysticism. 
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Meaning and power 

The concept of religious regime was put forward to tackle reductionism in the anthro

pology of religion and to explore 'the mutual conditioning of power and meaning' 

(BAX, 1987: 1). However, explicit and convincing treatments of (the uses of) sym

bols, ideas, or beliefs in shaping religious regime power (exceptions such as SCHNEI-

DERMAN, 1992 aside) remain rare. Nevertheless, meaning-power relations touch upon 

a paradox that lies to the heart of mystic regimes: how are order, development and 

survival possible among large groups of people who publicly loathe worldliness? In a 

reflection on fieldwork with the Ahl-e Haqq, MlR-HOSSElNl felt puzzled by 

the force with which informants appeared to reject the relevance of any zahir 
(political) interpretation of [their] stories. On reflection, these [...] were not so 
much rejected as taken for granted. But they insisted on the overriding 
importance of the batin [esoterical], and the stories seemed to show less the 
connections between the two worlds than their separation. I suggest that such a 
conceptual segregation [...] is necessary to sustain another central dogma of the 
sect, a dogma shared by all sectarians, that they alone are the 'followers of 
Haqlqat' (Ultimate Truth) (1994, (1): 281). 

Taking this observation as a lead generates the hypothesis that such segregation - and 

the obfuscation of worldly existence - is a premise for the worldly, social and 

political prevalence of religious regimes. In his study of reification in the thought of 

Alfred Schutz, THOMASON (1982: 7) observed of 'successful communities' that they 

"seemed almost always to involve patterns of daily life which members perceived as 

somehow independent of their own will and authority. The more firmly such patterns 

were backed by 'god given' [...] beliefs, the more stable and persistent they were." 

Mystic regimes transform tacit reification, "the way people deny, forget or ignore 

the constructedness of their social worlds," (THOMASON, 1982) into explicit religious 

ideology and practice. Spiritual progress means getting away from the "I" and the 

"here and now", and analogically, monotheistic mystics (according to ARMSTRONG, 

1993: 243) have essentially "made their God transcend the personal category." The 

'overriding importance of the esoterical' that MIR-HOSSEINI referred to invests Sufi 

leaders with authority and power. The Sufi path which leads towards unity and Truth 

and away from the shattered world of seductions, has been paved with spiritual 

authority, embodied in the masters who are uniquely equipped to guide the travellers. 

In the end, Sufis hold spiritual authority to derive itself from the transhistorical realm 
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that produces initiatory dreams, illuminating visions, miracles and missionary orders. 

The success or failure of such ideas largely depends on exterior forces - the prag

matics of interaction, the quality of performance - but acting is nevertheless oriented 

towards such 'meaning', which - through the mediation of acting - conditions 'power'. 

Internal relations are only one level, however, on which meaning conditions 

power in the constitution of order. At the crossroads of their external relations, 

mystic and competitor regimes forward legitimations and delegitimations that are 

oriented towards a transhistorical Ursprung. Without exception, Iranian orders trace 

their (ultimate) descent to Imam 'All, whose existence many mystics hold to have 

preceded creation. A recurrent strategy of enemies, in turn (whether internal or 

external) has consisted of contesting these continuities. Legitimacy lies in the past, 

which figures transhistorically in mystic regimes, but it becomes abruptly grounded 

and materialised in the contestation-and-defense genre. A related genre of 

legitimisation and delegitimisation in which transhistorical claims become grounded, 

concerns 'heresiology'. In heresiology, "polemics sets itself the task of determining 

the intangible point of dogma, the fundamental and necessary principle that the 

adversary has neglected, ignored or transgressed" and it "denounces this negligence 

as a moral failing; at the root of the error, it finds passion, desire, interest, a whole 

series of weaknesses and inadmissible attachments that establish it as culpable" (a 

formulation I borrow from FOUCAULT, in RABINOW, 1991: 382, see chapter three). 

It is only to the background of these meaning-power complexes that one could 

make sense of a 'historical commission' in one order - positivistically concerned with 

facts in a way that few contemporary Western historians would now favour - that de

nies history a material existence of its own. The uses of transhistorical idealism and 

its closure thus enter the equation in meaningfully shaping lateral regime relations. 

Similar processes operate in the external relations between Sufi orders and the state. 

SPIER (1991: 27) mentioned general Pinochet's choosing the company of evange

lists who claimed non-involvement in politics. In the previous monarchy, Iranian Su

fis similarly denied worldliness. CA1I cAnqa nevertheless occupied a parliament seat, 

while his father stated that rebellion was the greatest danger to cosmic harmony. In 

the Qajar-era, inversely, a Sufi who was [only] "talking to men of spiritual discern

ment" (POURJAVADI and WILSON, 1978: 117) (i.e. similarly distancing himself from 

worldly claims) warned the king that neglect of his spiritual authority would ruin his 

reign. This scenario of mystic power - it is claimed by Sufis - subsequently unfolded. 
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Irrespective of the order, many Iranian Sufis have held Sufism to be a Sophia 

perennis without temporal and spatial co-ordinates. But transhistorical and non-

political definitions of mysticism made Sufism temporarily and politically attractive 

to the Shah, when faced with militant Islamic opposition (see chapter one). Religious 

obfuscations and political uses such as these indicate that "the position of religious 

regimes in political arenas is [...] effected by the type of ideology and by the nature 

of the collective fantasy espoused" (THODEN VAN VELZEN, 1992: 203). It has been 

royal receptivity towards Sufism that in turn came to figure in Sufi representations of 

the self (see chapter four). Power, then, "need not [always] be seen as either a cause 

or a first principle [...]" fmy insertion] (DlRKS, 1994: 502). These cases - in which 

prevailing political interest converges with otherworldly religious doctrine - provide 

instances where Sufi 'meaning' conditions 'power' in both state and mystic regimes. 

Strategies 

While all regimes are concerned with questions of external confrontation and internal 

cohesion (BAX, 1987: 3), they are also defined through strategy-led performance. But 

in SCOTT'S analyses, such performance has been related to a unilateral power 

dualism of dominant and subordinate, and opposed to 'authenticity' (GAL, 1995: 411). 

GAL (1995: 419) pointed out that strategies are ill-conceived as straightforward 

responses to unambiguous domination. Political function is mediated through 

language, which is embedded within what she calls 'linguistic ideology' or culture. 

From this conception, it becomes plausible to conceive of strategic acts as cultural 

performance: 'strategic' Sufi acting departs from and is embedded within 'authentic' 

genres, doctrine and discourse. Strategic and authentic acting applies, first of all, to 

the signs that distinguish Sufis from others: stigmata, and to their management 

(GOFFMAN, 1974). Sufi stigmata - in both the Greek sense of bodily markers of moral 

inferiority and the Christian sense of "bodily signs of holy grace" (1974: 11) - have 

divided into the loose signs of stigma that are easily managed, such as clothing and 

bodily movements, and institutionalised ones that stick, such as the Sufi lodge. 

The two aspects which have proved manageable in Sufi lodges, concern naming 

and adornment. Many lodges have changed their names from hanaqah into hoseynlya 

in the Islamic Republic, and they often included portraits of Khomeyni and 

Khamene'i. This 'strategically' facilitated accommodation in the Islamic Republic, 

but also 'authentically' defused conceptualisations of Sufi centres in opposition to the 
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mosque. In the Qajar-era, the king named the SoltancalIsahI leader Sacadatcallsah 

'peacock of the gnostics', in reflection of his expensive taste in clothing. In the 

Pahlavi era, customary civilian clothes became mandatory in many orders. Surely, 

these had Pahlavi modernisation projects as their context, but they also fitted an 

established shred of Sufi doctrine, which held social adaptation to be a religious duty. 

One has to do in these cases with multiple levels in one act - like in any other social 

drama but falling within the range of explicit religious doctrine in mystic, religious 

regimes - in which performance inextricably interweaves authenticity and strategy. 

Apart from scientific reporters, many believers oppose strategy to authenticity as 

well. DIGARD (1978: 512) justly remarked, however, that "Contrairement a ce que 

beaucoup de musulmans (et d'autres croyants) pensent, il n'y a rien d'insultant pour 

eux ou de blasphématoire a se demander si la conception qu'ils ont ou la pratique 

qu'ils font de leur religion répond a une <stratégie>." While in response to an 

outsider's questioning the sheer suggestion may be indignantly brushed aside, 

religious (including mystic, Sufi) regimes have often been very explicit about the 

strategic nature of (religious) performance in unprovoked representations of the self. 

In his historical sociology of Opus Dei ESTRUCH (1995) elaborated upon the sect's 

modern concept of a saint, which included a this-worldly asceticism that prescribed 

'scheming', for which affiliates were prepared in open educational institutions. While 

many Sufis would deny anything like scheming, 'dissimulation' has doctrinal status 

in the SoltancalIsahï order (Pand-e Sdleh, 1372/1993: 35), as among Shicites generally. 

An impeccably dressed affiliate once undressed in the lodge in one SafTcalIsahI 

branch. Underneath his civilian clothes appeared a long white robe (kafan). He saw 

me watch him and explained: "I couldn't do this in the street." Yet, there was no 

notion of insincerity in strategy here, let alone of fooling the jurists. It had to do with 

survival but also religiously prescribed prudence, and authentic distinctions between 

inner and outer realms. Strategic acts do not exhaust the range of religious 

performance, but one may turn the allegedly inimical relationship between strategy 

and authenticity on its head as authenticity is often accomplished through strategy. 

Moreover, strategies vis-a-vis internal tensions, and lateral and state regimes, have 

taken on distinctive features in Sufi regimes. In order to argue this point it is ne

cessary to make another conceptual distinction. TOUWEN-BOUWSMA (1992: 126) cri

ticised the definition of religious regimes for its stress on formality. She described a 

religious regime that was weakly institutionalised and made up of informal relations. 
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A second, underdeveloped variable for mystic regimes is proximity. To account for 

strategies in mystic regimes is first of all to conceive of Sufi performance, ideal-

typically and with these variations in mind, as a differentiation of acting into levels 

of formality and proximity. These variables distribute internal-formal, internal-

informal, external-formal, and external-informal elements (cf. GlLSENAN, 1973). 

Sufi orders are voluntary associations into which one is not bom or integrated 

from an early age. Internally, therefore, and informally (i.e. not on temporally mar

ked occasions or in specific ritual expressions) masters have had to rely heavily on 

qualitative guidance to keep their 'clients' faithful. They have striven to minimize the 

orientation alternatives of their clients to zero as their proper position is at stake with 

it (cf. BAX 1988: 20). It is because of their dependence on public recognition, how

ever, that one could hardly conceive of dependencies between religious specialists 

and 'laymen' as relations between patrons and clients, whereby the specialists mo

nopolise an immaterial scarce good (as BAX, 1988: 10, summerises their interaction). 

The particularity of the internal/informal realm comes to the fore most strongly in 

its special relation to the esoteric (and Qur'anic) core (concept) of 'friendship with 

God' (walayat) - also connoting 'guidance'. Stigmatic proofs of friendship with 

God/guidance are not carried outside the lodge for public display. Having "been 

conveyed from heart to heart [while it] has not been written in books and its prin

ciples cannot be expressed in words" (Pand-e Sdleh, 1372/1993: 35), walayat belongs 

to the innermost, divine realm of experience that ultimately breaches any form(ality). 

Formally, spiritual authority bears a relation to the quality of mental counselling, 

financial charity towards the flock and Sufi meditation (zekr). When performed im

peccably, meditations have integrated affiliates, reproduced hierarchy and respec

tability, and contained dissent. When these performances fail in containing dissent, 

competing claims for spiritual authority are always incongruous - given the sacred 

nature of Sufi leadership - and exclusive. Internal authority challenges have often 

been settled through either the challenger's formal separation or his formal expulsion. 

Differentiation between formal and informal, internal realms enables Sufi instituti

ons such as initiation, presupposing grades of knowledge and their shielding. Where 

external constraints are heavy, the inner life becomes more important (religiously). 

Only in extreme circumstances would the mystic regimes' external relations be 

void of strategies, and unilaterally dictated by domination. An inversely exceptional 

situation prevailed in the period 1836-1848, when one NecmatollahI Sufi (HaggI Mir-
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za AqasI) wielded tremendous power in Iran through his influence on Mohammad 

Sah Qagar - participating himself in state domination. In all other cases, that this stu

dy is mainly concerned with, there have been rather more delicate and moderate ba

lances of power and performance. Twentieth-century patterns in relations to state and 

societal competitor regimes have included strategies to accommodate to and integrate 

into the prevailing worldly regimes. These strategies were matched by policies of 

patronage, co-optation, rejection and (ideological) suppression, vis-a-vis Sufism. 

Despite the fact that Sufis have generally defined their mystical Path on a par with 

the holy law - being a prerequisite for higher knowledge - external relations to 

Iranian jurist regimes have generally been tense. Besides doctrinal reasons, this 

tension resulted mainly from competition for spiritual authority. From the eighteenth 

century to the present, one can nevertheless discern a gradual lessening of Sufi 

hostility towards jurists, which coincided with the jurists' slow ascent to power. In 

the late Pahlavi period, most importantly, the SoltancaIIsahI leaders strategically ba

lanced jurist and royalist loyalties, which proved useful to them after the revolution. 

As regards state relations, Sufi orders accommodated to and were to some extent 

co-opted by the nationalist, modernising state during the regime of Reza Shah (1921-

1941). During the regime of Mohammed Reza Shah (1941-1979) the orders' 

integration into elite circles was aided by the state's ideological and material royal 

patronage. In the Islamic Republic state ties were largely cut, but Sufis nevertheless 

managed to attract important clerics with state ties to their sessions, and 

accommodate Sufi spirituality to regime religiosity. The component of reproduction 

in mystic regimes which was external and informal (i.e. not circumscribed in Sufi 

rules) has consisted, therefore, of public or private relations to people in high places. 

Formal and external strategy and 'authentic' religiosity in the Islamic Republic has 

involved charitable donations during the Iran-Iraq war, announcements of public ga

therings, 'open houses' on Shi'ite occasions, and cheap medical services. The mystic 

regimes' persistent denial of any relevance in informal relations to people in high pla

ces has in turn credited the voluntary and disinterested nature of formal-external acts. 

In these strategies, Sufi performance managed to establish religious authenticity as much 

as the Ahl-eHaqqdid through conceptual segregation (MIR-HOSSEINI, 1994, (1): 281). 

The most important conceptual segregation, and its practical implementation, has 

concerned the internal and external Sufi realms. It has particularly been on the 

'outside' that conformity was required in Sufi relations towards the orders that be, 
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while the 'inside' was reserved for Sufi spirituality (see chapter seven). In different 

political regimes and across the orders, there has been patterned variation in these 

'authentic strategies', vis-a-vis internal tensions, and external relations to lateral and 

state regimes. In other words, these historical patterns were given shape to by the 

cultural performances that have distinguished one mystic regime from the other. 

Religion and mysticism 

Only separate elements in GEERTZ's universalist definition of religion (1973 [1966]) 

have retained their descriptive value over the decades since the original publication. 

Paraphrasing, these elements include 1) a system of symbols [which establish] 2) 

long-lasting moods and motivations [by formulating] 3) conceptions of a general 

order of existence [and clothing these] 4) conceptions with [such] an aura of fac-

tuality [that what results is] 5) moods and motivations which seem uniquely realistic. 

Ignoring the text between brackets, it can be easily demonstrated that in a super

ficial sense these elements are descriptive of Shicism in Iran: 1) the colour black, the 

sword, the rosary and saintly shrines are among many symbols that refer to central 

themes and conceptions in Shi'ism; 2) collective emotion involved in mourning cere

monies testifies to long-lasting moods - the 'memory' of Karbala - and motivations -

a sense of injustice and militancy; 3) the Imamate - Shi'ism's theological core - is a 

cosmology; 4) During cASüra, Imam Hoseyn's transhistorical battle between good/ 

truth and evil/falsehood is narrated and depicted in a manner as concrete and histori

cally detailed as possible, and 5) the smooth effectiveness with which the above cos-

mological event was transferred to contemporary circumstances in the Islamic re

volution illustrates the uniquely realistic semblance of these moods and motivations. 

However, ASAD (1993) convincingly contested the central tenet of the definition 

that connects these elements in Geertz's theory - that "religious symbols are sui gene

ris, marking out an independent religious domain" (op. cit., p. 52, cf. BAX, 1987). 

ASAD's critiques centre around the argument that symbols do not by themselves pro

duce and define moods, motivations or cosmology, but only through the power of in

stitutions, disciplines, discourses and practices with which they are intrinsically con

nected (cf. op. cit., pp. 33, 35, 37). Moreover, the power and authority of particular symbols, 

and that which makes them possible in the first place and rules out others, are "to be 

explained as products of historically distinctive [...] forces" (op. cit., p. 54, my emphasis). 
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Religious symbols, then, are not central to this study, while the Sufi orders that 

produce these, in historically distinctive relations to other regimes, are. The cognitive 

centrality of 'belief in Geertz's definition - a distinctly modern and Christian one 

(ASAD, 1993: 47) - is a similar point of divergence. Sufi orders embody a heteroge

neity of beliefs, but some are more powerful than others. Spiritual progress has been 

dependent upon guidance, and it is the authority structures that define assemblies of 

Sufis as orders, which provide powerful symbols, beliefs with a heavy fundament. 

As concerns the study of Islam, TAPPER usefully proposed its anthropology to 

chart "how Muslims (individuals, groups [...]) present/construct themselves [and 

others] as Muslims [and non-Muslims]" [my insertions] (1995: 192). However, to 

avoid this nominalism from turning into an Empty Vessel Theory of Islam that igno

res persistent social and ideational patterns, the anthropology of Islam ought to chart, 

in addition, how presentations and constructions are shaped by and result in figurati

ons: structured and changing patterns of interdependent people (ELIAS, 1978). In 

other words: one would study regimes by relating constructions and dependencies in 

a way similar to ASAD's usage of'social disciplines' (1993: 53). Secondly, "Among the 

conclusions [of] the anthropological study of religion [is] that certain religious ideas 

are universal and seem as old as human society" (STEVENS, 1996: 1088). Mysticism 

has been one persistent social and ideational pattern that defies a plain nominalism. 

Mysticism in monotheistic religions has often been in juxtaposition to orthodoxy -

now as a complement, then as a hostile adversary (cf. ARMSTRONG'S comparisons, 

1993), or to intellectualist varieties of religious experience (AUDEN, 1965). Mystic 

and orthodox regimes not only constitute different ways of life, however, but also 

competing parties for the scarce good of spiritual authority. WEBER's sociology of 

religion (1977 [1922]) offers surprisingly little on these this-worldly conflicts beyond 

psychological, Jamesian (1963) 'varieties of religious experience'. In Christianity con

testations of the nature of resurrection and monotheism have from an early day defi

ned spiritual authority - dyadic in hierarchy, church-like, or dual, master-disciple like 

- among communities of believers. Religious debate bore social and political impli

cations from the outset: "When gnostic and orthodox Christians were debating the 

nature of God, they were at the same time debating [...] spiritual authority" (PAGELS, 

1985: 59). The challenge to spiritual authority was never far off in mystic imagery. 

Despite the fact that early Jewish mystics "were anxious not to antagonise" the rab

bis, their 'throne mysticism' "imagined God as a mighty king who could only be ap-
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proached in a perilous journey through the seven heavens" (ARMSTRONG, 1993: 245). 

The thirteenth-century Persian, Islamic equivalent is c Attar's "Discourse of the Birds' 

[Manteq ot-Teyr), in which thirty birds undertake a similarly perilous journey, many 

dying along the way, to be (re)united with a mystical king who turns out to be 'thirty 

birds' (Si-morg). Such images of power might be symbolical, of inner states, but they 

could also have their bearing on outer states, and embody claims to worldly power. 

Of Islamic spiritual authority it was observed that "Muslims highlight continuous 

genealogies as guarantors of authority [in, for instance,] chains of Sufi teaching [...] 

that link practitioners to the founder of a Sufi order" (BoWEN, 1993: 186). The living 

Sufi centre of authority is the sheikh, pïr or qotb. As disciples invest spiritual autho

rity in his person to the extent that cosmic balances are thought dependent upon his 

being, "1'histoire des saints n'est que 1'histoire de leur autorité" (KERROU, 1998: 32). 

Here mystic regimes stand out as particular religious regimes. Charismatic leader

ship is characteristic of all religious organisation, which often establishes spiritual 

authority as a mediation of sacred texts and personalities. Mystic regimes, however, 

more strikingly so than religious regimes in general, are characterised by personali

sed charismatic leadership, in the sense that Sufi masters embody authority. Sufi au

thority has thus resembled royal authority - kingship's 'divine splendour' in Iran, 

more than God-ordained, mainly derived from this-worldly values of force and 

might. Jurist authority, to the contrary, built largely on ethical or spiritual brokerage -

representation - of the Prophetic and Imamic messages (see chapter seven). Although 

few Sufis would publicly juxtapose themselves to jurists, there are three potential 

challenges in mysticism to orthodoxy: competing mystic readings of scripture and 

holy men (Prophet and Imams), particular competence claims for such readings, and 

the autonomous source of spiritual authority in the figure of the sheikh. It is when 

these challenges materialise in conflict, that continuous genealogies are often contested. 

In both NecmatollahI regimes, stories abound of affluent leaders in other orders, 

and wealth was in some cases visible in the orders' real estate property. Despite this, 

my fieldwork has not produced incontestable facts concerning property relations, 

financial administration, stipends, etc. An important reason is that Sufi spiritual 

authority has often depended upon a master's ability to dissociate himself from 

concerns with worldly gain. Thus, the economic conditions which enable Sufi 

organisation belong to the realm of secret knowledge as much as spiritual instruction 

during initiation. In competition for spiritual authority, however, financial morality 
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enters the equation. "To accept money is to destroy the morality of the act," a Sufi 

related of the behaviour of a competitor, who in his turn had accused the former of 

embezzlements. Economic resources thus figure in my research not primarily as eco

nomic infrastructure, but as narrative devices in competitions for spiritual authority. 

Military power has been ruled out for Sufis since the Iranian state monopolised 

the legitimate use of force - which fits an evolutionary pattern in the relations be

tween states and religious regimes (cf. BAX, 1987: 3). Beyond military and economic 

concerns, however, spiritual authority is a scarce good and an end in itself - manifes

ted in historical balances of need and constraint. Whether or not spoils are its 

produce, spiritual authority remains desirable because of its intrinsic religious value. 

Although Sufi spiritual authority has seen attempts at monopolisation of the 

'means of orientation' (BAX, 1987: 8) in internal and external strife, this has not 

effectively outdone alternatives. The orders have had no means at their disposal - this 

reflects Shicite organisation in general - to prevent affiliates from changing spiritual 

masters. In this respect, ElCKELMAN's observation that "there is an 'essential loose

ness' [...] about Islamic religious organisation" (1981: 293) is particularly to the point 

for modern Iranian Sufism. But most important as an impediment to violent conflict, 

few Sufis have ever presented the Sufi Path (tariqat) as an alternative to the holy Is

lamic Law (SarFat). This study thus discusses indigenously Islamic, mystic regimes. 

* # * 

Part One addresses academic regimes - research paradigms - in the study of Sufism, 

and it explores the long-term developmental history of the NecmatollahI Sufi order. 

Chapter one depicts a wondrous episode in which a range of transnational interests 

colluded in transhistorical and mystical explorations of Iranian Shicism. After 1945, 

Henry Corbin and several Iranian colleagues set out to reconstruct Shicism, to arrive 

at 'the origin of any perspective'. They reached their destination through a quietist 

definition of Shi'ism in the midst of political turmoil, and by then paradoxically 

becoming, after Corbin's death and after the Islamic revolution, a token of 

respectability for political Islam. This episode is illustrative of a crucial mechanism 

in mystic regimes: non-political and transhistorical definitions of religiosity serve 

exterior and temporal political purposes. But it also bears testimony of excessive 

idealism in Corbin's 'hermeneutical phenomenology' of Shicism, which was 

epistemologically bound to miss the real social dynamics. Corbin was himself part of 
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this dynamics, which resulted in the esoterically inconceivable Islamic revolution. 

Chapter two seeks to ground the exploration of NecmatollahI history in a different 

analysis. It begins by addressing Corbin's unitary conceptualisation of Shicism, 

underlying which were neglected histories of conflict about spiritual authority that 

have been constitutive of Sufism. In Weberian ideal-types, these conflicts were 

conceptualised in a dichotomy of law and 'experience' in Islam. The dichotomy's use 

as a tool of analysis is limited, however, because of a pattern of overlap between 

Sufis and jurists, antinomian traditions that dissolve Sufism as a unitary object, and 

the centrality of the state in shaping Sufi-jurist relations. The centrality of the state 

remains similarly unaccounted for in several exemplary studies in the historical 

anthropology of Islam, which complemented the law-and-experience dichotomy with 

an equally Weberian duality of modernity and tradition. Beyond the grid of these too 

rigid notions, it is argued, the social development of Shicite Sufism in Iran has taken 

shape through contingent factors such as state centralisation and royal patronage. 

The eighteenth-century reestablishment of the Ne'matollahï regime in Iran 

developed through two figurations. Initially, the relations of Sufis derived mainly 

from local rulers' competition for power in the absence of a central state. The internal 

dynamics which enhanced Sufi power, consisted of a massive growth in the number 

of converts, which could not be checked by either rulers or jurists. Rulers often 

feared jurists in the second figuration, which had the reunified state at its centre. Ru

lers' Sufi patronage strengthened Sufi challenges of jurist authority. Nineteenth cen

tury Iran did not witness the disappearance of 'traditional' Sufis through the ascent of 

jurist-led, 'modern' religiosity, but, instead, Sufism's socio-political renaissance. 

Part Two deals with the Ne'matollahï regimes in the Pahlavi Dynasty (1921-1979). 

In 1976, a French Ahl-e Haqq convert observed that "le champ du soufisme iranien 

est encore a explorer" (DURING, 1976: 124). GRAMLICH'S studies of Iranian Shicite 

Sufi orders (1965, 1976, 1981) provided unique material and hitherto unparalleled 

analyses of Sufi religiosity and ritual life in the Pahlavi period. However, these 

detailed analyses lacked a generalising treatment of Sufism's socio-political 

development, while it may be generalised for oriental studies that "academic 

treatments of Sufism [...] rarely enter the modern period" (MCGREGOR, 1997: 255). 

Chapter three describes Sufism's transformation in the context of the nation-state. 

The Ne'matollahl orders lost much of their exterior power through the Constitutional 

Revolution (1905-1911) and in the period 1921-1941, under Reza Khan/Reza Shah, 
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because their intimate state ties were cut. Sufism transformed with the new regimes, 

as the nation(-state) became a prime marker of legitimate identity. Internally, 

nationalistic modernisation and the dismantling of traditional power bases that 

occurred in their name, were paralleled by Sufi struggles for spiritual authority. 

Master-disciple relations changed shape as Necmatollahï Sufis took issue with self-

explanatory rule, and implicitly asked for relevance to the nation-state in Sufi 

spiritual authority. Nationalistic modernisation similarly provided external contexts 

for lateral and state relations. In their external representations, too, the Necmatollahï 

Sufi regimes redirected their focus to the particular audience of the Iranian nation. 

Chapter four examines contrary Sufi regimes in the face of political polarisation. 

The nation-state remained an important frame of reference for the late twentieth-

century Ne'matollahT orders. Its representation by the late Pahlavi regime, however, 

became a ground for political contestation. Iranian Sufism in the period 1941-1979 

had royal patronage as an important context, in the face of growing opposition. 

Different degrees of royal patronage - from personal sponsoring to ideological 

incorporation - relate to both the SafTalïsahï order's social prominence and to the 

Soltan'allsahl order's sudden religious opposition. Internally, the SafTalisahl order 

remained a theatre of conflict, which now involved religious and political 

contestation of the aristocratic Freemasonry leadership. The SoltancalIsahïs, in 

contrast, established conspicuous unitary order. Externally, the SafTalisahl elite 

integrated deeply into the stately regime, while the SoltancalIsahIs developed relati

ons to the clerical regime that came to represent the Iranian nation more success

fully. Their relative independence provided crucial room for manoeuvre when the ba

lance of religious power shifted and the political tide swept away the Shah's regime. 

Part Three explores the Ne'matollahl mystic regimes' comparative social deve

lopment and cultural performance in the Islamic Republic. Until 1996, the history of 

the Republic divided into three periods, in which the state ideology successively em

phasised the supremacy of Islam alone ('Islam-Islam'), then blended it with patri

otism ('Islam-Iran'), and finally, from 1989, with full blown nationalism ('Iran-Iran'). 

Chapter five treats the Sufi regimes in the 'decade of war and revolution' 

(MENASHRI, 1990). Initially, the Soltan'allsahls were confronted with oppression, but 

switching sides before the revolution paid off for them. They sought legitimacy in 

mourning sessions for deceased notables, and acted as a national patron of charitas. 

The SafTalïsahïs, to the contrary, were haunted by their Freemasonry reputation. 
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Their lodge was occupied, and once it was recovered, they involved themselves in 

slander concerning financial morality. While the SoltancalIsahIs enhanced their 

reputation through religious nationalism (externally), the Safï'alïsahïs' public, Shicite 

mourning ceremonies were deliberately kept apart from the lodge's Sufi activities. 

They did not, therefore, improve on Safï'alïsahï legitimacy. While the SoItancalIsahIs 

retained unquestioned and hereditary leadership (internally), the Saffalisahis 

dissolved into small rival groups, over which the central leadership retained only 

marginal leverage. In spite of multi-faceted adversity, however, SafFalïsahï 

(hi)stories tell one not of jurist-led state persecution, but of accommodation. 

Chapter six probes an ideological rapprochement between Sufism and the state 

from 1989, through Sufism's continuous ethical réveil and the emergence of 'state 

mysticism'. To some extent the state itself engaged in a revolutionary variety of 

mysticism, and it was observed that many lodges embarked on a 'second life' 

(HASORI, 1375/1997: 8). The SafFalïsahï leadership saw itself devoid of spiritual 

authority and focused, neutrally, on the image of SafFalïsah. Its external, public 

performances pointed to the politicised context of mystical martyrdom, under the 

surface of traditional Sufi/Shicite laments. Among the Soltancalïsahïs, internal order 

remained uncontested. The leadership of Mahbübcalïsah had been authorised by 

divine sanction and by his father's meticulous preparation for it. His death presented 

itself in an historical continuity of saintly Islamic martyrdom, which in turn credited 

Mahbübcalïsah's visionary letters of appointment (and vice versa). Magzübcalïsah's 

subsequent new proclamation of allegedly old rules - for external as much as internal 

consumption - outlined a meticulously detailed socio-political modesty, but - as if in 

exchange for it - it also circumscribed an exclusive realm of Sufi spiritual authority. 

The formality of these assertive Soltancalïsahï rules revealed strength and confidence. 

The order effectively argued the legitimacy of its spiritual realm by referring to 

relations with Khomeyni. Its success, and the effects of state mysticism, became 

apparent in 1997, when several mollahs and prominent clerics paid their respect. 

Part Four and chapter seven bring the explorations of comparative social develop

ment and cultural performance on a broader theoretical plane, by confronting them 

with discussions concerning civil society. Observers spotted an emergent civil society 

in Iran after Khomeyni's demise, in a revival of associational life and civil thought. 

However, civil thought has remained confined, while many associations are to be con

ceived of as ideological state institutions at best. Regarding the classical definition of 
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civil society - civility and associational life beyond primordial attachments, signifi

cantly independent from the state - Sufi regimes have not been a clear referent either. 

Modern Iranian Sufism as represented by the Ne'matollahl orders has been 

characterised by internal and external relations that constitute a mirror image of the 

classical civil society. Internally, relations have been primordial - in the sense of 

exclusive and hidden face-to-face interaction, not meaningfully extending beyond the 

proximity of direct communication. Externally, relations have been characterised by 

either ideological or material state affiliations. Two arguments which apply in 

particular to the Islamic Republic, add to the qualification. Sufism's relations to 

socio-political aims have now been largely severed, while the orders' and the state's 

authority structures, both of which stress exclusive spiritual authority, are analogous. 

Once one takes the historical emergence of Western civil societies as a compa

rison, however, various parallels become evident. There are two instances in which 

Sufism meaningfully - though in paradoxical, implicit, passive, informal ways - re

lates to civil society. Western civil societies originated from literary and artistic cir

cles and debating clubs, not from politically assertive mutual interest groups. De

cisively non-assertive societies made implicit, exemplary contributions (HABERMAS, 

1990). An important new strain in Iranian intellectual discourse in which Sufism 

figures passively as a recurrent reference, provides a parallel. Secondly, Western 

public space, in advance of any full-fledged civil public sphere, was first established 

within societies which were not only mute and inward looking, but also closed and 

secretive, confined to selective memberships. The NecmatollahI regimes have been 

the bearers of a shielded religiosity of their own - which by implication means non-

state religiosity, no matter to what extent they accommodated to the public transcript. 

Thus they confronted, if largely willy-nilly, the state 'colonisation of the lifeworld'. 

* * * 

My field work in Iran in 1996, 1997 and 1998 has nearly covered one year. It has been 

the sort of cursory project - no initiation - that Sufis would certainly consider a 

worldly vanity and dangerous enterprise. After all, "one ought not to jump into the 

ocean when one cannot swim" (that is, without the guidance of a spiritual master). 

One Sufi, filled with laughter, mentioned 'one university professor' who was 'his own 

pupil' (ye ostad-e daneSgahi morid-e hwod bud), while others added that if I wanted 

to learn anything, I had no choice but to 'go (all) the way' (hayad rah raft). There are 
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no claims in this study of knowledge 'from the inside' in the Sufi sense of the term, 

but the esteemed company of the Sufis (and the literature I collected during my stay) 

nevertheless produced some essential ingredients for a broad outline of historical 

development. These ingredients included glimpses of an emerging pattern. 

During my last visit in September 1998, I was led into an informal gathering by 

Sufis whom I had previously known, which - to my great surprise - turned out to be a 

'class of mysticism' (kelas-e cerfan). In the gatherings I had previously visited, which 

were ranging from very formal, lodge-based congregations to almost spontaneous 

meetings, hierarchical master-disciple relations had always been among the defining 

features. Here, the relations of master and disciples had been transformed into teacher 

(ostad) - pupil (Mgerd) relations. While average Sufi gatherings had been decisively 

monological, the class of mysticism featured dialogue, which began by the teacher 

informing what passages in Rumi's Masnavï his audience would like to read. It ended 

with him - as far as I could judge, sincerely - informing whether his evocations and 

explanations of mystic matters had been to the satisfaction of his audience. 

The authoritative words spoken in average Sufi gatherings were not usually 

subject to further verbal exchanges, but here, the pupils had subjected their teacher's 

discourse to questions, and, where his answers were not deemed sufficient, friendly 

but deliberate discussion. The new class of mysticism included a widely varied 

audience, which similarly contrasted with the Sufi gatherings I had previously 

witnessed. There were some fifteen people present, some young children among 

them, women with and without the hegdb, a teacher of yoga who held a low opinion 

of Islam, and Sufis dedicated to traditional Islamic exegesis. In response to one 

particular 'pointe' (nokte) in the teacher's Afasnavf-exegesis, and as if generally 

reflecting the structure of the gathering, one pupil raised an issue which reminded of 

the fundamental debates which currently rage within the world of Iranian Shi'ism: 

Religion is similar to taste. One experiences it not with the head but with the 
soul (gan). If one tries only to 'understand' religion, it becomes cliché. One must 
enjoy it! Once, I even heard someone say: 'Thank God that this prayer is over 
[hoda-ye Sokr In namaz tamam Sod)'. Such a person does not enjoy religion! 

The implicit reference was to the Islamists of whom it is held that they are 'dry by 

religion' (hoSk-e mazhab). The teacher of the flock, finally, was brought at one point 

to the statement that: "Anyone who grows, takes his environment into consideration; 
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it is only people with a closed mind who want to dominate anything and everything. 

If one takes everything, one engages in the relations of hell. One must welcome life." 

The mystic regimes of the past - my exposé ends with the presidency of Khatami -

will now, with current changes in Iran, possibly give way to an emerging civil soci

ety. The new regime may lead Iranian Sufis to celebrate again "Celui qui manifesta son 

humanité, Comme mystère de gloire de sa divinité radieuse, et qui ensuite se montre 

a découvert dans sa creature, Sous la forme de quelqu'un qui mange et qui boit" 

(CORBIN, 1972 (1): 146, citing MASSIGNON, 1955: 39-40, who translated al-Hallag). 





PART ONE 

Mystic Regimes 





CHAPTER ONE 

Full Circle 

On the Interpretation of Iranian Sufism 

A pervasive tradition attributes the origins of Iranian Sufism to national resistance. 

Driving back home after a Sufi congregation, Mohammad spoke in a secretive 

voice: "Now I will tell you something. Pay attention." He sadly proclaimed: "The 

Arabs came by the sword, subjecting neighbouring peoples and violating their 

ways of life." Only the Iranians (it is often heard) had retained their language and 

culture. "But we saw the virtue of the Message, and saved it from them." An 

inverse account has Sufism as a stronghold of alien or repressive power in Iran, 

from the outset. Enemies associate Sufism with Zoroastrian despotism, Greek 

philosophical pollution of Islamic theology, or illegitimate Christian monasticism. 

For many involved in its propagation or denunciation, Sufism equals its 

origins. These may be alluded to in historical contexts such as the Arab invasion, 

but they are not often thought of as occupying an historical locus restricted by 

temporal and spatial dimensions. They are rather seen as the manifestation of an 

essence. 'Iran', 'Shicism' and 'Sufism' are conceived as preordained qualities rather 

than decipherable units, manifest to the surface of their appearance. Explaining 

history, a NecmatollahI Sufi told me that his order had 'always just been there'. 

Sufis resist historical objectivation more sharply when it comes to what Sufism 

actually does. They either describe spiritual experience as a transcendence of time, 

as reaching the place where time is no longer, or as the point in consciousness 

where one drowns in the state of the 'now' that shatters past and future by 

absorbing all. A quest for the referent in time (x) of a particular event (y) remains 

pointlessly grounded where a sheikh is honoured for his spiritual ascent or 

simultaneous presence in different places. The reality of objective geography 

meets the denial of Sufis who claim to head for 'nowhere place' {nakogadabad). 

3 
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As much as Iranian Sufis resist secular, historical chronologies, they often abhor 

sociological categories.' Although a consciousness of violent persecution per

vades their reflections on self, this awareness does not often lead to objectiva-

tions that might, for instance, structurally juxtapose them to rulers or jurists. The 

enemies of Sufism are rather understood as a geographically and historically 

indistinct, universal psychological type of 'spiritually lesser endowed creatures'. 

Transhistorical essentialism, then, which enemies and participants alike employ in 

Sufism's discussion, is a defining feature of Iranian Sufism's discursive universe. 

Wars of words have been waged between NecmatollahI Sufis and orders with 

competitive, mutually exclusive claims for spiritual leadership, but there was no 

response from the Soltan'alïsahl order, when the nationalist historian Ahmad Kas-

ravi publicly castigated Sufism as a whole for all of Iran's social ills in the 1940s. 

Since 1945, an authoritative account of Iranian, Shicite spirituality by Henry 

Corbin mirrored the essentialist Sufi vision of the self2 and its negation of social 

historicity. Corbin and a group of Iranian friends and colleagues defined Shi'ism 

as an essentially 'immanent' and transhistorical esoteric tradition, far removed 

from any worldly, material and political concerns. A major context for this late 

twentieth century configuration was a state interest in Sufism, which was in some 

ways beneficial to the definition of a national identity and as a counterweight to 

political Islam. The Shah and the Empress Farah had Sufis in their entourage, as 

religious teachers and advisors. 'Corbinism' also marked an esoterical shift in the 

definition of Sufism,3 which had previously become worldlier in the context of the 

nation-state. Corbin's views were in turn overrun by the Iranian revolution, an 

'exterior' and historical sociological event that bore witness to a different 

Islamism. His esoterism and the construction of a quietist Shicism thus came full 

circle with his death in 1978. The point of its description here is to take issue with 

an excessively idealistic hermeneutics in the interpretation of Shi'ite religiosity. 

1 "La mission des 'orafa [mystics] [....] opère une deserialisation" (CORBIN, 1971, (1): 185). 
The Sufi image of has been influenced by Neo-Platonism (as was Corbin) (TRIMINGHAM, 

1971: 134; AHMADI and AHMADI, 1998) Plotinus's Emanation doctrine involves 'descent' and 
•procession', analogous to Shi'ite Sufi nozid and so'ud. Like Iranian Sufis, Plotinus 'located' Ema
nation outside time and space in a mystical 'nowhere' (DE GANDILLAC. 1952: 19). In 1941/2 a 
Soltan'alisahi leader wrote a laudation on Plotinus (Falsafa-ye FlOfin: Ra'is-e aflatüniyan-e ahlr). 

"11 fut [...] a 1'origine d'un mouvement spirituel qui aspirait a établir un pont entre ITran 
traditionnel et la modernité" (SHAYEGAN, 1990: 25). 
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1.1. 'Un univers spirituel a comprendre' 

Corbin, while demonstrating the originality of the intuitive method, says: 
"Western anthropology, sidetracked by the fables of the positivist ideology of 
objectivity, has quite recently discovered the notion of understanding (Ver-
stehen) whereas the Muslim gnostic from the very beginning, and especially 
since the XVIIth century with Molla Sadra, has placed this existential 
internalization in the forefront of the sociological or historical event.' 

Corbin was a French philosopher, orientalist and an ecumenical Protestant the

ologian who was to become 'the foremost Western student of Shicism'.5 He went 

on a state mission to Turkey in 1939, on behalf of the Bibliothèque Nationale, to 

search for manuscripts of the mystic SohrawardI in the libraries of Istanbul. His 

teacher Louis Massignon had presented Corbin with one of SohrawardI's texts in 

1928, which had marked the beginning of his interest in Islamic mystisicm. The 

plan was for Corbin to stay three months, but his stay lasted until 1945 because of 

the war. In August 1944, the Bibliothèque Nationale issued another 'ordre de mis

sion', for Persia this time, and on 14 September 1945 Corbin arrived in Tehran. 

In Tehran, Corbin set out to study Iranian Shi'ism, which he conceived of as 

Islam's strongest living, esoterical tradition.8 One result of his studies has been the 

monumental, four-volume essay En Islam iranien (1971/2), which had as its 

mission to document Shi'ite spirituality from its literary canon. From the 1960s, a 

circle of Shicite scholars and friends assembled around Corbin in Tehran, among 

4 NARACHI, 1976: 96. Of Corbin's colleague Seyyed Hosein Nasr it has been remarked that he, 
after an 'occidental exile' and upon reappropriating the Iranian Islamic tradition, could now "relate 
to Molla Sadra's metaphysical versteken" after which he "came to view mysticism as the main axis 
of his thinking and worldview" (BOROUJERDI. 1996: 122-3). 

5 Seyyed Hossein NASR, 1979, in TABATABAM, 1982: 9. "Writers on Sufism have fought shy 
of dealing with the question of the relationship of Sufism and Shï'ism. L. Massignon was 
concerned with the relations of Shi'ïs with al-Hallaj; but otherwise the only scholars who have 
attempted to deal with it have approached it from the Shi'i viewpoint - we may mention Henri 
Corbin, W. Ivanow, and Sayyid Husain Nasr" (TRIMINGHAM. 1971: 135). 

6 In 1954, Corbin would succeed Massignon at the religious sciences section of the École Prati
que des Hautes Études (SHAYEGAN, 1990: 14-22). It was [probably] in Istanbul that Corbin ac
quired text editing skills, through the German orientalist Helmut Ritter (verbatim Bernd Radtke). 

7 Cf. SHAYEGAN, 1990: 23; CORBIN, (En Islam iranien, 1971. (1): 128. "Ce qui était Ie but de 
ma mission, comment je m'appliquai a mettre en oeuvre des longs projets et les vastes penseurs> 
[....] La tache immediate: recueillir le materiel, créer un cabinet de travail, commencer a publier 
[....] Je commencai la publication de la Bibliothèque Iranienne" (1981: 47). 

8 CORUIN repeatedly referred to Shi'ism as "la tradition ininterrompue de la gnose (silsilat al-
Mrfan)" (En Islam iranien, 1971, (I): 110). 
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whom were the professor of Islam and court-intimate Seyyed Hosein Nasr, the 

diplomat Hüsang Besarat, and philosopher-theologian cAllama Tabataba'I.9 

Many literate Sufis in Tehran are familiar with Corbin, whose work had 

significantly helped define their spirituality. In so far as a Sufi sentiment against 

historical sociology (or more specifically historicism and historical materialism) is 

formulated in an explicit theory of transcendental history, it often directly derives 

from him. One Tehrani sheikh I spoke with even referred to 'la gnose' rather than 

to 'erfan or tasawwof in an explanation of Sufi mysticism. More than Michel 

Foucault's short excursion into Iranian spirituality in 1978, which remained firmly 

rooted in French post-structuralist concerns (and ended in a public apology),10 

Corbin's exploration of Shicism became a laudatory definition of it, blurring 

boundaries between sympathetic scholarship and exegetic participation. 

Corbin's exegetic participation involved hermeneutical phenomenology. 

Hermeneutics meant 'reconduire une chose a sa source', where 'source' has the 

meaning of an essence, of 'the origin of any perspective'. To establish that which 

must be relocated required phenomenology, which meant 'sauver les phénomènes', 

or reconstructing phenomena as they are conceived by the subject." To write 

history from such concerns is to blend with one's subject, and Corbin (mentioning 

seventeenth century Persian Neo-Platonists who did not distinguish between 

knowledge and revelation) conceived of the project as an initiation.12 His search 

for 'le fait religieux' ignored discontinuous political incursions, which were lac

king in eternal essence - one would search in vain for public statements by Corbin 

on the coup d'état in Iran in 1953 or the student revolt in Paris in 1969, both of 

9 SHAYECAN, 1990: 25, 27; CORBIN, 1971, (1): 6; 1972. (1): 220-1, 3. NASR estimated the 

influence of Corbin in Iran to have been quite large (1977: 25). 
The relations between Corbin and Foucault, intellectual and other, have remained largely 

unexplored. It seems obvious though, inferring from the similarity of their theme (Iranian spiritu
ality) and from Corbin's fame in France at the time, that Foucault took his main inspiration from 
the former. Perhaps the fact that FOUCAULT had already spoken out strongly against transcen
dental history (1972) and afterwards never gave up this position, is the reason for his exploration 
not to have developed into the kind of willed blending of 'Western' and 'Eastern' perspectives that 
is so striking in Corbin's project (cf. STAUTH, 1991). Corbin's pupil Daryush Shayegan, "who like 
[...] Foucault, had come to express his admiration for the spiritual dimension of the Iranian re
volution," similarly engaged "in a theoretical autocritique" in 1982 (BOROUJERDI, 1996: 153-4). 

" CORBIN, 1971. (1): xix, xx; 143; xix. He defined hermeneutical phenomenology in 
accordance with ta'wll, which means esoteric or allegorical. Qur'anic exegesis. 

'2 CORBIN, 1971, (1): xin. 7. SHAYEGAN (1990: 286) cited Ricoeur's distinction between 
'herméneutique amplifiante' (the Corbinian mode) and 'reductrice' in this respect. 
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which influenced Iranian Shicism. But En Islam iranien, intended to be a timeless 

understanding of Iranian Shi'ism, would develop a life of its own, and attain tem

porally distinct political meanings that were exterior to the intentions of its author. 

Exteriority 

'Exteriority' is a term coined by Michel Foucault, which marked a position 

contrary to hermeneutics and phenomenology.13 It refers to the quality of 

autonomy in historical phenomena - beyond the scope of an actor's intentionality 

or subjectivity - and thus it stands opposed to Corbin's initiatory comprehension. 

The most effective way to argue the relevance of exteriority for Sufism's 

interpretation, is to explore the space from which Corbin's project of initiation was 

itself exterior to the Shi'ite 'spiritual universe' it sought to comprehend. 

In 'Nietzsche, history, genealogy' Foucault explained the ironical meaning of 

Ursprung for Nietzsche.14 It is the myth of those who cannot reconcile themselves 

with their historicity, or discontinuous presence (which cannot be subsumed in an 

all-embracing 'origin'). In his treatment of this vision's implications, Foucault 

again followed Nietzsche in his definition of alternative historiography. One of its 

concepts is 'emergence' (Entstehung), which connotes synchronous power rela

tions that influence an historical manifestation. To explicate exteriority in Cor

bin's project is, first, to describe the emergence of En Islam iranien in France and 

Iran after the second world war. Secondly, I will explore exteriority in the forward 

direction through the sociological notion of its 'unintended consequences': after 

Corbin's demise, En Islam iranien was used for contemporary political purposes. 

1. 

There was an historical dissatisfaction with the Western here and now in Corbin's 

work. Western universities and Western society, he felt, were conquered by 

positivism and Marxism. He conceived of transhistorical spirituality as universal 

13 With 'exteriority' came a collection of other de-subjectivised concepts such as 'archaeology', 
'archive', 'range', and 'grid'. Cf. CORBIN (1971, (1): ix-xxill), for explicit statements of 
hermeneutical phenomenology in contradistinction to positions of exteriority. 

14 In RABINOW, 1991: 80. Foucault levelled severe criticism on the Idealism of conventional 
historiography in many of his works. Cf. The Order of Things (1994, Preface) and The 
Archaeology of Know/edge (1972, part four, chapter one: Archaeology and the History of Ideas). 
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religiosity, but the predominance in Western academia and society of historicism15 

had eroded the possibility of relating to it. En Islam iranien was an attempt to 

restore lost spirituality, and explicitly a critique of modernity16 that resembled the 

views and writings of his friend and source of inspiration Martin Heidegger. 

Corbin's contact with Heidegger dated back to 1931, when the two met in 

Freiburg. The context for the encounter was a series of German travels (1930-

1936), in which Corbin discovered various Christian thinkers and mystics (such as 

Karl Barth). Heidegger entrusted the French translation of Was ist Metaphysik? 

(1929) to Corbin, which was published - with fragments of Sein und Zeit (1927) -

in 1938.17 One observes Heidegger's intellectual influence on Corbin in three 

interrelated themes: the fate of the West (that nowadays also mutilated the East), 

in the face of the alienating hegemony of a technological mode of life, which 

destroyed the authentic life. After the war, Corbin brought Heidegger's 

hermeneutics to Iran with him, and the Western criticism of self in turn made a 

lasting impact on Iranian Shicites. More directly, Corbin's and Heidegger's 

Western views affected spiritual perspectives in Corbin's Iranian circle. 

In the beginning of the 1960s, Corbin met with the Sanscritist Daryush 

Shayegan, whom he supervised for his dissertation on Hinduism and Sufism at the 

Sorbonne. From 1977, Shayegan led the Iranian Centre for the Study of 

Civilisations, which was preoccupied with the identities of and relations between 

East and West, modernity and tradition.19 But beyond the French and German 

intellectual influences, Shayegan's Markaz-e ïrdnï-ye Motalée-ye Farhangha was 

materially enabled by and established under the Iranian supervision of the Farah 

Pahlavi Foundation. In 1974, "upon securing the Queen's patronage", Corbin's 

Historicism for Corbin did not connote Popper's critique of History as Prediction, but 
referred to the explication of mental phenomena in terms of their temporal and social contexts. Cf. 
1971, (1): 22-38, for Corbin's critique of Marxism and of positivism. 

"Corbin pose des questions sous lesquelles on sent percer une certaine inquietude. L'Orient 
risque de perdre son ame par suite d'une technologie envahissante et d'une occidentalisation [....] 
Cependant [...] fleurissent en Occident de pseudo-ésotérismes [...] qui tournent Ie dos a la 
Tradition dont ils se croient les représentants" (BRUN, 1981: 77). 

17 JAMBET, 1981: 17 (Les Cahiers de L'Herne); SHAYEGAN, 1990: 21. 
l8BOROUJERDI, 1996: 148. 

In the 1970s, Iranian sociologist and court-intimate Ehsan NaraqI (who had 'matrilineal ties 
to the queen') brought 'Eastern and Western civilisation' into his analytical focus as well: "The 
'reality' he spoke of was of Western science and technology, whereas the 'truth' alluded to oriental 
faith, mysticism, and esoteric philosophy" (BOROUJERDl, 1996: 136. 139). 
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colleague Seyyed Hosein Nasr founded the Imperial Academy of Philosophy, 

which collaborated closely with Corbin's Institut Franco-Iranien.20 Nasr defined as 

his aim "presenting Shicism to the Western world from the point of view of 

Shi'ism itself."21 Obviously with a similar Western audience in mind, 'Allama 

Tabataba'I defined Shicism as an "Islamic science', in particular a 'spiritual 

anthropology'.22 Corbin's En Islam iranien, and both Nasr's and Tabataba'fs 

definitions of Shi'ism, excluded any contemporary political definitions. 

Following in the footsteps of Massignon, Corbin conceived of Shicism as a 

'christologie', and it was perhaps due to this analogy that he ignored revolutionary 

potential in Shicite concepts of martyrdom.23 Instead Corbin, Nasr, Tabataba'I and 

their Tehran circle rewrote Shicism into otherworldly gnosis, as is seen in an 

anecdote, reported by Nasr, of a conversation between Corbin and Tabataba'I: 

Corbin, who himself was as far removed from 'historicism' as possible, once 
said to 'Allamah Tabataba'I during the regular discussions they had together 
in Tehran [...], "Western scholars claim that 'All is not the author of the Nahj 
al-halaghah. What is your view and whom do you consider to be the author 
of this work?" 'Allamah Tabataba'I raised his head and answered in his usual 
gentle and calm manner, "For us whoever wrote the Nahj al-balaghah is CA1I, 
even if he lived [only] a century ago" [insertion mine]. 

The highest authority in Shicism (marga'-ye taqlïd), ayatollah Borügerdï, 

remained at a distance from Corbin's circle. There had been a clash with 

Tabataba'I,25 whom he felt was too philosophical and distant from jurisprudence 

(feqh) to be respectable, and one imagines that Corbin's ecumenicalism was, for 

Borügerdï, another universe altogether. But the gap between the jurists' exoterior 

Shicism and Corbinian esoterism would widen still further, as twenty years of 

211 BOROUJERDI, 1996: 125. 
21 NASR, 1979, in TABATABA'I, 1982: 10. CORBIN'S explicit statement reads: "L'enseig-

nement des Imams [....] n'est jamais un «programme politique»" (1971, (I): 222). Corbin and 
Nasr further co-operated via the Imperial Iranian Academy of Philosophy (headed by the latter). 

22 TABATABAM, 1982: 9. CORBIN in turn, bringing hermeneutics home to its religious origins, 
felt that "herméneutique et anthropologic mystique sont indissociables" (1972, (1): 312). 

23 CORBIN 1971, (2): 273-4, cf. HALM. 1994: 44-5. 
24 NASR, 1979, in TABATABA'I, 1982: 9. CORBIN (1971, (1): 90) wrote: "Or la perpetuation et 

la transmission de ce message spirituel des Imams sont indépendantes de [...] savoir si telle ou telle 
société islamique rejettera ou acceptera. pour 's'adapter au monde moderne'. [Ie] code civil." 

25 Cf. DABASHI, 1993:281-4. 
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traditional quietism had come to an end too with BorOgerdI, in 1961. 

Iranian Shicism rapidly politicised from the 1960s onwards, and in the 1970s the 

religious world was flooded with Khomeyni's taped comments on world political 

events. But more than these, 'All SarFatï's 'Sociology of Islam' caught the national 

attention. SarFatï had studied in the Western here and now, in Paris, and had been 

deeply moved by the personality of Louis Massignon, both as an orientalist 

teacher of mysticism and as a political publicist. Contrary to his quietist pupil 

(Corbin), Massignon was very explicit (left-wing and anti-colonialist) poli

tically.26 As a consequence of Massignon's and other French and German, Marxist 

influences, SarFatï endeavoured both to objectify and to revolutionise Shicism. 

Thus, for SarFatï, "Sufism was [...] a central element in that obscurantism 

which represented a retreat from the [...] struggle to establish an Islamic Order." 

His own views, however, were not void of mysticism. Only, "SharFatl's new 

strain of [...] Mysticism, if it can be so-called, [was] communal as much as [...] 

individual."27
 DABASHI (1993: 107) observed: "it is as if the mystical truth of the 

Sufi masters, the stuff of Massignon's scholarship [...] is [...] transfused into the 

ideological truth of SharFati's [...] political agenda." From an alienating West to 

an imaginary East, Corbin's En Islam iranien had emerged from and developed in 

the opposite direction. As "[o]thers have spoken of the necessity of a 'permanent 

revolution'," stated Corbin in 1976, possibly in a late recognition of the Shicite 

likes of SarFatï, "I will pronounce the necessity of a 'permanent hermeneutics'."28 

26 Disapprovingly, CORBIN wrote: "Sur Ie tard, il fut désolé quand ses amis ne purent Ie suivre 
dans ses options politiques" (in Les Cahiers de l'Herne, 1981: 40). 

SIRRIYEH, 1998: 164, 167. "When Sharï(atï spoke in negative terms about Sufism, and he 
did so frequently, it was not that he denied the virtue of mysticism completely, but rather that he 
associated the way it had developed with reactionary clericalism" (op. cit., pp. 166-7, cf. op. cit., 
p. 165). The paradox is further seen in that "his voice [was] influential not only in progressive 
religious circles in Iran [...], but would also be heard by Sunni as well as Shi'i revivalists [...], 
among the radical Sufis of Turkey and Central Asia as well as among Muslim activists disposed to 
share his critical perspective on Sufism" (op. cit., p. 167). BOROUJERDI (1996: 114) judged that 
"his disdain of the West was not that of an Islamic mystic unaware of the West but that of a 
disillusioned Western-educated intellectual". There is one report of a clash between the Corbinians 
and the revolutionaries: "Nasr's status as a cultural figure of the Pahlavi regime was in total 
opposition to Shari'ati's antistatist views, leading to the exchange of such mutual accusations as a 
•reactionary arm-chair intellectual' and a 'subversive Islamic-Marxist attempting to infiltrate the 
ranks of religious forces'. The culminating point in the parting of ways of Nasr and SharFati 
happened around 1970 when upon hearing a lecture in which Shari'ati compared Imam Hosein to 
Che Guevara, Nasr resigned from the Hoseyniyye-ye Ershad" (BOROUJERDI, 1996: 126-7). 

28 Interview with Philippe Némo (Les Cahiers de L'Herne, 1981: 36). 
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2. 

On the eve of the Islamic revolution (7 October 1978) Corbin passed away. In an 

obituary essay one reads doubt as to whether the prophetic teacher had succeeded, 

after all, in grasping Shicism's timeless essence.29 "Ultime symbole:" Chamay 

wrote, "Henry Corbin est mort alors que s'exaltait la Revolution islamique." 

Ever since, he suggested, the politics of Shicism caught the eye. Surely, political 

Shi'ism was nothing of a novelty, but Corbin's demise did close off a chapter in 

Iranian history in which leading intellectuals such as he himself, Tabataba'I and 

Nasr had been in a position to both represent and construct Shi'ism as a spiritual 

project (with the help of the French and Iranian states), in the midst of ever present 

political interpretations which had conquered the stage during their lifetimes. 

Since the revolution, fieldwork-based Western studies of Iranian Shicism from 

a hermeneutic perspective have been rare. Exceptionally, LOEFFLER (1988) wrote 

an empirically valuable account of 'religious beliefs in a Persian village'. It shared in 

some of the views of symbolic anthropology - which, through Geertz, reached back to 

the German hermeneutic tradition.31 Like Corbin, symbolic anthropology has gene

rally approached religion as a self-contained system of meaning. In Islam Obser

ved (1968) GEERTZ accounted for a 'religious perspective' by triangular relations 

with 'worldview' and 'ethos'. Explaining challenges to 'religious hypotheses' (pp. 276-

9) Loeffler employed a similarly idealist scheme. There were challenges from within 

the religious system - new experiences, mystical insights, meanings discovered in texts 

- and external ones - disconfirming evidence from thought systems outside of religion 

- but none incorporated the socio-political factors that determine religious regimes. 

Loeffler convincingly charted a series of religious types, but they seemed de

void of mutual relations and always to have been 'just there'. From his text it is not 

difficult to reconstruct his religious typology, however, in more exterior, temporal 

29 SHAYEGAN, Corbin's erstwhile pupil and colleague, changed his mind as well after Corbin 
died. "On arrivait ainsi a un paradoxe étrange : pour sauver I'ame et 1'individu, il fallait sécidahser 
la société. Car sans la separation de la foi et du savoir, pas de sujet de droit done pas de 
democratie. Sans Ie désenchantement du monde, pas d'objectivité, et sans la mathématisation 
galiléenne du monde, pas de sciences de la nature [...]" (1990: 290). 

3 0CHARNAY, 1981:279. 
31 To be accurate: Loeffler felt his study contributed to Bourdieu's practice theory (op. cit.. p. 

3). But as it is more about internally consistent, symbolic belief systems than 'practice'. 1 interpret 
it (despite Loeffler's criticisms of Geertz) as a work inspired by symbolic anthropology. 

32 ASAD (1983) has painstakingly criticised symbolic anthropology for its neglect of'power'. 
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terms. The 'fundamentalist' lamented the 'decline of morality in modern education 

and lifestyles'. Loeffler summarised: "His version turns out to be in many respects 

just about the opposite of what the modernist Craftsman considers to be the pure 

Islam" (p. 286). Thus, the context of religiosity for both was state-induced moder

nisation in the Pahlavi era. This context also applied to the Mystic's praise of 

"Westeners, who take great pains in developing industry so that people can live in 

ease, [and who] will discover the [Way] sooner than most of us" (p. 131). Within 

the same temporal frame, the 'representative of the people' lamented American 

'oppressors in Vietnam' and 'injustice' in the United States (p. 96). Loeffler may 

have been right to contend that the revolution had virtually no effect on these variant 

religiosities (p. 226), but he ignored the relevant dynamics in a prior course of col

lision: a clash of incompatible notions of Islam in the Pahlavi era that culminated 

in the revolution. SPOONER justly concluded that Loeffler's Islam in Practice un

dervalued social dynamics and historical trends (1996: 403; 406) - just like Corbin. 

After the revolution, Corbin's studies have not sunk into oblivion in Iran, nor 

have they fallen into disrepute. Given his quietist representations of Shicism, re

ceptivity towards them in the Islamic Republic strikes one as an ironical fate; an 

unintended consequence. French copies and Persian translations of his work (and 

that of Tabataba5!, but less of Nasr, who explicitly favoured the Shah) are found in 

many bookstores in Tehran, and his definitions devoid of politics are, paradoxi

cally, considered politically correct.33 Islamists and Sufis alike - beyond historical 

conflicts - often argue their relevance in the modern world in reference to 'the spi

ritual crisis of the West', of which Corbin had provided them with an 'authentic' 

account. 4 Corbin has remained a figure of authority not only for mystical repre-

The occidentalisation of Iranian political Islam was convincingly analysed by SHAYEGAN 
(1997). Corbin's post-revolutionary reception was parallelled in the Pahlavi period: "even in the 
midst of a rampant antiorientalist campaign in Iran in the 1960s and 1970s warm testimonies to 
certain types of orientalists never fell out of fashion with the higher echelons of the Iranian 
academic establishment. For example, in 1963 and 1977 Tehran University published two books 
in honor of French orientalists Henri Masse [...] and Henry Corbin" (BOROUJERDI, 1996: 143). 

Corbin had developed close ties to - among many influential Iranians - various Sufi masters 
(NASR, 1977: 25). The Soltan'alisahT order began invocations of 'the spiritual crisis of the West' 
from the 1960s. (See analysis in chapter 4 of (<Soltanhoseyn>) Tabandeh's treatise A Muslim Com
mentary on The Universal Declaration Of Human Rights). The Soltan'allsah! leader had spoken 
rather dismissiveiy of Corbin as a seeker who had not quite seen the light, but Corbin's influence is 
nevertheless felt in the Sufi leader's rather ecumenical definitions of mysticism. He for instance 
held Theosophy and Sufism to be one and the same school (CAHARDAHl, 1361/1982-3: 358). 



FULL CIRCLE 13 

sentations of self, but also for the political legitimacy of statist, republican Islam. 

This comes to the fore unambiguously in a report by Iran News on April 27,1997: 

[Ayatollah] Kashani said 'velayat al-mutlaqa', or the absolute leadership of 
mankind, was not the belief of Muslims alone, [as] even Christians, 
philosophers and gnostics shared the belief that it was 'velayat' which 
guaranteed the objectives of religion and human life [...] Kashani, quoting 
French philosopher Professor Henri Corbin, said that in the same way God 
sends prophets to guide humanity, there should be some divinely-decreed 
personages after the prophets to save mankind from pitfalls, since reason 
demanded that guidance should not abruptly end. 

Heideggerian philosophy had come to figure in Iranian discussions of Shicite 

spirituality, and it had been introduced to Iran by Corbin. But some in his 

audience employed it in unforeseen ways. Ahmad Fardld36 coined 'westoxication' 

{garbzadegi), which was to become a token of revolution from the 1960s, and a 

rumour in Tehran had him as the real inventor of Khomeyni's 'rule of the jurist' 

{welayat-e faqïh). Furthermore, "his theories have been adopted by some 

intellectuals who claim that the policies of the current Islamic regime are 

manifestations of Eastern spirituality."37 Fardld, for some time a disciple of the re-

35 Iran News, 27 April 1997. 
56 "The uneasy relationship between Persia and the West] has encouraged intellectuals like 

Ahmad Fardid [...] to adopt theories of conspiracy." Garbzadegi "was coined by Fardid, who 
claimed that Freemasons and Jews are engaged in a great conspiracy to 'hellenize' the entire world 
[....] 'Westoxication' appears to be derived from a recurring theme in Martin Heidegger's works, 
the 'darkening of the world.' The [...] decadence of the West had already begun, according to 
Fardid, with the development of Greek philosophy, in which human beings (vojud) were separated 
from the unity of consciousness (delagahi) [....]" (ASHRAF, 1996: 3). Similarly, "il y a chez 
Corbin [...] une evaluation plutöt negative a l'égard de 1'évolution [...] de la pensee occidentale" 
(SHAYEGAN, 1990: 21). Before the Islamic revolution, Shayegan's views - although infinitely 
more subtle and less confrontational - shared in much of the above views: "If occidental phi
losophy is a question of existence and being and if philosophy answers 'why' questions, in Islamic 
mysticism the questioner is God, and humankind only answers" (cf. BOROUJERDl, 1996: 149). 

37 ASHRAF, 1996: 4. Likewise, during the twentieth celebration of the victory of the Islamic 
Revolution, February 1999 in Isfahan. Hoggat ol-EsIam TaqavT. a conservative member of par
liament, told his audience that there was no need for cultural exchange - a key notion in Khatami's 
government - as Iran already had [the mystical traditions of] Molla Sadra and Mir Damad. 
ABRAHAMIAN (1993: 23) held Al-e Ahmad - who attained fame by a essay named Garbzadegi -
to have inspired Khomeyni's welayat-e faqih-doctv'me. In Al-e Ahmad's work, too, the influence of 
Heidegger has been detected (cf. BOROUJERDl, 1996: 71). AHMADI and AHMADI (1998: 105) 
spoke of an "escalation of the popularity of Sufi ideas in the aftermath of the Islamic revolution", 
which were officially transmitted through schoolbooks. They failed to recognise, however, that 
Sufism does not simply equate 'traditionality' (see chapter 2). What goes in its name in con
temporary Iran is very often rather a (modern) construction of it in the face of Western modernity. 
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formist ayatollah SangelagI - who had been on good terms with various elite per

sonalities in Reza Shah's monarchy (see chapter 3) - led his own intellectual circle 

from the late 1960s. Paradoxically, he had helped translate Corbin's Les Motifs 

Zoroastriens dans la phüosophie de Sohrawardi (1946),38 which could be easily 

read as a celebration of royalist, Iranian glory. Elite cultural nationalism had been 

transformed, in the philosophical thought of Fardid, into revolutionary ideology. 

Another student of Corbin's, Reza Davari, repeatedly referred to Heidegger's 

lament of the West in order to argue the legitimacy of the Islamic Republic in the 

face of its critics, such as 'Abdolkarlm Soriis (who preferred Popper).39 Particular

ly legendary, Davari and other ideologues of the Islamic Republic have often quo

ted Nur noch ein Gott kann uns retten, one of Heidegger's last, prophetic commu

nications (published in Der Spiegel, May 1976). Bitterly perceptive, SHAYEGAN 

(1997: 115-7) analysed the newest phase in transnational Orientalism40 thus: 

A twentieth-century German philosopher had to devote some attention to the 
'historical' stages of Western philosophy, and had to interpret it in terms of 
Occultation of Being, and had to unveil in his own way the variation of its 
discourses over time, so that an Iranian, situated as far from that world as it is 
possible to be, could read it in French translation and believe himself 
involved in a problem which had nothing to do with him; and, as an ultimate 
illusion, imagine that the messianic assertions of a German somehow contain 
the spiritual truth of Islamic renewal [....] our perception is mutilated. 

Possibly unrecognisable to an outsider, Corbin's representations have now become 

'Shicism from the point of view of Shicism itself, that is, Shicism, even from the 

politicised perspective of the Islamic Republic. 

The transnational project that set out to reconstruct Shicism to arrive at 'the 

origin of any perspective' reached its destination through a quietist, elite definition 

38BOROUJERDI, 1996:63. 

In the 1970s, the philosopher Dawari had participated in Shayegan's Civilisations Study 
Centre. Presently. Davari edits Name-re Farhang. which is published by the Ministry of Culture 
and (BOROUJERDI, 1996: 148, 158). 

SAID held that "what he says and writes, by virtue of the fact that it is said or written, is 
meant to indicate that the Orientalist is outside the Orient, both as an existential and as a moral 
fact. The principal product of this exteriority is of course representation" (1991 [1978]: 20-1). 
JAMBET, however, (1981: 14) observed of Corbin: 'Tl netudie pas des objects, il n'aborde pas 
I'univers percu par les philosophes iraniens comme une representation." Corbin's Orientalism (as 
much as that of his teacher Massignon) was marked by a committed personal involvement. 
Moreover, transnational (French-Iranian) cooperation was crucial to Corbin's projects. 
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of Shi'ism in the midst of political turmoil, and by then becoming, after the 

author's death, a token of respectability for a populist, political Islam. Ironically, 

Sarl'atl's contributions fell out of official favour soon after the revolution. 

But the hermeneutical phenomenology of Shi'ism's 'spiritual universe' would, 

because of exteriority denied, 'restore' Iranian Sufism to what it socially and his

torically never had been. After all, En Islam iranien was more than anything else a 

beautiful work of art, and an initiation - for believers - into Islam Corbanien. 

41 This was a standing joke among some of the French academic community in Tehran. Others 
have preceded my evaluation, in a similar mixture of respect and epistemological unease. This is 
what HODGSON (1974, 3: 45), for instance, had to say about some of Corbin's work: "Henry 
Corbin has beautifully set forth the devotional meaning of the 'alam al-mithal in several works, 
and especially in Terre celeste el corps de resurrection: de l'lran mazdéen a 1'lran shi'ite (Paris, 
1960), in which he attempts incidentally to show such continuities as can be surmised between the 
old Mazdean angelology and that of Islam (flavouring his description with a romantic Iranian 
nationalism not really borne out by his data). Corbin's 'The Visionary Dream in Islamic Society', 
in The Dream and Human Societies, ed. G. E. von Grunebaum and Roger Caillois (University of 
California Press, 1960), pp. 381-408, deals with the 'alam al-mithal [....] Corbin's magnificent 
perceptiveness has made us aware of the importance of both Mulla Sadra and Mir Damad [....] 
Unfortunately, in pursuit of his romanticism Corbin can be historically inexact. Thus he 
sometimes translates as if the text contrasted an Oriental 'theosophy' to a Peripatetic (and 
implicitly Western) 'philosophy', where the text refers simply to Ishraqis and Peripatetics, as 
names of schools, without either geographical or disciplinary specification. This is an instance of 
his frequent overdetermination in translating technical terms: for instance, he renders 'alam al-
mithal as world of archetypes, rather than something simpler like images, making his texts' in
clusion of mirror images seem absurd." As concerns 'romantic Iranian nationalism', Corbin wrote 
within a well-established French tradition: "Le Chiisme offrit une expression a cette nationalité qui 
s'obstinait a survivre [...] 1'idée persane se réincarna sous une forme religieuse [....] Le Chiisme 
préserva les Persans" (AUBIN, 1908: 458). In pre-revolution Iran itself there were critical voices 
too. In 1972, the political scientist HamTd 'Enayat had "criticized the French Islamist Henry 
Corbin for [...] divorcing Shi'ism from its social and political context" (BOROUJERDl, 1996: 142). 





CHAPTER TWO 

Tri la tera l F igura t ions 

On the Development of Iranian Sufism 

En Islam iranien divided 'the spiritual situation of Iranian Islam' into four traditions: 

scholastic theology (kalam), Sufism (tasawwof), Oriental illumination (eSraq), and 

metaphysical philosophy (falsafa). Corbin experienced his Shicite universe to 

incorporate tension: "a 1'Université théologique traditionelle de Qomm [...] 1'emploi 

des mots tasawwof'et soufi fait passer une ombre sur les visages."1 As a solution he 

adopted authoritative Iranian distinctions between 'true' and 'false' Sufis, restoring 

transhistorical unity. Righteous ones were unambiguously involved with gnostic 

mysticism (cerfdn); tricksters, impostors and clowns were counteracting the SarFa. 

The underlying reality was an enduring collision of epistemic orders that con

stitutes a point of departure for the interpretation of conflict. Confrontations between 

Shicite Sufis and other Muslims have been, more than anything else, about spiritual 

authority (discourse about which Corbin, too, considered as among Shicism's 

unifying themes).3 Contestations of spiritual authority, in the realm of the state, the 

seminary or within the confines of the lodge, point to political economy. With 

spiritual authority have come power and wealth, and enemies of Sufism still reproach 

the fourteenth century Shah Necmatollah Wall for both. Spiritual authority, moreover, 

has been a scarcity in itself, as much as power and wealth, because of its largely 

exclusive definitions, and because the competing parties have striven after monopoly. 

The shadow that Corbin witnessed over theologians' faces in Qomm derived from 

1 CORBIN,1971, (1): XI. These distinctions derived from the medieval mystic SohrawardT. 
2 The circular movement of Corbin's analysis - defining, searching for and internalising a 

preconceived Shi'ite spirituality - involved an implicit interpretative choice that made for a category 
of people to fall 'out' that thought itself 'in', and. thus, what Foucault called a 'play of dominations' 
(in RABINOW, 1991: 85). Foucault used the term in the context of his analysis of 'emergence' 
(Nietzsche, Genealogy, History), to argue that classifications embody (previous) acts of power. 

'CORBIN, 1971,(1): 14, 18, 170. 

17 
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a challenge of their traditional conception of spiritual authority in terms of 

•guardianship' (welayat). The Shi'ite doctrine of the Imamate holds that the prophecy 

was followed by an Imamic 'cycle of guidance' (da'erat ol-walayat). After the 

('larger') occultation of the twelfth Imam (in 941), Imamic authority came to be 

represented by Jurists. From the sixteenth century onward, their powers increased 

through high positions in the Safawid state, and in the eighteenth century, when their 

state ties were cut, they attained a virtual independence. But only since Khomeyni's 

welayat-e faqïh doctrine were they identified as the Qur'anic category of 'those who 

rule' (uluH-amr). Jurist rule has since then attained an activist, political meaning. 

For Shi'ite Sufis, welayat has similarly referred to Imamic authority, but also to 

their spiritual leaders, to mystical states, or 'sainthood'. Enemies have often stressed 

the incompatibility of these two definitions, in reference to harsh criticism of Sufis 

by the sixth, eighth and other Imams.4 Nevertheless, Shi'ite Sufis have often held 

their (historical) leaders to have been representatives of the Imam on earth, or the 

Pole of Poles (qotb ol-aqtdb) and the Hidden Imam to be one and the same person. 

An esoterical reading of the Imamate in which Shi'ite Sufis share, considers the 

'cycle of guidance' in terms of 'intitiation' (bafat) and 'friendship with God' 

(walayat). This doctrine holds Imam CA1I to be the 'Friend of God' {wall-Allah) who 

has been chosen by God to be his friend and, through this friendship, to be the patron 

of the community of believers. The eleven Imams who came after CA1I were consi

dered Friends of God as well, but Sunni as well as Shicite Sufis have also used this 

designation to refer, instead or in addition, to themselves. Some daring, Shicite Sufis 

have considered themselves to be depositories of the Real (haqlqat) - that is con

tained in walayat - and thus to represent, during the occultation, Imamic authority.5 

4 There is a collection of forty Imamic ahbar in rejection of Sufis and Sufism, Al-arbaTm hadisan 
fi radd as-sufiya, kept in the library of ayatollah ol-cozma Mar=asl Nagafi (title reference no. 4578) 
(<SALEH<ALÏSAH>//IZ ka-ye süfiyan ta hoiür-e 'arefan, 1375/1996: 82). 

5 Walayat, which is put to the test for believers on judgement day, has been described as "the most 
important article of ShicI faith" (FARSAKH, 1969: 132, cf. FYZEE, 1955: 113). See various references 
in CORBIN (1971/1972) for the authoritative treatment (relating and contrasting walayat to 'guidance' 
(welayat), 'martyrdom' (Sahadat), 'love' (mahabbat), the 'revelation' (resalat), and the 'prophethood' 
(nobowwat). The core of walayat for Corbin is 'spiritual initiation'). The Iranian legend of early 
historical relations between Sufis and Shi'ites (that figures, for example, in the work of NASR (1972) 
and TABATABA'I (1360/1981, 1982)) may be summarised as follows: Up to the eighth Imam, 'All 
al-Riza (d.818), relations between the Imams and prominent Sufis had been intimate. The Imams 
figure in the spiritual genealogies of all Shi'ite Sufi orders. Shah Ne'matollah claimed descent from 
the fifth Imam Muhammad al-Baqir (d.#733) and the Ne'matollahl spiritual genealogy further reflects 
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There are, however, three compelling arguments against turning tension between 

Shi'ite Jurists and Sufis into a Weberian dichotomy of religious types that juxtaposes 

'law' and 'experience'.6 First, such a typology would neglect an historical pattern of 

overlap between Jurists and Sufis. Second, (if only) because of its antinomian 

traditions, Sufism is not a unitary social object.7 Variation in such patterns and dis-

proximity in traditions that state the eighth Imam appointed Ma'rüf al-Karhl (d.815) as the (first) 
general leader of Sufis. In between the eighth and the twelfth Imams, contact between them and Sufis 
declined. After the disappearance of the twelfth Imam, Shi'ite hostility towards Sufism came to the 
fore in the case against the Sufi martyr Hallag. But numerous Shi'ite Jurists such as Ibn BabOya 
continued to comment favourably upon Sufism (NASR, 1972: 114-20). The ultimate synthesis 
between Sufism and Shi'ism was formulated in the fourteenth century by Sayyed Heydar Amoll. 
Then, Shi'ite Sufis also played a role in the establishment of the Sarbedar dynasty in Sabzawar 
(MEIER, 1976, (2): 301). In mediaeval Iran and Turkey the Youngmanliness (fotowwal) tradition 
provided a linkage between Sufism and organised professional groups (RAHMAN, 1966: 151). Sufis 
were the patron saints of guilds and crafts, and craftsmen engaged in the associational life of Sufi 
orders. The guilds acted as "a kind of bulwark against the state authority", in particular since the 
eleventh century, when the Abbasid dynasty was on the decline. From the thirteenth century, they 
would constitute centres of recruitment for rebellion against it. Usually, these groups were "heavily 
tinged with Shi'i-sectarian ideas, as in the case of the Sufis who backed the rise of the Ottoman and 
Safawid dynasties" in the late fourteenth and fifteenth centuries (KEDDIE, 1963: 50). Before attaining 
state power, the Safawids were called 'Sufi warriors' (Gozat-e sfifiya). For modern relations between 
(Iranian) Sufis and Shi'ites, see below. 

6 In his Religionssoziologie, WEBER defined an exclusive dichotomy of 'legalist' and 'mystic' types 
of religiosity (in Islam) (in 'The Social Psychology of the World Religions' (1977 [1922/3]). It 
opposed the Jurists' Islam of the Law and the Islam of Experience: Irrational, mystical, fatalistic, or 
orgiastic 'Dervish religion' (Sufism) (op. cit., pp. 269, 278, 284, 285, 288, 289, 292). In 'Religious 
Rejections of the World and Their Directions' (in the 'Typology of Asceticism and of Mysticism' 
(1977 [1915]), the Oriental mystic (non-innerworldly) type was contrasted to Occidental asceticism 
(op. cit., p. 325). Although Weber conceived of ideal types as approximations, the latter conception 
- which is more than an approximation - justifies historical critique (cf. AHMADI and AHMADI, 1998: 
60, who chart historical variation). Weber's views on Islam in general were contested on their logical 
coherence (TURNER, 1974) and empirical validity (RODINSON, 1974). Both strains of analysis 
indicate that 'Islam' is not in itself a suitable social science unit of analysis. Even 'fundamentalism' 
is not by some inherent mechanism opposed to Sufism. as is testified by fundamentalist Sufi orders 
(PETERS, 1986: 44-5). For similar reasons, GILSENAN proposed an historisation of Weber's ideal 
types (1973: 10-2). Possibly, WEBER'S dislike of German Romanticism - he saw German mysticism 
as a flight from reality into still enchanted private realms ('Science as a Vocation', 1977 [1919]: 155) 
- has influenced his views on Islamic mysticism. It seems furthermore probable that his studies of 
Islam - written at the beginning of this century, when knowledge of Islam often equated essentialist 
generalisations (cf. PETERS, 1986: 43; cf. ABU AMR, 1994) - were inspired by William James's a-
historical, and similarly social psychological approach to 'Varieties of Religious Experience' (1902). 
There is one reference of personal contact between Weber and James in 'The Protestant Sects and the 
Spirit of Capitalism' (1977 [1922/3]: 308). 

7 Classifications such as Hogwlri's (that divided Sufis into twelve groups) distinguished between 
praiseworthy ones and those to be condemned. Among the ones condemned were followers of Hallag 
and those proclaiming incarnationism (BALDICK, 1989: 64). Another famous Sufi who met with this 
reproach was 'Attar (d. #1220). Antinomians were often reproached for 'ecstatic utterances' (Sathïyal); 
words, possibly politically charged, spoken in a state of divine inspiration. They were the cause of the 
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tinctions, thirdly, had exterior and extra-typological reasons. The shape of relations 

between Jurists and Sufis, and between Sufis and their antinomians, has not prima

rily derived from a typologically structured spiritual universe, but from one in which 

all had to relate to Rulers and state regimes, whether dynastic, regional, or local.8 

exile of Bayezld Bastamï (d.#874). The Mu'tazilite inquisition of the ninth century targeted 
antinomians such as Zu'I-Nün al-Misrï (d.861). Many antinomians were known as the 'disturbed' 
(muwallahün) and 'enraptured' (magadib) (MEIER, 1976, (2): 512), and the most famous representa
tive of what has been termed Sufism's 'drunken wing' (after Bastami) was Ahmad al-Gazzali (d. 1126). 
Sufism's 'sober wing' as represented by Muhammad al-Gazzali (d.1111) stated that all antinomian 
Sufis had to be killed (BALDICK, 1989: 90). Antinomian Sufis who, according to SCHIMMEL, comprise 
a "class of illiterate, crude, and sometimes even very nasty saints" (1975: 20), were persecuted by 
Rulers, Jurists and Sufis alike. The 'wandering dervishes' (qalandars) prided themselves on anti-social 
behaviour (In the twelfth century they were transformed into Sufi orders, cf. MEIER, 1976, (1): 126-
7). They shared their outlook with the older 'people of blame' {malamatiya), who from the ninth 
century on strove to incur blame upon themselves by engaging in acts deemed improper, though, 
contrary to Wandering Dervishes, for religious reasons. The 'brigands' ('ayyarün) were powerful 
strongmen and criminals who from the ninth to the twelfth centuries fought a variety of enemies, for 
variable causes, in the name of 'chivalry' (fotowwat) (cf. TAESCHNER, 1960: 794). In Iran, chivalry 
by the name of 'youngmanliness' (gawanmardi) partially blended with Sufism, especially of the mala-
matl kind. 'Respectable' Ne'matollahis in seventeenth century Iran clashed with 'libertine' Heydari 
Sufis. Ne'matollahis and Heydarls were assigned to separate wards in Iranian cities. In Tabriz the 
inner-Sufism strife found its expression in annual fights and killings. In Shiraz it continued to the mid
dle of the nineteenth century (LAMBTON, 1954: 16; ABRAHAMIAN, 1979: 390). In other parts of the 
Islamic world, notably India, antinomians are to this day distinguished from their law-minded coun
terparts by the designation, sometimes taken as an honour, of being 'without the Islamic law' (blSai*). 

8 When Sufis ran into conflict, their antagonists were most often either Rulers (hokmranan. 
salatin), or Jurists (a rubric I employ to freely designate 'religious scholars' ('olama), 'those entitled 
to interpretation; egtehad (mogtahediri), 'those whose field is jurisprudence' (foqaha>), and 
theologians (mutakallinum). These socio-political categories are reproduced in other Islamic 
dichotomies such as 'the turban' and 'the crown' (ARJOMAND, 1988), or din wa dowlat (religion and 
state). The importance of conflicts with Jurists party derived from the fact that "as a class" they were, 
from the beginning of and throughout Islamic history, "intimately bound up with the state" 
(RAHMAN, 1966: 151). The most famous anti-Sufi 'dlim was Ibn Taymïya (d.1328). MEIER played 
down the importance of Rulers ("Die anstösse zum vorgehen gegen einzelne kamen aber nur in 
seltenen fallen vom fürsten selbst. Den anlass bildeten meist auseinandersetzungen auf einer 
niedrigeren ebene, zwischen Süfiyya und Süfiyya, zwischen theologen Oder juristen oder juristen und 
Süfiyya"), but then listed various cases in which state functionaries (admittedly not 'fiirsten' in the 
strict sense) were responsible for Sufi repression (1976, (2): 319-20). Jurists often provided Rulers 
with the arguments for fighting Sufis, and as a basis for more specific charges, three legal categories 
were generally available for framing these arguments: heresy/polytheism (Serk), infidelity/blasphemy 
(kofi-), and illegitimate innovation {bed'at). From the life-histories of Sufi martyrs it appears that such 
doctrine was often subject to political usage. Commentaries indicate that beyond doctrinal concerns, 
accusations levelled at the trial of Hallag (d.922) were related to groups that fought the Abbasid 
caliphate. The main charge, zandaqah, has been described as a "catch-all term for heresy deemed 
dangerous by the state" (ERNST, 1985: 99, cf. MASSIGNON, 1975: 425). Charges against 'Ayn al-
Quzat (d.1131) (claims to (prophethood and) kingship) point to similar motives for persecution. 

If one would incorporate the above three critiques of Weber into a refined (Weberian) typology 
of conflict, then actual options would amount to 13. As typology generally seeks lowest common 
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Sufism emerged from the seventh and eighth century quest of individual ascetics, 

who later assembled in groups and attracted an audience of pupils. As their teachings 

spread over the Islamic world, schools, lodges and orders came into being. However, 

as early as the ninth century, Sufism was involved in political-military activity.9 

Throughout Islamic history, alongside expanding military frontiers, Sufis have 

assisted in missionary conversion. From the tenth century, Sufi lodges had come into 

existence all over the Islamic world, and in the eleventh century, the Seljuqs used Su

fi institutions to protect the state against enemies.10 Beyond servile functionality, Sufi 

attempts at state foundation have been recorded from the twelfth century." In the 

twelfth and thirteenth centuries, Sufi orders emerged rapidly, which coincided with 

the usage of Sufis by the caliph during the restoration of the Abbasid caliphate. The 

socio-political importance of Sufism was reflected in the deification of Sufi sheikhs 

from the thirteenth century, as from then "they, in place of the scholar-jurists, became 

the most respected leaders of the population," while engaging in intimate relations 

with state regimes.12 In the late fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, most importantly, 

Turkish and Iranian Sufis "backed the rise of the Ottoman and Safawid dynasties."13 

denominators, it would depict only forms of conflict, to the neglect of causes. It would generate a 
three-tiered universe of Sufis, Rulers, and Jurists that divides into Sufi and non-Sufi sub-types and 
dissolves Sufism into antinomians and non-antinomians. These parties would then obtain for conflict: 
1) Sufi Ruler, 2) non-Sufi Ruler, 3) Sufi Jurist. 4) non-Sufi Jurist, 5) Sufi Ruler-Jurist, and 6) non-Sufi 
Ruler-Jurist. If the conflicts of antinomians (6) are distinguished from those of non-antinomians (6), 
and if conflict between Sufis and their antinomians (1) is included, then actual options amount to 13. 

'> MEIER, 1976,(1): 125; (2): 300, cf. TRIMINGHAM, 1971: 69. Seeking a Weberian explanation 
for Sufi power, LINDHOLM (1998) pointed to the paradox of an 'emissary religion' (active, moral and 
sober, i.e. non-charismatic) with a less than perfectly manifest revelation. Here, charismatic Sufi 
movements found their niche. It was to be taken over by 'emissary' religiosity, however, through "the 
rise of modern ideals, and the heightened repressive power of the central state" (op. cit. p. 209). 

' "BALDICK, 1989:58. 
11 MEIER, 1976,(2): 301. 
12 BALDICK, 1989: 171; MEIER, 1992, (2): 131. 

" K E D D I E , 1963:50, cf. RAHMAN, 1966: 151. From the fourteenth century, mystics were labeled 
'king' (iah) (BUSSE, 1972: 40). Since the end of the Middle Ages, Iranian Sufism developed in a 
separate direction because of the specific character of the Shi'ite state (see below, paragraph 2.1.), and 
because of the fact that Iran was never completely colonised. In many areas of the Islamic world. 
Western colonialism was as much of influence on Sufism as the earlier political history in which 
Sufism expanded alongside the Islamic frontiers. It provided the context for both a politicisation of 
Sufism and for Islamic reform movements. Sufi orders in North and West Africa, for instance, 
expanded both through their attaining of new political functions as tribal mediators and as propagators 
of Islamic reform. Either resistance to or collaboration with Western colonial powers (in an earlier 
period North African Sufi orders had resisted the Osman colonisers) brought about their position. In 
nineteenth century Senegal and Niger and twentieth-century Libya, the Tiganiya (see ABUN-NASR, 
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In the sixteenth century, the Iranian Safawid Empire evolved from a tribal Sufi order 

of Turkish descent. The subsequent repression and virtual disappearance of Sufism 

in seventeenth century Iran was caused by an historical inversion: a coalition of 

Rulers and Jurists. After the Safawids' defeat by the Afghan Afshar tribe in the 

eighteenth century (1722), many Jurists retreated to Iraqi centres where they would 

be virtually autonomous. In the nineteenth century, the new Qajar state extended 

royal patronage to Sufism, partially in an attempt to curb their growing powers. The 

reunification of the Iranian state and the Qajars' issuing of royal patronage set the 

stage for the re-emergence of the Necmatollahï order's mystic regime in Iran. 

2.1. The renaissance of the Necmatollahï order 

Worldly rulers [...] are manifestations of only one of the divine attributes, but 
the True King is he who rules over all the manifestations of all the Names of the 
Absolute: the Perfect Man whose sayings are supreme. Worldly rulers must 
spread his word by the sword. (Shah Ne'matollah Wall)14 

When Shicism became the state religion in 1501, Sufism was ruthlessly suppressed 

"because it was seen as a potential threat to political and religious authority."15 The 

state set out to deplete alternative, autonomous sources of spiritual authority in the 

figure of the sheikh - which had been crucial in the establishment of the Safawids: 

the first ruler, Shah IsmacIl, reigned as Sufi qotb as well as Imamic descendant.16 The 

realistic threat posed to state authority came from an organised Sufism of Safawid 

1965) and the SanOsiya founded states. The Mahdiya state in late nineteenth century Sudan derived 
from a (former) Sufi master. In Central Asia and the Caucasus, there is a similar history of resistance 
to (Russian) colonial rule and subsequent expansion, from the eighteenth to the twentieth centuries. 
The Emirs of Bukhara were dervish kings. From the sixteenth century, the strengthening of a Hindu-
Islamic syncretization marks the history of Sufism in Timurid India. In eighteenth and nineteenth 
century India, Sufism attained renewed political importance through reform movements and resistance 
to the British. Sufism had attained many socio-political functions in the Ottoman Empire, and in 
nineteenth century Turkey, Sufis lent their support to Osman pan-Islamism (cf. SIRRIYEH, 1998). 

14 Cited in POURJAVADI and WILSON, 1978: 21, cf. ZARRINKOB, 1369/1990, (2): 190. 

Throughout history, many Sufis had made claims to power, explicitly or implicitly, such as Nagm al-
Din RazI (d.1256), who "states in the Mirsad al-'Ibad min al-Mabda' ila'l Mcfad that the highest good 
was obtained when the kingship of faith and [...] the world were united in one person" (LAMBTON, 
1956: 138). During his fieldwork in Pahlavi Iran, GRAMLICH witnessed a Haksar ceremony in which 
it was held that: "Der König der Könige ist der Qalandar der Epoche" (1981: 87). 

1 5ARJOMAND, 1984: 109, 244; KIYANÏ. 1369/1990-1: 260-1. 
16 See ALGAR, 1969:27. 
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descent, and from differently affiliated groups, which had flourished in the wake of 

the Safawid ascent. NecmatollahI leaders, who had become related to the Safawids 

by blood and who were provincial governors,1 were aspiring for political power.' 

Attacks against Sufis renewed under Shah 'Abbas the Great (1587-1629) because 

of NecmatollahI political intrigues.19 However, a different Sufism flourished in his 

polity. 'Erfan, mysticism or philosophically oriented and respected 'gnostic wisdom', 

was largely unrelated to 'Sufi order Sufism' (tasawwof). Molla Sadra, the main 

representative of the theosophical School of Isfahan, strongly lamented libertine and 

wandering dervishes. The criticism of antinomians within the community of the 

faithful in the name of cerfan (underlying Corbin's construction) has since, however, 

also been adopted by many Iranian, Shicite Sufi orders.20 In the latter part of the 

seventeenth century, when many NecmatollahIs had fled Iran and Sufism had become 

politically impotent, Shah 'Abbas II (1642-1666), 'the dervish loving king', financially 

supported cerfdn and brought (remaining Sufi order) Sufism under royal patronage.21 

The ultimate conflict between Sufis and jurists in Iran erupted after Shah c Abbas 

17 MEIER, 1976: 126, cf. ALGAR ("Ni'mat-Allahiyya", Encyclopaedia of Islam). 
18 BAY AT, 1982: 33. By this time, the leaders of the order were living in India. Shah Ne'matollah's 

son Halllollah I migrated to Bidar because the large number of Iranian Ne'matollahls and a patronage-
like relation to the Indian king of the Deccan, Ahmad Shah Bahman (who had also been on good 
terms with his father), had convinced the son and successor of Timur Leng, Shah Roh, that he was 
seeking (worldly) power (ZARRINKOB, 1369/1990,(2): 199). 

Nüreddln b. 'Abdollah Wall (Shah Ne'matollah Wall Kermani) was born in Aleppo in about 1331, 
and at the age of about twenty-four he became a pupil of the Sufi master 'Abdullah Yafi'T. After 
YafiTs death Shah Ne'matollah set out to travel. In Transoxiana he founded lodges, but was forced 
to leave because of the wrath of Timur Leng (a Naqsbandl affiliate) whom he met once 
(NURBAKHSH, 1980: 45). He ended up in Kerman at the request of local pupils, and founded a Sufi 
community (with a lodge, mosque, garden and lessons in various Islamic disciplines) in which 'olama 
and foqaha' participated. He spent his last years in Mahan (where a lodge and a mosque were also 
built), and had by then gathered many thousands of disciples. He died in 1431 (ZARRINKUB. 
1369/1990, (2): 189-95). According to present-day affiliates, he was originally Sunni and later 
converted to Shi'ism (<MAHBOB<ALISAH>, 1368/1989: 43), but ALGAR stated ("Ni'mat-Allahiyya", 
Encyclopaedia of Islam): "there can be little doubt [he] remained a Sunni throughout his life." 

" BAYAT, 1982: 27, 60. One of the Shah's jurists, Baha' od-Din 'Ameli (1547-1621), was, how
ever, influenced by Ne'matollahi Sufism (KOHLBERG, 1989: 430). Another target of Shah 'Abbas, 
besides Ne'matollahi Sufism, was the extermination of the HorQfiya movement of letter mysticism 
(KIYANÏ, 1369/1990-1: 263). "Der Bedeutungswandel, den das Wort >Süfï< durchmachte: ur-
spriinglich eine Ehrenbezeichnung fiir einen [...] Krieger der Safaviden. wurde es in spatsafavidischer 
Zeit zur Bezeichnung eines verfolgten >Haretikers< verwendet" (VON GRUNEBAUM, 1995: 164). 

211 Cf. ENDE, 1984: 79-80. 
21 BALDICK, 1981: 126; ARJOMAND, 1984: 148. An aspect of Ne'matollahi history from the 

Safawid period is the blending, up to the middle of this century, of the Ne'matollahTs with the Nizari 
Isma'Ilis. See POURJAVADI and WILSON (1975) for the authoritative account. 
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II died and jurists initiated a course of confrontation. Even antinomian Sufis had 

attained power through royal patronage, but now the state reached out to the puritan 

jurist Mohammad Baqer MaglesI of Isfahan (d.1700). Assisted by the last Safawid 

Shah Soltanhoseyn (d.1722), MaglesI was able to wipe out much of organised Iranian 

Sufism, which included the Safawid Sufis who had by then "largely degenerated, it 

seems, to a corps of palace guards,"22 and the remainder of the Ne'matollahls. 

The inquisition's effect was Sufism's virtual non-existence, for nearly a century. 

From the days of MaglesI, Shi'ite jurists redefined their positions to match a 

reinvigorated ambition for power, and jurist authority attained a new doctrinal status 

through the OsQlI school. Their state support ended, however, with the collapse of the 

Safawid polity in 1722. It also ended the effective imposition of a unitary religious 

identity, which was beneficial to Sufism. In the second part of the eighteenth century, 

the NecmatollahIs came back from their Indian exile to carry their mission to Iran.23 

Modernity in the anthropology of Islam 

There is a consensus, in the historical anthropology of Islam, about the incongruity 

of Sufism and modernity.24 Whether authors have argued its anti-modem essence, or 

related its diminished appeal in the modern era to the rise of nationalist movements, 

educational progress, industrialisation, or judicial reform - Sufism has been largely 

conceived of as a survival: a left-over that has lost its function.25 

22 HODGSON, 1974: 53, cf. KIYANI. 1369/1990-1: 264; ALGAR, 1969: 29. 
23 SeeBAYAT, 1982:27. 
24 Many studies in the ethnographic corpus on Sufism are embedded within various strands of 

evolutionism or modernisation theory, in which Sufism occupies the lower or traditional stage (see 
note 25). This has undoubtedly been the expression of anthropology's concern with themes such as 
'popular Islam', 'local Islam', and partial phenomena such as pilgrimages and 'saint worship'. These 
have been conceived as representative of 'traditional society', and unrelated to carriers of modernity 
such as 'scriptural traditions'. Anthropological literature on Sufism is basically untouched by the eth
nography of new religious movements, which has - in studies of cargo cults, messianic sects and mil-
lenarianism all over the world - analysed 'modernity" as a key factor for the coming into existence, 
revival or survival of these movements. Ethnographic representations of Sufism have built on well-es
tablished, orientalist accounts such asTRtMINGHAM's (1971), which held nineteenth century Middle 
Eastern secularisation responsible for a decline in adherence to Sufi orders (but not Islamic religiosity 
in general, see op. cit., pp. 245-59). The notion of Sufism's anti-modernity reflects indigenous per
spectives: "in short, the Sufi disagrees with the modernist" (POURJAVADY and WILSON, 1978: 4). 

25 One notable exception in the anthropology of Islam, except for GILSENAN (1973), has been the 
first monograph on a Sufi order in anthropology. EVANS-PRITCHARD'S historical study of the Libyan 
Sanüslya (1949) described the expansion of the order throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centu
ries, and its successful rally for support of tribal populations of Cyrenaica in the struggle with Italian 
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Sufism's decline is often construed on a par with jurist-led or 'juristic' reformism: 

eighteenth and nineteenth century Islamic movements that sought to redefine Islam, 

so that the Islamic world could withstand Western penetration and come up with an 

indigenous response to the West's technological superiority.27 Many ethnographic 

occupation. Other North-African ethnography, produced in the second part of the twentieth century, 
has been less prone to detailed, historical reconstruction. GEERTZ, in an otherwise subtle, ethnological 
comparison of Morocco and Indonesia (1968), constructed a dichotomy of religious development in 
both countries, the component parts of which were a 'classical' and a 'scripturalist' religious style (op. 
cit.. pp. 19-22). The historical process that linked the two styles was modernisation (described 
variably as 'modernism', op. cit., p. 20; 'the industrial revolution' or 'Western intrusion and 
domination', op. cit., pp. 56-7, etc.). It would be fair then, despite Geertz's dislike of these concepts, 
to conclude the dichotomy mirrored traditional and modern society. The classical religious style in 
both (traditional) countries, was 'mystical' (op. cit., p. 24). Geertz's typological depiction cannot be 
reduced to the particularities of two peripheral regions of the Islamic world, as the types were made 
to stand for the whole: "Sufism, as an historical reality, consists of a series of different and even 
contradictory experiments, most of them occurring between the ninth and nineteenth centuries" (op. 
cit., p. 48). Geertz strongly suggested, then, that Sufism is a thing of the past, bound to vanish with 
the emergence of modern times. Nevertheless, even in the twentieth century, about 2500 kilometres 
removed from Morocco, Evans-Pritchard's Sanüsïya would have their historical expansion, during 
'Western intrusion and domination'. Gellner's Saints of the Atlas (1969) built on the work of Evans-
Pritchard, in an extension of segmentary lineage theory propagated in the SanQsiya-study. The saints 
in question, a local kinship group of Sufi origin, were related to images of tradition. The High Atlas 
region studied possessed 'traditional institutions' that until the 1950s, Gellner commented in a later 
reflection, "survived untouched [...] in a kind of sociological ice-box" (cited in ElCKELMAN, 1981: 
137). Gellner made explicit the suggestion of intimate relations between Sufism and tradition in 
Muslim Society (1981): "Sufism is a kind of Reformation-in-reverse. It creates a quasi-church [....] 
So much for traditional society" (op. cit., p. 104, cf. 132-3). Not, strictly speaking, historical 
anthropology, but nevertheless sharing in the above assumptions, CRAPANZANO's ethnography of 
the Moroccan Hamadsha (1973) related ritual practice in the shantytowns of Meknes to its therapeutic 
functions. In describing symptoms treated in therapy, he quoted a psychiatry scholar who took them 
as "expressions of [...] anxiety reaction found in many primitive societies" [italics mine] (op. cit., p. 
5). What therapies did. was explain, in terms of socially bounded symbols, the nature of specific 
illness. "Such explanations," Crapanzano related, "are characteristic of many so-called primitive 
therapies" [italics mine] (op. cit., p. 6). It was al-Zein's conclusion from considerations such as these, 
that "Moroccan society is portrayed in this paradigm as static and [...] constrained within a 
predetermined universe of meaning" (1977: 243). But Crapanzano stated in his introduction: "It must 
be emphasized that the practices [...] of the Hamadscha [...] are not characteristic of 'Moroccans' in 
general," being 'a fringe phenomenon' (op. cit., p. 7). Not Moroccan society as a whole, but the 
Hamadsha were portrayed as primitive survivals of things past. The above descriptions do not apply 
to a new generation of anthropological Sufi studies (EWING, 1990: GROSS, 1990; MIR-HOSSEINI, 
1994), in which questions of modernity and traditionality have made way for contemporary theoretical 
concerns (in which Sufism is not usually dealt with in a long-term, diachronical perspective). 

-r' GELLNER (1981: 159-60) for instance conceived of relations between 'mystical' and 'scrip
turalist' Islam as a pendulum, which, however, got 'unhinged' through reformism. I have made a 
distinction between 'jurist-led' and 'juristic' because lay Muslims often carried reform. 

27 In contrasting the previous period with eighteenth century reformism. HODGSON claimed that 
"since Ibn Taymiyyah (d.1328), there had been few figures, even among the Hanbalis, to stand out 
with great intensity against the casting of all religious life into the mould of Süfi tariqahs. Most 
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Figure 1. Analytical grid for Sufism 
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treatments of Sufism, in the historical 

anthropology of Islam, have thus 

intersected the longue durée duality of 

law and experience with a similarly 

Weberian dichotomy of traditional and 

modern types of religiosity. 

The renaissance of the Necmatolla-

hl order, however, occurred within the 

modern era,28 while nineteenth century 

Ne'matollahïs were among the carriers of modernity.29 Systematic Sufi persecutions, 

in the seventeenth century, had preceded their ascent. These were enabled through 

co-operation between jurists and rulers, and unrelated to reformism in the eighteenth 

or nineteenth century sense. Eighteenth century ruler-jurist co-operation was less ef

fective in the absence of a central state,30 while their mutual relations gradually 

turned sour. The NecmatollahI order's modern social development, in other words, 

eludes the prevalent analytical grid for Sufism as an historical object (see figure 1). 

The reestablishment of the Ne'matolllahl Sufi regime in Iran developed through 

two figurations. In the first, the relations of Sufis derived, principally, from weak 

local rulers' competition for power in the absence of a central state. Both Sufis and 

jurists at times achieved autonomous local influence, which coincided with intense 

reformers had accepted this pattern" (1974, 3: 160). But in the mid-eighteenth century Muhammad 
b. 'Abd al-Wahhab from Arabia (d.1792) endeavoured to regain Ibn Taymlya's spirit. He promoted 
the cleansing of Islam of what he saw to be its alien, impure and otherwise undesirable elements, 
including Shi'ism and Sufism. Sufism, which for him represented a prime example of polytheism, 
especially stood out as an object of his hatred. 

28 ARJOMAND stated that as a consequence of Sufism's repression after the Safawid ascendancy, 
"it has continued [...] primarily in its highly cultivated form among the elite" (1984: 109, 244). The 
popular Ne'matollahl revival, however, offers counter-evidence to this widely held conception. 

29 It will not be useful for the present discussion to problematise 'modernity'. I use it in a loose 
sense, so that a variety of definitions can apply. It designates 'rationalisation' - the maximisation of 
efficiency between means and ends - in the economic, social and political spheres, and especially the 
willingness to explore new media to achieve these ends. For an exemplary analysis of contemporary, 
resilient Sufism (in the Lebanon), see NIZAR HAMZEH and HRAIR DEKMEJIAN, 1996: 227. Nothing 
like a ban of Sufi orders, as in Turkey in 1925, ever occurred in modern Iran. 

111 "In the short interregnum of the Afghan, Afsar and Zand dynasties [...] religious supervision of 
the jurists [...] did not, because of [...] the weakness of and the vacuum left by the state apparatus, 
have the same power and hegemony as during the late Safawid era [....] Among the Zahabïya and 
Ne'matollahis a new movement came into existence" (ZARRINKOB, 1369/1990, (2): 309). 
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mutual hatred.'1' The internal dynamism among Sufis, which enabled their ascent, 

consisted of an enormous growth in their ranks. Their power of popular mobilisation 

brought local rulers to seek proximity to Sufis, and to persecute them - with the aid 

of jurists - where they were seen to threaten the state. The relations between Sufis, 

rulers and jurists thus derived not from jurist modernity or Sufi traditionality but from 

the absence of centralised rule. Secondly, they derived from an ideologically 

aggressive and rapidly expanding Sufism, and diminishing jurist chances for spiritual 

authority while their claims to it had greatly increased in the eighteenth century. 

The reunified Iranian state was in the centre of the second, nineteenth century fi

guration, in which rulers often perceived jurists as threatening. Several rulers granted 

Sufism state patronage - which defined the feudalist nature of the Qajar political 

system33 and facilitated the social renaissance of Iranian Sufism. From their newly 

found court positions, Sufis often continued to challenge jurist spiritual authority. 

1. 

The NecmatollahI order had royal relations through Shah Ne'matollah,34 and through 

intermarriage with the Safawids. In spite of an uncharacteristic conflict, the Sah-e 

welayat had "enjoyed the favour of kings, and this partiality was continued by his 

descendants."35 Shah Ne'matollah had been invited to send his son to India by the 

local king Ahmad Shah Bahman,36 in whom the order found patronage after 

Halllollah I migrated to the Deccan in the fourteenth century. There were Sufi 

migrations between Indian and Iranian NecmatollahI centres until the seventeenth 

century, when Sufism largely disappeared from Iran under Shah Soleyman. 

11 State formation starts with "a figuration made up of numerous relatively small social units [...] 
in free competition with one another" (ELIAS, in GOUDSBLOM and MENNELL, 1988: 131). 

"The Ahbarl revolt had been overcome by the Osulis, who defined an actively representative role 
for the jurists in the absence of the twelfth Imam. It may be generalised that relations between (Stiftte) 
Sufis and Jurists had generally been good where there was a common dynastic, Sunni enemy (this 
situation often obtained prior to the sixteenth century establishment of the Safawid state), and that 
they had generally been bad where (Shi'ite) rulers extended patronage to either jurists (as in the late 
Safawid era) or Sufis (as in the larger part of the Qajar era). 

" F L O O R , 1971:7. 
M Shah Ne'matollah's mother was bom from a royal lineage in Fars province (NURBAKHSH, 1991: 

145). After he died, "his body was carried by government officials" (op. cit., p. 146). 
"TRIMINGHAM, 1971: 101. Shah Ne'matollah's conflict involved Timur Leng. 
"'NURBAKHSH, 1990: 146. 
" POURJAVADY and WILSON, 1978: 27. Only some Zahabi and Nürbahsï groups had remained. 
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In the mid-eighteenth century the order's Axis was Sayyed <Rezacalïsah> DakkanI 

(d.1799/1800). It was his initiative to 'revive' the order in Iran - after Iranian Necma-

tollahls had asked him for a spiritual guide and he himself had experienced a vision 

in which the eighth imam CA1I al-Riza had told him to send one.38 He delegated his 

most entrusted Sufis, first Shah Taher and later <Macsümcalïsah>, "the king of all Sufi 

soldiers."39 Travelling for some five years, through the Gulf of Oman, from the Per

sian Gulf coast to Shiraz, Macsümcalïsah encountered widespread hatred of Sufism. 

In a hostile origin myth that represents Sufism as a subversive stronghold of alien 

power from the outset, the event has been regarded as "the coming to Iran [...] of a 

number of famous Sufis by means of a ship of the British East India Company."40 

According to various Sufi accounts, notables and jurists in the Shirazi court of the 

local Zand-dynasty (1750-1779) shared in the anti-Sufi sentiment. They convinced the 

ruler, Karlm Han Zand (d.1779), that MacsOmcalIsah was 'a fire-worshipper', that is, 

a Zoroastrian heretic, who made claims to divinity and kingship41 and would be a 

threat to the state. Furthermore, in an account by Sir John Malcolm it is mentioned 

that the Sufis had managed (despite hostility) to attract about thirty thousand 

followers in Shiraz, which approximated the size of a local Zand army.42 Beyond 

religious objections, the threat to the state posed by Macsümcalïsah seems therefore 

to have derived from the material reality of a numerically massive presence. A few 

years after his arrival, Macsümcalisah was chased from Shiraz, and he and his 

followers fled to Isfahan, molested all along the way by supporters of the ruler.43 

38 POURJAVADI and WILSON, 1975: 118. 
39 My paraphrase of "Mcfsüm'aliSah ast, Sah-e danvïs, soltan-e hame sepah-e darwir (in 

(MA'SOM-ALISAH,, 1318Q/1900, (3): 170), cf. ROYCE, 1979: 86. 
40 CAHARDAHÏ, 1360/1981-2: 3, 4. The story is not corroborated in ZARRINKOB (1369/1990) 

POURJAVADY and WILSON (1978: 94), ROYCE (1979: 84-7) orGRAMLlCH (1965: 30-1). Cahardahï 
did not mention (Ma'sQm'alisah), but as no other famous Sufis are known to have come from India 
in this period, (Ma'süm'alïsah) was most likely referred to. He misdated the event during Fath'altsah's 
rule (1797-1834) while (Ma'süm'alïsah) arrived in Iran in about 1776/7 (ROYCE, 1979: 90). 

41 Cf. (MA-SOM'ALISAH., 1318Q/1900, (3): 171. 
42 POURJAVADY and WILSON (1978: 109) and GRAMLICH (1965: 31) doubted Malcolm's figure, 

but even if it were reduced to one third, then the Sufis would still have constituted a force to be 
reckoned with by the local dynasty. My claim of comparable numbers derives from a description by 
<MA-sOM-ALlSAH)(1318Q/1900, (3): 174) of 'All Morad Han's army of 40.000 men. 

41 NURBAKHSH, 1980: 77-8, 85; <MA<SÜM<ALÏSAH>, 1318Q/1900, (3): 172. ALGAR (1969: 38) 

did not mention conflict between the Sufis and the ruler, and stressed instead that "at the urging of the 
itlama [<MatsumtaIisah>] was banished to a village near Isfahan" [my italics] (op. cit., p. 38). Zahablya 
Sufis retained Zand patronage (LEWISOHN, 1999: 37), probably because of political innocence. 
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The ruler of Isfahan, CA1I Morad Han Zand, was a relative of Karlm Han Zand, but 

not on favourable terms with the latter. It was apparently for this reason that he 

initially patronised the Sufis, one of whom "in return, gave his Sufi blessing to the 

governor's military campaigns, making special banners for his army." When 

convinced of their private political aspirations, however, he turned against them. 

The lodge of Ma'süm'alïsah was wrecked, and he and his followers were expelled 

from Isfahan. They were followed by the ruler's servants, who cut off the ears of 

Ma'sum'allsah and (Nür'alïsah), his favourite disciple and successor,4 and then deli

vered them at the kingdom's border, near Tehran. Tehran's sovereign, Aqa Moham

mad Han Qagar, had become the Zands' main rival (after having spent his childhood 

in their captivity). Like the ruler of Isfahan previously, he took the Sufis in his care. 

After recuperation in Tehran, they made a pilgrimage to Mashhad at his expense. 

They eventually parted ways and MacsOmcalIsah travelled for years. When setting 

out from Karbala for Mashhad on a second pilgrimage, he was arrested in 

Kermanshah at the orders of Aqa Mohammad 'All BehbehanI, a jurist consumed by 

hatred for Sufism, who went by the name of 'Sufi killer' {siip-kos). The exceptional 

influence of BehbehanI was such that he "accomplished the complete power and 

victory of the jurists in matters related to the holy law, vis-a-vis actual and virtual 

rulers, in the struggle with the Sufis."49 In the power vacuum that prevailed through 

the absence of a centralised state, BehbehanI had emerged virtually autonomous: as 

a ruler-jurist.50 Moreover, the jurists had been "newly invigorated by the triumph of 

the Usüll doctrine, which assigned them supreme authority in all religious affairs". ' 

In doctrinal terms, this immediately preceded the present-day concentration of 

"LEWISOHN, 1998: 443; POURJAVADY and WILSON, 1971: 114. LEWISOHN (1998: 243) related 
that a pupil of <Ma<sDm<aIIsah>, <Darwis Hoseyn 'All), always accompanied military campaigns of the 
Afghan ruler Timflr Shah (to bless the troops), with whom he and other Sufis had found patronage. 

45 Personal spite may also have motivated his hatred. When he was once chased away from 
Isfahan, Galalï Sufis loudly celebrated the event (<MA'SÜM<ALISAH>. 1318Q/1900, (3): 176). 

« <MA-SÜM'ALÏSAH>. 1318Q/1900, (3): 176; ZARRINKOB, 1369/1990, (2): 320. 
47 NURBAKHSH, 1991: 154; cf. <MA<SOM<ALISAH» (1318Q/1900, (1): 185). 
48 BAYAT, 1981: 40. (Ma'süm'alïsah) had been expelled from Karbala to Baghdad because of the 

enmity of jurists in the Shi'ite holy sites. From Baghdad, where he found the protection of the ruler 
Ahmad Pasa, he travelled to Kermanshah (ZARRINKOB, 1369/1990, (2): 321). 

« ZARRINKOB, 1369/1990, (2): 316. A similar situation occurred in Isfahan, but ZARRINKOB 
(1369/1990, (2): 317) judged Kermanshah to have been exceptional with respect to the jurists' power. 

5" ZARRINKOB, 1369/1990, (2): 317 
51 ALGAR ("Ni'mat-Allahiyya", Encyclopaedia of Islam). 
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authority in the figure of a single jurist. But the Ne'matollahï order, in the eighteenth 

century, "refused to validate the [jurists'] function, and often claimed that the Sufis 

were the true Shia."52 In 1797/8, Ma'süm'alïsah was charged with heresy and at the 

orders of BehbehanI he was put in a sack half filled with stones and drowned in the 

Qarasü river.53 Macs0mcallsah had by then transferred the leadership of the order to 

Nürcalïsah, which was probably only later interpreted as a formal appointment.54 

After parting from MacsOmcalIsah, Nür'alïsah had travelled the land with <Mos-

taqcallsah>, a Sufi musician. In 1785 they arrived in Mahan, where Shah Ne'matollah 

was buried. The following they attracted was so large, that not enough food could be 

found in Mahan to feed it.55 For this reason they went to Kerman, from where they 

organised Thursday night pilgrimages to Shah Ne'matollah's shrine. Thousands par

ticipated in the ritual journeys, and Ne'matollahl Sufi power led to a situation where 

"the application of the sharfat seemed in danger."56 After having converted members 

of the Kermani ruling elite, "the more or less dominant role [in Kermani political life 

came to be] played by Sufi masters [...] whose worldly aspirations for influence and 

status went beyond doctrinal considerations."57 At the same time, remnants of the 

Zand-dynasty tried to conquer Kerman from the hands of the emerging Qajar-dynasty 

(1779-1925), whose first ruler had acted as a royal patron of the Ne'matollahls. 

The Sufis' power, it may be hypothesised, was an important motive for the Qajars 

to seek proximity to them,58 and for the hatred of the Zands. When in Kerman in 

1792, the Qajar ally MostaqcalIsah entered a mosque to pray. The prayer leader who 

was on the side of the Zands called upon the crowd to stone him.59 He was declared 

an heretic and stoned outside the mosque. MostaqcalIsah's persecution forced 

Nür<alïsah to flee. He went to Shiraz and then in Karbala he again ran into conflict 

with jurists, who declared him an infidel and sought for his execution. When Aqa 

Mohammad conquered Kerman in 1794, he inflicted a cruel massacre upon the 

52
 BAYAT, 1982: 27, cf. MARTIN, 1989: 19-20: ALGAR, 1969: 37. 

53 GRAMLICH, 1981: 31. ROYCE (1979: 171) mentioned contradictory versions of the killing 
5 4GRAMLICH, 1965:31. 
55 POURJAVADI and WILSON, 1975: 119. 
56 ALGAR, 1969:38. 
57 BAYAT, 1982: 60. More extensive descriptions are given by ROYCE (1979: 152-62). 
58 ZARRÏNKÜB thus mentions "this reaching back to a former Sufism, like the return to centralised 

government, was not accomplished without many difficulties, especially sharp conflicts with jurists" 
[my italics] (1369/1990, (2): 310-11). 

'*> BAYAT (1982: 61) mentioned 1791, but ROYCE'S dating (1979: 161) is more precise. 
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population and only spared the remaining Sufis (and related Nizarl IsmacHls). 

After the (fragile) reunification of Iran in the late 1790s, the second Qajar king 

FaUYallsah (1797-1834) "who was not personally antipathetic to Sufism"61 dealt with 

the Sufis differently than Aqa Mohammad.62 As "the influence of the Ni'matallahis 

[...] reached the highest in the land",63 he asked for Nür'alïsah to be expelled, and 

"because of [the Sufis'] aim of founding a [worldly] reign [...] FaüYalïsah [...] aided 

the jurists [...] in their persecution."64 Two of NuYallsah's devotees were delivered 

to BehbehanI, and FaüYalïsah acted against a concentration of Ne'matollahïs, similar 

to the one in Kerman, in Gilan.65 Although there is a panegyric, in a work in the name 

of Nü^allsah, that had probably been composed as a "political ploy to gain favour 

and support from the Qajar state",66 Nur'allsah had also felt that "the Sufi master was 

the true deputy (na^ib) of the Hidden Imam."67 A citation from Nür'allsah after the 

Isfahan debacle amply illustrates the worldly ambitions that the king was up against: 

The power of the Qutb [Axis] is obviously greater than that of any ruler [....] 
Salvation in this world and the next depends on obedience to the Qutb of the 
time, 'who, in our era, is Sayyid Ma'sQm <Ali Shah'. If a ruler attacks the Qutb, 
he must come to ruin, not only because the cosmic balance has been threatened, 
but because the dervishes themselves will his ruin.68 

NOr^alisah, who had granted permission to spread the teachings to an exceptionally 

large number of disciples - which is likely to have doubled to about 60.000 - 6 9 was 

probably poisoned in 1798 by BehbehanI (the killer of Macsümcailsah).7 In 

'" Revenge for Kerman's disobedience consisted of the blinding 20.000 inhabitants and the 
building of a pyramid of eyeballs in the public square (POURJAV ADI and WILSON, 1975: 124). 

61 MARTIN, 1989: 20. The state "had chosen to patronise the ulama" (ALGAR, 1969: 46). 
62 Since the eclipse of the Safawids, only the ruler of the Afghan Afshar tribe, Nader Sah, had been 

able to temporarily reunify Iran politically in 1736 (ALGAR, 1969: 30). 
« M A R T I N , 1989:20. 
64 ZARRINKÜB, 1369/1990. (2): 324. "Most of the jurists [...] looked upon Sufism with a critical 

mind [....] and they reckoned its condemnation to be a religious necessity" (op. cit., p. 315). 
«ALGAR, 1969:63,64. 
66 LEWISOHN, 1998: 443, in reference to <NurcalKah>'s Paradise of the Lovers' Union {öannat ol-

wesdl). The part referred to (the seventh) was written by to (Nezam'allsah), whose teacher was 
<Rownaqcalisah>, a pupil of (NOi^alisah) (GRAMLICH, 1965: 35, cf. DE MlRAS, 1973: 23). 

"ALGAR ("Ni'mat-AUahiyya", Encyclopaedia of Islam). 
68 POURJAVADY and WILSON, 1978: 117, citing <Nürcalïsah>'s Book of Guidance (Hedayat-

namc).The immediate reference was to the fate of the Zand kings of Shiraz and Isfahan. 
<» LEWISOHN (1998: 441), citing MALCOLM (1829: 298). 
7"CAHARDAHI, 1362/1983: 8, cf. GRAMLICH, (1965: 34), who doubted the claim. 
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NecmatollahI hagiography Nüi^allsah has the reputation of being the order's 'reviver' 

(mohyi) in Iran. Despite their persecution and martyrdom, Macsümcalïsah and 

Nürcalïsah had managed to convert large numbers of people to their variety of 

Sufism. And in spite of the king's resistance, and the jurists who "opposed the Sufis 

from the beginnning of the Qajar dynasty", Sufism revived under Fath'alïsah.71 

MIR-HOSSEINI (1994, (1)) has analysed Ahl-e Haqq legends in reflection of 

neglected or taken-for-granted 'outer history'. "There is much to be inferred from 

these narratives about the dynamics [of their] communities", she held, the narratives 

appearing in "forms common to those of Sufi orders."72 Exteriority is similarly 

contained in the contrast between Rezacallsah's innocuous vision73 and the power 

ideology of Nürcalïsah. It also brings to the fore that the idea of a single powerful 

leader (qotb) had developed, while this idea had probably been absent when the Sufis 

travelled to Persia.74 Various descriptions of Qajar Persia, moreover, bear witness of 

Sufism's tremendous social power. Before nowrüz, dervishes from all over the 

country flocked into the cities, presented themselves at the houses of the wealthy, and 

expected to be taken in and to be taken care of financially. Few dared ignore them.75 

More precisely, these contrasts reflect figurational changes in the trilateral 

relations of Sufis, jurists and rulers that occurred along the paths that the Sufis 

travelled. Their persecution and patronage in Shiraz, Isfahan and Tehran (as well as 

in many other places) marked Sufism's re-emergence as a socio-political force in 

Iran. It proved to be both an attraction, to local rulers who competed for state power, 

and a danger. Where rulers deemed Sufis dangerous, jurists, whose ambitions for 

power had greatly increased, enabled their persecution. The height of the jurists' 

persecutions in Kermanshah, and of Sufi power in Kerman, reflected the absence of 

a central state, and even of strong, independent rulers in these localities. The context 

for renewed ruler-jurist co-operation in anti-Sufi purges, finally, was Fathcallsah's 

territorial reunification, which had no use for a politically assertive Sufism. 

71 NASR, 1972: 119; ZARRÏNKÜB, 1369/1990.(2): 317. ZARRÏNKÜB stated that the ruler and ju

rists co-operated under Fath'alisah in allegations of heresy (takflr) towards the Sufis (op. cit., 324). 
72MlR-HOSSEINI, 1994, (1): 273. 
73 From the little that is known (POURJAVADY and WILSON, 1978: 93-5), it appears <Reza<alisah> 

had foreseen the suffering and death of <Ma'süm'alïsah>, but not his socio-political power 
7 4 GRAMLICH, 1965:31. 



TRILATERAL FIGURATIONS 33 

2. 

After the Qajars had established national state power, and Fathcallsah had done away 

with the Sufis that Aqa Mohammad had protected during the Qajars' ascent, "Sufism 

as a popular force had ceased to be a serious threat to [the rulers'] authority."76 But 

even FaüYalïsah had not been able to prevent Ne'matollahi Sufis from infiltrating into 

the royal court. The first Crown Prince and governor of Gilan had become a disciple 

of <MagzQbcalIsah> (d.1823), and his son was initiated in the order as well.77 The 

second Crown Prince and Governor of Tabriz cAbbas Mlrza was similarly 

sympathetic to Sufism, and he allowed his retainers to join the Ne'matollahi order.78 

These developments indicated the emergence of a second trilateral figuration. The 

potency of Sufi imagery had been a reflection of the open field, the absence of terms 

of engagement, in the relations of Sufis, rulers and jurists.79 Through territorial rein

tegration and rulers who conceived of jurists as obstacles, Sufis now attained a 

position in court society. Mass adherence had turned Sufism into popular religiosity, 

but court society made it salonfahig. New Sufi religiosity was reflected in moderated 

imagery, and in the fact that each of the order's qotbs would now also be a molla.80 

75 See MEIER, 1992, (1): 530-31. 
» MARTIN, 1989:21. 
77 POURJAVADY and WILSON, 1975: 125. Modernisation in Iran was carried out by enlightened 

individuals who were court officials, and it was intimately connected with 'Abbas Mlrza. Measures 
to improve the efficiency of administration, the army, taxation, education and transport, modelled on 
the systems of Western European nations, were largely his initiative (see HAIRI, 1977: 11). Crown 
Prince Mohammad Reza Mlrza was also in touch with the next Axis <Masfalisah> (POURJAVADI and 
WILSON, 1975: 126). After patronage had degenerated, people spending "the money gained from the 
donations of the prince on pleasure", the vizier to the prince was removed and a company of Sufis and 
vagabonds, as well as the qotb Magzüb'alïsah, were punished by the Shah, in 1821 (BussE/Fars-
name-ye Naseri, 1972: 161-63). 

78 The Ne'matollahi pole <Kowsat<alIsah> had taken refuge with 'Abbas Mlrza "from the 
persecutions of the ulama" (ALGAR, 1969: 105). 

7 ' In his sociology of game-types, ELIAS (1976: 79-113) outlined a simple model in which two 
parties compete for a scarce good in the absence of norms for engagement. More complex models 
concerned relations between unequal players, more than two (groups of) players, and players at 
different levels. None of the present cases sufficiently resembles the models for technical analysis, 
but enough to illustrate main mechanisms. In the first, simple figuration, there was unregulated 
competition for spiritual authority, with explicit Sufi power claims. State centralisation in the second, 
complex figuration (Elias' model 3a), made for a moderated Sufism in the royal court. 

»" POURJAVADY and WILSON (1978: 139, 142). Early leaders in the Iranian Ne'matollahi renais
sance such as (NQi'alisah) had also received official Islamic religious training (ROYCE, 1979: 111). 
POURJAVADY and WILSON (1978: 137) resisted the label 'aristocratic' for the Ne'matollahi order -
which they felt was an untenable political designation - unless it referred to individual Sufis being 
'noble' (Sarif). In my analysis, this mental characteristic derived from aristocracy in the political sense. 
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Under Fathcallsah's grandson Mohammad Sah (1834-1848), NecmatollahI Sufis were 

found in the court, "recruiting members from among prominent government officials 

and royalty."81 Mohammad Sah had been initiated into the NecmatollahI order in his 

youth,82 and remained anti-clerical ever since.83 "Sufis were given posts at court and 

entrusted with government missions: Mlrza Mihdï Khü'ï, a murshid (spiritual guide) 

of the Ni'matollahï order, was chief scribe to the Shah", and the last leader of the 

semi-unified Ne'matollahl order, before present-day divisions - <RahmatcalIsah> 

(d.1861) - was appointed vice-premier (na'eb os-sadr) of Fars.84 Upon his coronation, 

Rahmat'alïsah's master Zeyn ol-cAbed!n SerwanI <MastcalIsah> (d. 1837/8) had 

"arranged a majlis [religious gathering] in the throne room, as if to put a Sufi seal on 

the new reign" [my emphasis],85 and as if inspired, after many centuries, by the 

81 BAYAT, 1982:61. 
82 POURJAVADI and WILSON, 1975: 125. <MA<SOM'ALÏSAH> (1318Q/1900, (3): 469) referred to 

him - apparently with a Ne'matollahï religious hierarchy in mind with Sufis on top - as the 'Axis of 
the rulers' (qotb os-salatln) (and as 'dervish king'). 

83 See ARJOMAND, 1988: 91, cf. ZARRÏNKÜB. 1369/1990, (2): 341. 
»' ALGAR, 1969: 107, cf. CAHARDAHI. 1352/1973, 3: 527 (for a slightly different version). 
»5 POURJAVADI and WILSON, 1975: 126, 158. Ne'matollahl spiritual genealogy (GRAMLICH, 

1965: 27-69; NURBAKHSH (1980); POURJAVADY and WILSON (1978); HOMAYONI (1992) reckons' 
eight Imams to have been succeeded by a series of Sufi masters who culminated in Shah Ne'matollah. 
The eighth Imam appointed: Ma'rüf al-Karhï (d.815/6), who was succeeded by Sari al-SaqatT (d.867); 
Abu'I-Qasim al-Gunayd (d.910); Abu •All al-RQzabari (d.934); Abü 'All b. al-Katib (d.#951/2); Abü 
'Usman al-Magribl (d.984); Abu'I-Qasim al-Gurgani (d.#1076/7); Abu Bakr al-Nassag (d.1094): 
Ahmad al-Gazzali (d.1126); Abu'1-Fazl al-Bagdadl (d.1155); Abu'l-Barakat (d.1174); Abu'l-Sa'Dd al-
AndalusT (d.1183); Abü Madyan Su'eyb al-Magribl (d.1197); Abu'l-FutOh al-Sahïd al-Sa'ïdï (d.?); 
Nagm al-Din Kamal al-KDfl (d.?); Razi al-Din Salih al-Barbari (d.?); Abu'l-Sa'adat 'Abdullah al-Yafi<i 
(d.1367). The successors of Shah Ne'matollah: Borhaneddïn Halïlollah I (d.?); Habibeddin 
Mohïbbollah I (d.?); Kamaleddïn 'Atiyatollah I (d.?); Borhaneddïn Halïlollah II (d.?); Samseddïn 
Mohammad I (d.?); Habibeddin Mohïbbollah II (d.?); Samseddïn Mohammad II (d.?); Kamaleddïn 
'Atiyatollah n (d.7); Samseddïn Mohammad III (d.?); Mahmüd Dakanï (d.?); Samseddïn Dakanï (d.?); 
(Reza'alïsah) (d.1799); (Ma'süm'alïsah) (d.1797/8); (Nür'alïsah) (d.1798). After (Nürtllsah) the order 
split in two branches, while the main branch further split in three branches after «Magzüb'alïsah): 

r 
<Bahrol-cOIQm> (d.1797/8) 
{HoggafaWsdhl affiliation) 

i 

Molla Lotfollah (d.?) 

AhQnd Molla Hoseynqoli Hamadanï (d.1894) 
i 

Mohammad Bahari Nagafi (d.1907) 

<Wahid ol-<Eyn> (d.?) 
i 

Sayyed Mohammad Kazem cAssar (d.?) 
i 

'Abdolhoggat Balagï (Hoggat'alïsah) (d.?) 

<Hoseyncalïsah> Esfahanï (d. 1818) 
(main affiliation) 

i 

<MagzQb<aIisah> (d. 1823/4) 
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vision of Shah Necmatollah. But while Shah Ne'matollah had sought the jurists' 

respect and co-operation, Mastcallsah was in a (court) position that allowed for him 

to confront them harshly: "The foqaha' are the trusted ones of the Prophet, if they do 

not intervene in worldly affairs. The Prophet was asked, 'And if they do?' He replied, 

'They follow the king, and if they do that, then protect your faith from them'."8' 

Hostile, anti-Sufi tracts were written by many of the colamd in response to the Nec-

matollahï challenges, and the Iranian state that tolerated these. In this way, "the pre

carious balance between the monarchy and the ulama preserved by Fath 'AH Shah 

was virtually destroyed."87 Sufism's royal patronage had figured, as in the previous 

century but now with a new, vigorous effectiveness, in a process "of strengthening the 

state [which] was [generally] one tending to restrict the prerogatives of the ulama."88 

It had taken the Necmatollahï order nearly one century to conquer Iran - from the 

BahmanI rulers' patronage, through the vision of Rezacallsah, and stormy relations 

to local rulers and jurists. NecmatollahIs had found new royal patronage in a unified 

state under Mohammad Sah Qagar, whose initiation made him a Sufi-king as much 

Sayyed Hoseyn AstarabadI (d.?) (Mast'allsah) (d.1837/8) cKowsar'allsah) (d.1831) 
(Samsiya affiliation) (main affiliation) (Kowsartya affiliation) 

Shah Kalal Laknahowrl (d.?) <Gannat<alisah> (d.1878) 
I i 

Mïr 'Alamsah Hendl (d.?) (Magzüb'allsah) (d.?) 
i i 

'Abdolqoddüs Kermansahanï (d.1892) <MocIn ol-c01ama>> (d.?) 

<Sams ol-'Orafa') (d.1935) <Mahbüb'alïsah> (d.?) 
i i 

(Hoggat'alisah) (d.?) Hagg Sayyed 'Abdollah Sadr 'EraqI (d.?) 
i I 

Hagg Mir Sayyed 'All Qommi Borqo'I (d.?) <Babü Sah Cerag> (d.#1992-1996) 

Mohammad Reza Garollahl 

86 ALGAR's (1969: 37) citation from <Mast<alisah>'s Büslan al-sixaha, cf. LEWISOHN, 1998: 447. 
87 ALGAR, 1969: 38, 105. <Mast'alTsah> obtained a royal salary and the possession of a village 

(GRAMLICH, 1965: 52). "Devotion to Sufi adepts, especially Ni'matullahis, was not rare among the 
Qajar ruling elite of the early nineteenth century. Contrary to official state support for the 'ulama, and 
in spite of recurring Sufi persecutions, dervishes were occasionally admitted to service in provincial 
courts. Sufi scholars such as Mulla Riza Hamadani. Kawthar 'AM Shah, were prominent in Tabriz" 
(AM AN AT, 1997: 456). Mohammad Sah's sympathies were related to two of his Sufi-minded advisors 
in the royal court, Molla Nasrollah Sadr ol-Mamalek and Haggï Mirza Aqasi, who himself aspired for 
the Ne'matollahi leadership (cf. AMANAT, 1988: 109; 1997: 29-30, 60-1; POURJAVADI and WILSON, 
1975: 128). Between 1836 and 1848, Aqasi virtually controlled state affairs in Iran, and used his 
control to intimidate and suppress the ulama (cf. ALGAR, 1969: 106, 119). 

88 ALGAR, 1969: 120. 
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as the Safawid Shah IsmacIl. No NecmatollahI Sufi is known to have ever run into 

conflict with Islamic reform movements during the Iranian ascent, except for one 

pupil of <Hoseyncalïsah> (d.1818). He was slaughtered in 1802, by Wahhabis, one year 

after their destruction of the tomb of Imam Hoseyn in Karbala.89 But the order's 

expansion would continue, and its spread over Iran coincided with numerous splits.90 

Mohammad Sah had bestowed the honorific title Peacock of Gnostics {tawus ol-

'orafa') upon the first SoltancalIsahI-NecmatollahI axis, <SacadatcalIsah> (d.1876).91 

As Rahmat'alïsah's succession led to an unparalleled disunity, he was fiercely 

attacked by Ne'matollahïs who contested his claims to leadership. Among these were 

the followers of <SafFalïsah> (d.1899), who had managed to surround himself with 

members from the Tehran elite. <ZahIr od-Dowle> (1864-1924) was Naser od-Dln 

Sah's Minister of Public Ceremonies (wazir-e taSrifat) and his son in law. In 1885, 

possibly sent by the king, he joined the Saffalïsahï lodge. He soon achieved promi

nence in the order and became Saffalïsah's successor.92 Throughout his life as a noble 

Sufi he combined various gubernatorial appointments with activities in the order. 

While there was a further "reduction in the power of the [official] religious 

classes", Safïcalïsahï prominence and wealth were testified by the founding of tra

ding houses in India and China during the reign of Mohammad Sah and Naser od-Dln 

Sah (1848-1896). According to a recent estimate, about "one-fifth of the [...] popula

tion of Qajar Persia were 'either dervishes or followers of some dervish group'."94 But 

as separate NecmatollahI branches emerged - that would develop into separate orders 

- the union of royalty and Sufism began to dissolve. SoItancalIsahI sources have Saca-

dafalïsah wishing for and predicting the death of the Shah - whom he reportedly con

sidered 'despotic' - and they regard the king's killer to have executed Sacadatcallsah's 

89 The victim was a famous scholar, 'Abdolsamad Hamadani (GRAMLICH. 1965: 40). and the 
master of Haggi MIrza AqasI, who was particularly powerful in Iran in 1836-1848 (see above). 

90 In 1851, Lady SHEIL considered the Ne'matollahls "the fraternity most prevalent in Persia" 
(1856: 194). The connection between splits and expansion is confirmed by GRAMLICH, who stated 
that "Wachstum, Zersplitterung und straffere Zusammenfassung der Splintergruppen gingen im [...] 
19. und 20. Jahrhundert mil der Ausbreitung des Ordens in Persien Hand in Hand" (1965: 27). 

'" The Zo'r-ReyasateynNe'matollahi order had similarly derived its name from a royal. Qajar 
designation (of Ha|g 'AIT Aqa (Wafa'alisah) at first, and later his son Hagg Mirza 'Abdolhoseyn 
<Munescalisah>, the master of Dr Nurbakhsh, cf. CAHARDAHI. 1352/1973. 3: 528, 531). 

1,2 (Safi'allsah) reportedly was a 'confidant of Nasr al-Din Sah' himself (FR YE, 1956: 10). 
« L A M B T O N , 1964: 116-7. 

'» LEWISOHN (1999: 48), citing Ga'far Sahrl's Tehran-e qadxm (Tehran, 1371/1992 (ii): 287). 
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command.95 Possibly, this new attitude reflected the immanence of the Constitutional 

Revolution, which would shatter the increasingly resented Qajar polity. 

Many of Zahlr od-Dowle's adherents consider him to have been, despite his royal 

relations, the ruler's enemy, and a seeker of freedom on the side of revolutionaries 

who sought despotism's political reform. In his capacity as governor of Hamadan he 

played a crucial role in 1906 in the establishment of Iran's first regional parliament 

in Hamadan.96 The transformation he brought in the SafTalïsahi order is moreover 

considered to have made it 'a secret organisation that was a meeting place for 

democracy-minded Sufis'.97 But Zahlr od-Dowle had obtained the permission for this 

organisation within the order by his brother-in-law Mozaffar ed-Dln Sah (1896-

1907),98 and contrary to the jurists, neither Zahlr od-Dowle nor the Sufis collectively 
99 

acted in a significant way during the Constitutional Revolution (1905-1911). 

55 <SoLTANHOSEYN>, 1350/1961: 115-6. Despite the fact that his reproaches against Sufism are 
often mentioned, CAHARDAHI (1361/1982-3: 163) moreover claims that Gamaleddin al-AfganT, who 
had inspired Naser od-DIn Sah's killer, was a pupil of (SafTalisah). 

56 Cf. FRAGNER, 1979: 121-80, and H AIRI, 1977: 130. The story was also proudly hailed by the 
present sheikh in <Zahir od-Dowle>'s lodge in Tehran (conversation, 07/17/97). 

»7 It is even held that Iranian Sufi orders in general were among the platforms on which ideas of 
political reform were discussed (see YAPP, 1978: 7). 

98 CAHARDAHI, 1361/1982-3: 44; ALGAR ("Ni'mat-Allahi", Encyclopaedia of Islam). 
•>•> KASRAVI mentioned <Zahïr od-Dowle» in the Tarih-e maSrUte as a person "who was counted 

among the supporters of the constitution" (op. cit., p. 627). But this view was contested by K ATlRA'I, 
who mentioned that there are no acts to match these sympathies, and that <Zahïr od-Dowle> continued 
to render his services to the Qajars (1355/1976: 108). 

Sufi protagonists of the revolution were rather found in the Zo'r-Reyasateyn order, in Hagg 'All 
Zo'r-Reyasateyn (Wafa'alisah), who was reportedly, despite his royal laqah, "the first man among the 
clergy of the province of Fars to self-sacrificingly devote himself to [...] the Constitution." He and his 
followers wore military clothes (CAHARDAHI, 1352/1973, (3): 530). The hanaqah of his successor 
<Sadeqcalisah>. "was [...] a sanctuary for the politically oppressed [....] During the [...] constitutional 
period, his house served as a hide-out for many distinguished men among the opposition" (NUR-
BAKHSH, 1980: 114, 115). ABRAHAMIAN mentioned 'the leader of a Ni'mati order' as a member of 
a Revolutionary Committee (1979: 403), and indicated the legend of Freemasonry's involvement to 
have even inspired Khomeyni's evaluation of the Constitutional Revolution (1993: 94). The pro-Con
stitution jurist Tabataba'1 was a Freemason (ABRAHAMIAN. 1993: 96) but it is unknown if this inspi
red his political views. (Azali) Babism, "the most dangerous heterodoxy to emerge in the nineteenth 
century" (MARTIN, 1989: 21) rather than Freemasonry or Sufism was a major force of reform. Sufism 
is not related to the jurist-led Tobacco Protest of 1891/2 either. <Zahir od-DowIe>'s public respon
sibilities did not do anything to stop the jurists' revulsion against Sufis, as is testified by a jurist's tract 
during the Constitutional Revolution: "If Iranians knew the exact meaning of wealth, they would try 
to obtain it. But since they are in want of law [and] expertise (...) they have no wealth. They are enga
ged in nothing but superstition, pomposity, and futile activity. They do nothing but smoke opium in 
tea-houses [...]. They have no profession but begging, or being derwishes and wasting their time with 
Sufism" (Translation by Hamid Dabashi of Sayyed 'Abd ol-(Azim 'Imad ol-'Olama' Halhali's text "On 
the Meaning of Constitutional Monarchy and its Benefits" (1907), jn ARJOMAND, 1988: 343). 
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When Mohammad'alïsah (1907-1909) bombarded the parliament and had the 

revolutionary ringleaders arrested in June 1908, one of them turned out to be a son of 

Zahlr od-Dowle.100 In an incident that found its way into Persian poetry, the Shah 

ordered the destruction of Zahlr od-Dowle's house, '0I but then, full of remorse, wrote 

a reconciliatory letter. In response, Zahlr od-Dowle proclaimed - in a variation on 

Nür'alïsah's dark prediction: "You have destroyed my house, God will destroy 

yours."102 Throughout the constitutional era and until the ascent of the Pahlavi dynas

ty royal patronage nevertheless remained unimpaired, as royals retained their allegi

ance to Zahlr od-Dowle's society, and his family retained a royal, Qajar, salary.103 

' ""CAHARDAHÏ, 1361/1982-3:53. 
"" CAHARDAHÏ, 1361/1982-3: 156. Three other Safi'alïsahï Sufis were killed as well. 
' " -CAHARDAHI. 1361/1982-3:54. 
"" CAHARDAHÏ, 1361/1982-3: 54. Similarly, until 'the very end of the Qajar era', the leader of the 

Ahl-e Haqq. Shah Hayasi, received royal (state) patronage as well (MlR-HOSSElNI, 1994, (2): 222). 
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Résumé 

It has been argued in this chapter that the Ne'matollahl mystic regime's rees-

tablishment in Iran developed through two figurations. The internal dynamism among 

Sufis that enabled their ascent consisted of a massive growth in the number of their 

converts, which could not be checked by either rulers or jurists. The Sufis' relations 

vis-a-vis state and societal (jurists') regimes - the two other relational dimensions of 

mystic regimes - have been grasped in the notion of 'trilateral figurations'. 

I began arguing the relevance of trilateral figurations by addressing Corbin's qua

ternary Shi'ism - underlying which were neglected histories of conflict about spiritual 

authority, constitutive of Sufism. In Weberian ideal-types, Islamic histories were con

ceptualised in a dichotomy of law and 'experience'. Its use as a tool of analysis is 

limited, however, because of a pattern of overlap between Sufis and jurists, 

antinomian traditions that dissolve Sufism as a unitary object, and the centrality of 

the state in shaping Sufi-jurist relations. The centrality of the state remains similarly 

unaccounted for in the historical anthropology of Islam, which complemented the 

law-and-experience dichotomy with an equally Weberian duality of modernity and 

tradition. Beyond the grid of these notions, Iranian Sufism's social development has 

taken shape through the contingent factors of state centralisation and royal patronage. 

In the first, eighteenth century figuration, the relations of Sufis derived mainly 

from local rulers' competition for power in the absence of a central state. Both Sufis 

and jurists at times achieved autonomous local influence. Their power of popular 

mobilisation brought rulers to seek proximity to Sufis, and to persecute them where 

they were seen to threaten the state. Rulers often feared jurists in the second 

figuration, which had the reunified state at its centre. Their Sufi patronage, in turn, 

enhanced continuous Sufi challenges of jurist authority. Nineteenth century Iran did 

not, therefore, see the disappearance of 'traditional' Sufis through the ascent of jurist-

led, 'modern' religiosity, but, instead, Sufism's socio-political renaissance. 

It was through another period of socio-political disorder and restoration in the 

early twentieth century, that new mystic regimes would again emerge. Royalty lost 

its autonomy as a worldly and spiritual centre in Iran. From then, Ne'matollahl Sufis 

came to identify more strongly with the imagined community of the Iranian nation. 



PART TWO 

In the Pahlavi Dynasty 





CHAPTER THREE 

New Mystic Regimes, 1900-1941 

The early twentieth century marks the redefinition of Sufism as a social institution 

in Iran. The context for this transformation was the genesis of the Iranian nation-state. 

Two political processes were involved: the Iranian nation first emerged as a powerful 

political concept in the Constitutional Revolution (1905-1911), and Reza Khan/Reza 

Shah Pahlavi subsequently moulded it to fit his statist ambitions (1921-1941).' 

The Pahlavi state regained control over the national territory and in the process 

expanded further into society than the Qajars had been able to. Legitimate social 

power came to be defined once more, but this time more effectively, in terms of one's 

state-affiliation. The policy of nationalistic modernisation,2 initiated by the Shah, pro

duced the nmon-state as a new, virtually uncontested, cultural frame of reference. 

Nationalistic modernisation has come to be associated with the repression of 

Sufism, as a component of anti-religious policy: "Under Reza Shah there was a 

concerted drive against religion by the government [and] dervishes were driven from 

the city streets."3 He had sought to repress begging - the pacific antithesis of militant 

modernity - and this explained, according to a contemporary Sufi, the persecution of 

the Haksar order.4 An intimate from the royal court related that Reza Shah had 

1 Useful Persian sources regarding Sufism in the Pahlavi era. at least those readily available in 
public archives, are unfortunately rather scarce (cf. FARMAYAN (1974) for general observations on 
modern Iranian sources). The tendency nowadays of archives to open up collections to researchers, 
more so than under the Shah (cf., for example, EILERS's account (1977: 322) of the Pahlavi Library), 
suggests that more relevant material will become available in the near future. 

2 "The shah's power was [among other bases] founded on the increasing wealth of the royal house, 
much of it accumulated [...] through force [....] As a result [...] the strengthening of the state could be 
tied to nationalism, as had been impossible under the Qajars" (MCDANIEL, 1991: 27). 

' FRYE, 1957: 188. cf. AKHAVi (1980: 23-59) for relations between Reza Shah and the clergy. 
4 Interview Soltan'alisah! Sufi. He further held that "the Shah was against the Sufis because he was 

ignorant of Sufism." The Haksar had been related to the state through 'lords' (noqaba'); intermediaries 
who checked upon dervishes on behalf of the state, but who were appointed by the highest Haksar 
authority. This institution was abolished by Reza Shah (MEIER and GRAMLICH, 1992 (1): 314; 

43 
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"criticised the dervishes fiercely and considered the kaSkül [Sufi begging bowl] and 

tabarzïn [small axe] as means for collecting money and fooling the people."5 

However, there are also different, ambivalent accounts that defy the reported 

incongruity between religion and nationalistic modernisation, or nationalistic 

modernisation's essentially secular nature. A political scientist in the Islamic 

Republic observed that the "new regime [of Reza Shah] tried to implement an 

ideology of royal chauvinism [...] with the help of persons such as Ardaslr RlpOrtar 

and [...] his son Sapür, the Freemasons."6 A similarly 'deviating' current was "Sufi 

mysticism, which was revived and propagated by means of several westernised and 

Freemason intellectuals, and it even made its way into schoolbooks."7 

Reza Shah is reported to have been closely associated with the Sufi member of 

parliament Sheikh ol-Molk Owrang.8 Owrang is the courtier source for the Shah's 

above-mentioned criticism of Sufism as well, but it must be noted that this explicitly 

concerned certain dervishes - and the anti-modernism they represented - not Sufism 

as a whole. The measures and goals of cultural reform were specifically aimed at 

[...] forbidding jugglery and deceitfulness [:] Qalandars with dervish names but 
far removed from the meaning of Dervishhood exhibited their jugglery on 
squares and crossroads, and with singing poetry they would gather people 
around them. Then they would release some snakes with clipped teeth from a 
box and would expose them to exhibition with indecent movements [...]. Or 
they would, by exhibiting various kinds of jugglery, gather unemployed people 
and idlers around them, and they would make people forget.9 

GRAMLICH, 1976: 164). The order responded by organisational reforms, carried by Haggï Motahhar. 
so that it would be better able to withstand repression, and survive (cf. GRAMLICH, 1965: 73). 

5 OWRANG, in Sal-name-ye donya, 22: 216-20 
6 FOYÜZAT, 1375/1997: 55. But the insinuation of Freemasonry conspiracy is refuted by another 

report that cannot be reproached for sympathising with the king, which states that "during the reign 
of His Majesty Reza Shah the Great, on the basis of a decree of the before-mentioned, activities of 
parties of Freemasons came to a standstill" (Panzdah-e hordad, 1376/1997: 144-5). "Reza Shah was 
[...] highly suspicious of foreign missionary organizations, regarding mission schools and hospitals 
as focal points of sinister foreign influence and possible espionage. Both were brought increasingly 
under the scrutiny and control of the central government" (HAMBLY. 1991: 235). The ambiguous mis
sionary activity of American Presbyterians indicates that the suspicions were not entirely unfounded. 

; BASIRAT-MANES. 1375/1997: 77. cf. POURJAVADI and WILSON, 1978: 162. 

• HOMAYÜNÏ , 1991: 225, cf. SAFA, 1356/1977-8: 11: "In a pleasant voice, Sheikh ol-Molk 
Owrang would sometimes read from the Shah-name for him [Reza Shah]." 

9 SAFA. 1356/1977-8: 112. 
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Reza Shah's coming to power was mystically foretold and allegedly caused by an 

Indian Sufi,10 while another, Iranian Sufi recollected that "many of the orderly [i.e. 

non-qalandar, non-Haksar] Sufis hailed their sovereign." While the nationalist 

historian Ahmad Kasravi proclaimed that all books of the Sufis had to be thrown into 

the fire," Sufism under Reza Shah, "though seldom publicly avowed, [continued to] 

have a strong hold upon the educated classes and [...] a great influence over them." 

But Sufism not only survived introverted in elite circuits: it also radically changed. 

HAMMOUDI has written of Morocco that "if the royal institution and its legitimacy 

function in and through sainthood [...] it seems logical to consider the master-disciple 

relationship [...] as the decisive schema for the construction of power-relations" (p. 

85). This argument would make perfect sense for most of Qajar Iran, as widespread 

notions of kingship were very much akin to conceptions of Sufi authority. 

However, the sainthood model of master and disciple did not provide for equi

valents when autocratic power relations were challenged in the name of the nation, 

during the Constitutional Revolution. Under Reza Shah, the legitimacy of monarchy 

was not constructed through royal sainthood,14 but mediated by nationalistic 

modernisation. This policy, in turn, established the context for new (Sufi) master-

disciple relations in which legitimacy attained an abstract and external measure in the 

Iranian nation. Sufi ideology would increasingly argue its relevance vis-a-vis the 

Iranian nation, and it did not vest all authority in the person of the Sufi master 

anymore. Mystic religiosity, that is, transformed in the context of the nation-state. 

10 "One of the Sufis from India named <Sast Mehr Baba> related the coming to power of Reza Shah 
in Iran to himself and said it was because of his drive and willpower that he had become Shah" 
(ÏRANÏ, 1371/1992-3: 18), cf. KASRAVI, 1342/1963-4:71. 

n"Bdyad ketdbhd'ï ke az süfiyan dar miydn ast [...] be dteS keSide Sawad" (1342/1963-4: 12). 
12 WILSON, 1929: 299, cf. WILBER, 1975: 22. The complexity of the Shah's modernisation policy 

is further seen in that he, one would say in spite of it, sometimes considered Mirza Mohammad 
Hoseyn Na'ini his marga<-ye laqlïd (RICHARD, 1988: 162, cf. HAIRI, 1977: 147). 

13 "During the Qajar period the shah was still the Shadow of God - zell allah - and the centre point 
of the cosmos [my italics] - qcbleye 'alam' (AHMADI and AHMADI, 1998: 154). AUBIN (1908: 488) 
mentioned a rowie-hwan'% eulogy for the Shah (during a religious ceremony): "Pour régneren roi, 
comme un soleil brillant, est apparu Mohammed 'All Shah, conservateur de I'Univers." 

14 AHMADI and AHMADI (1998: 159-60) downplayed this development, but their formulations 
suggest it was crucial: "The idea of the divinity of the king [...] had lost much of its influence [...] The 
political and military shortcomings of the kings, who had brought bankruptcy and poverty upon the 
country and hindered its socio-economic development, can be considered as contributory factors in 
the weakening of the idea of the divinity of the king." 

15 I have left out discussions of Enlightenment and neo-Sufism here. Neo-Sufism was probably 
coined by Fazlur Rahman in 1966 (SIRRIYEH, 1998: 11), technically referring to eighteenth (and nine-
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3.1. Experiments and refutations 

The NecmatollahI Sufi path disintegrated in the late Qajar era, and the experience of 

constitutionalism was therefore varied in different branches. Various NecmatollahI 

masters had been politically active and influential in the Qajar period, but this 

exterior power was largely lost under Reza Shah as intimate Sufi ties to the state were 

cut. Although explicit contributions to the nation-state were few, many were the 

changes in the NecmatollahI paths that had the new political regimes as a context. 

The Safi'allsahl order experimented with and further developed its Freemasonry 

profile. The main Safï'alïsahï branch bureaucratised to the extent that the formerly 

unitary, exclusive and charismatic spiritual authority evolved into the leadership of 

a 'first among equals' who was selected through a restricted election. The analogies 

for these developments lay in the creation of an effective state bureaucracy,16 and the 

Shi'ite clerical reforms of ayatollah SangelagI (see below). The breach of tradition 

was refuted by a seceding sheikh who himself, nevertheless, headed a modernist 

magazine that specifically targeted the Iranian nation, rather than fellow Sufis or the 

community of believers, as an audience. The opposite pattern emerged in the 

Soltan'allsahl order, where traditional spiritual authority was challenged by a single 

modernist affiliate. Causing a war of words, he went his own way to develop a 

'scientific' Sufi religiosity that related spiritual maturity to educational progress. 

The SoltancalIsahI order 

Zeyn ol-cAbedIn Rahmatcallsah was Mohammad Sah's governor of Fars, under whom 

"the Nimatullahi Order reached the apogee of its external power."17 Upon his death 

in about 1861 there was no generally recognised successor. Two of the claimants 

were Monawwar'allsah (d.1884), from whom the Munes'allsah or Zo5r-Reyasateyn 

'branch' evolved, and SafTalïsah (d.1899), who created the SafTallsahl order. The 

teenth) century reform movements (mainly in North Africa) that propagated a lessening of ecstatic 
practices and more conformity to holy law. The two concepts have been hotly debated by RADTKE 
(1992, 1994, 1996) and SCHULTZE (1990, 1996), cf. PETERS (1990). The debate mainly involves 
doctrinal changes, while I focus on contemporary social (master-disciple and Sufi-nation) relations. 

"• "Reza Shah was able to accomplish what had proved impossible for the Qajars, the creation of 
a relatively powerful state [with] an effective bureaucracy" (MCDANIEL, 1991: 27). 

17NURBAKHSH, 1980: 111. 
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third claimant was Hagg Mohammad Kazem EsfahanI Sa'adat'allsah (d.1876), who 

founded the GonabadI, or Tawüslya, or SoltancalIsahï (Ne'matollahl) order. 

A testimony to Sufism's unabated socio-political significance in the late Qajar era 

- even after the Ne'matollahl order's disintegration - Sacadatcallsah was named 

Peacock of the Gnostics {tawüs ol-corafa) by Mohammad Sah, reportedly because he 

thought Sacadatcallsah 'well-dressed'.18 Because of this legend, the Soltan'allsahls are 

sometimes referred to as the 'Tawüslya'. Another tradition of Sufi power concerned 

Naser od-Dln Sah. The king had wished to meet with Sacadatcallsah, but the master 

dared to decline the invitation and (for unclear reasons) to 'ignore' the king.19 

As the order was most distinctly moulded by Sacadatcallsah's successor Hagg 

Molla Soltanmohammad Soltan'allsah, it has been more commonly designated as 

'Soltan'allsahl'. 'GonabadI' refers to the order's main residence since SoltancalIsah.2 

The order grew in social and numerical importance under SoltancalIsah's leadership, 

and he himself grew increasingly wealthy.21 Soltan'allsah was, possibly because of 

his conspicuous outward success, accused of various heresies. In 1909 he was 

murdered, under unclear circumstances, and thus made a martyr for Gonabadi Sufis.22 

Complex and contradictory histories of religious and personal strife surround the 

death of SoltancalIsah. There are several indications, however, that beyond these, 

socio-political reasons motivated his death. "It is said that at a time of famine 

fSoltancalIsah] refused to give people grain from his storehouses, and [then] became 

so unpopular that he was killed."23 Among the strenuous events which preceded his 

'«CAHARDAHÏ. 1361/1982-3: 161. 
" "MrTabande has written in the introduction to the second print of the Tafsir-e bayan os-sa'adat 

that Naser od-Dln Sah intended to meet Molla Soltan[mohammad] during the days of his stay in 
Tehran, but Molla Soltan ignored him and left for Mashhad. After a while he travelled to Bidokht and 
found a place to stay there" (CAHARDAHI, 1361/1982-3: 230-1). 

211 "By means of Molla Soltan and his successors Bidukht and Güymand (Gonabad) became 
proverbial, to such an extent that this schele became known as the GonabadI" (CAHARDAHI, 1361/ 
1982-3: 230-1). ALGAR'S claim ("Ni'mat-Allahiyya", Encyclopaedia of Islam) that "Gunabadis 
generally eschew the designation Ni'mat-Allahl and cannot therefore be regarded as representing the 
main line of the [...] order" is false, if only because of continuous conflicts over this matter. 

21 GRAMLICH. 1965: 66. cf. <MAHBOB'ALISAH>, 1368/1989: 48. 
22 Official literature relates: "The shrine [for Soltan'alisah] is built on the spot where the Qutb was 

murdered by a mob of fanatic bigots whose consciences were unable to bear the sense of guilt 
produced by the spirituality and moral edge of his preaching. They sacrilegiously slew him while he 
was at his ablutions in preparation for his morning prayer" (HAZEGHI, 1970: vii). Cf. GRAMLICH. 
1965:65: <SOLTANHOSEYN>, 1350/1971: 149. 

21 MILLER, 1923:345. 
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death was another conflict, during the Constitutional Revolution, with villagers in 

Bidokht who confronted him and demanded an explication of his political position. 

SoltancalIsah, whose predecessor had allegedly wished Naser od-Dln Sah dead and 

his 'despotism' to end, defended himself by proclaiming: "I am only a village farmer 

and a dervish, and I do not know what 'constitutionalism' or 'despotism' mean. We 

have nothing to do with these matters and we obey the government, whether it be 

constitutional or not."24 But one of the conspirators had acted in the name of the 

constitution,25 and Soltan'allsah, a wealthy and resented landlord rather than a simple 

village farmer, had been on good terms with various local authorities - state 

representatives - among whom was the governor of Khorasan, Nayyer od-Dowle.26 

(3) Hagg Molla cAlI Nür<allsah II 

Soltan'alïsah's son Nur'alisah had initially disliked the Sufism of his family in his 

youth, disappeared for years after conflicts with his father, and became a jurist. Later 

in life, he changed his views and in the end (after the murder of his father in 1909) 

became the order's Pole. He "was to be martyred in his turn by the opponents of such 

piety." On the run for clergymen now turned enemies, he was poisoned in 1918 in 

Kashan, and buried in Tehran. Gonabad was dubbed Günabad, 'place of blood'.28 

After having taken over the leadership from his father, NOr'allsah fell victim to the 

2JIn <SOLTANHOSEYN., 1350/1971: 122. 
2 5GAZBÏ-ESFAHANÏ. 1372/1993: 175. 
2<' <SOLTANHOSEYN>, 1350/1971: 133, 134, 135, cf. MADANÏ, 1376/1997: 73-4. 
27 HAZEGHI, 1970: vii, cf. GRAMLICH 1965: 68; HOMAYONI, 1371/1992: 217-9. 
28 HAY>AT-E TAHRIRlYE-YE KETABHANE-YE AMIR SOLEYMANÏ, 1367/1988-9: 35. <Nür<alïsah> 

had ordered for the construction of a library in Bidukht that the foqara could consult under the 
sheikh's guidance, while the lodge was open to pilgrims who were allowed to stay as long as they 
wanted, free of charge (HAZEGHI, 1970: vii). He had issued a/armü that somewhat contested the Isla
mic legitimacy of slavery. His grandson related: "My grandfather [...]. an inspired Mujtahed, issued 
his Fatva [...] in [...] 1912 - and that was 36 years before the United Nations issued their Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights - in which he pronounced that 'the purchase and sale of human beings 
is contrary to the dictates of religion and the practice of civilisation; [...] in our eyes any persons [...] 
who are claimed as slaves, are in legal fact completely free, and the equals of all other Muslims of 
their community'." But "should the legal condition for the enslavement of anyone be proven (because 
he had been taken prisoner fighting against Islam with a view to its extirpation and persisted in 
invincible ignorance in his [...] infidel convictions, or because there did exist legal proof that all his 
ancestors without exception had been slaves descended from a person taken prisoner conducting a 
warfare of such invincible ignorance) Islam would be bound to recognise such slavery as legal [....] 
The article is thus acceptable to us with this one proviso" (TABANDEH, 1970: 26, 27). 
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local strongman Salar Han Balüc, who before his clash with the Sufi leader had killed 

a local ruler in the village of Torbat - in the name of the Constitutional Revolution 

- and behaved as a warlord.29 "At the instigation of enemies" Salar Han Balüc had 

grabbed and abducted NO^allsah and "held him prisoner for some time, after which 

he [...] destroyed the houses of Nur'alisah and his relatives." Nürcallsah was freed 

through the intercession of various persons, among whom the ayatollah Molla 

Mohammad Kazem Horasanï.30 When harassments continued, "the state of the era 

prevented [the enemies' further] aggression and imprisoned a few of them." 

But in the second part of the First World War, when Russian troops controlled 

most of the northern provinces in Iran,32 NOr'allsah was again abducted, this time by 

Tzarist forces. The abduction had once more, according to one of the order's sources, 

been accomplished by plotting opponents "who had brought political accusations 

against Nür^alïsah."33 Earlier on, the Russians had undermined the position of Kho-

rasan's governor (on friendly terms with SoltancalIsah),34 and this possibly accounts 

for their acts. Nür'alïsah was honourably escorted back after a few days, however, 

when interrogations ran dry on his continuous denial of involvement in politics." 

What appears from the Russian abduction as much as from the continuous harass

ment of the Gonabadi Sufis, is the conflictuous nature of local and, beyond that, pro

vincial relations, which surpassed outright religious strife. Class conflict presented 

itself in the vocabulary of political reform. On the eve of the Pahlavi dynasty, the 

Soltan'alïsahl order constituted a considerable socio-political power in Khorasan, if 

only because it was perceived to be so and many enemies acted upon this perception. 

Possibly even more strenuous than outsiders' harassment, Nür'alïsah had become 

involved in a conflict between his father and one of his pupils, the self-willed Keyvan 

Qazvlnl. Although according to QazvInT's opponents it was only under Nüî alïsah that 

the former received his permission to teach in 1910,36 Qazvlnl reproached Nür^allsah 

»Cf. GAZBI-ESFAHANI, 1372/1993: 190. 
>"<SOLTANHOSEYN>, 1348/1969-70: 264. 
« <SoLTANHOSEYN>, 1348/1969-70: 265. 
'2 YAPP, 1978: 15-16. The Russians had a Northern sphere of influence from 1907 (and the British 

a Southern one) and invaded Iran in 1911. By 1920, remaining (Bolshevik) troops were chased away 
by Reza Khan (Reza Shah, from 1925). In 1940 they, as well as the British, invaded again. 

" <SOLTANHOSEYN>, 1337/1958: 203. 
14<SOLTANHOSEYN>. 1350/1971: 135. 

>5 <SOLTANHOSEYN>. 1348/1969-70: 265. 
M <NASER'ALi>,1362/1983-4: 44. 
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for 'treason', as he had managed to convince his father to bypass Qazvlnl as 

prospective Pole." To support his own case, Nürcalïsah had furthermore "issued a 

proclamation which he is said to have published all over Persia, in which he called 

upon the nation to accept him as its head" [italics mine].38 

The real I true Suftsm 

'From all the sayings of the Sufis it appears that the institution of the Pole 
(qotbiyat) occupies the highest position and that a higher rank is inconceivable'. 
Riyaz'ali [replied]: 'Yes!' [....] 'There exists no position of greater importance'.39 

Key van Qazvlnl (1861-1938) was born in Qazvin.40 After having served several other 

Sufi masters, he "entered in the circle of the novices of SafTalïsah", succeeded in 

becoming his 'itinerant sheikh' (Seyh-e sayyar), and received his egaze-ye ersdd.41 In 

the Iraqi holy places he then entered into the service of various Sources of Emulation, 

one of whom, RastI (according to one of Qazvlnl's pupils), conveyed the title of 

'ayatollah' upon him.42 After six years in the service of Safïcallsah and many travels 

he reached Bidokht, and on 28 December 1894 he re-entered the Sufi path under 

Soltan'allsah. He was then, reportedly, once more appointed itinerant sheikh, 

received the cognomen <Mansurcali>, became one of the favourite and most fanatic 

GonabadI affiliates, "worked for the propagation of Sufism on behalf of Mollasoltan, 

and went to India, Iraq, Turkestan, the Caucasus and Arabia."43 But in 1926, he 

departed from the path of Sufism as it was predominantly known in Iran.44 

37 Qazvlnl, in'ABBASÏ, 1376/1997: 191. Discontent over <Nür<alïsah>'s succession of his father 
was not limited to Qazvlnl, but shared by many of the Sufis (GRAMLICH, 1976: 178, cf. 1965: 68). 

38 MILLER. 1923: 353. Defending Sufism, in response to accusations by Salar Han, <Nüt<alïsah> 
had proclaimed: "We do not need the crown of kings / but kings need our crowns instead" (Ma na 
mohtag-e tag-e Sdhan-im I balke Mhdn be tag-e ma mohtag) (GAZBÏ-ESFAHANÏ, 1372/1993: 193). 

WRAHBAR-ESFAHANI, 1340/1961-2: 254-5. 
« CAHARDAHÏ, 1361/1982-3: 231; 1360/1981-2: 15, cf. GRAMLICH (1965: 68, 69), who held 

Qazvlnl to have died in 1939.1 accept CAHARDAHÏS dating (1360/1981-2: 15) because it is more 
precise: 13 October 1938. Qazvlnl died in an American hospital. 

41 CAHARDAHÏ, 1370/1991: 108. 
42 CAHARDAHÏ. 1370/1991: 108. Besides two tafsirs and a 'Book of Mysticism' (see below), 

Qazvlnl wrote Raz-goSa (Revealing of Secrets), Behin sohan (In These Words), the two-volume 
Keyvan-name (Book of Kevwan) and Ostowar (Raz-dar) (Ostowar, Keeper of Secrets). 

4 3 CAHARDAHÏ, 1361/1982-3:231-2. 
« G R A M L I C H , 1965:68. 
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While Qazvlnl lived through Reza Shah's demolition of the traditional clergy's 

religious institutions, it is unlikely to have eluded him that "some audacious thinkers 

attempted to reconcile [...] intellectual modernism with a renewal of religion."45 

Ayatollah SangelagI, who was trained in mysticism (cerfdn), but developed a 

distinct dislike of esoterism, retained, throughout his life, "confident relations with 

the new regime."46 The Shah's Justice Minister, for example, was his disciple. Central 

among the modernist ayatollah's ideas was the need for a more rigorous monotheism 

that would do away with the belief in sacred intermediaries, i.e. the Imams, and their 

'intercession' (Sefffat). In his view, the 'emulation' (taqlid) of mogtaheds ought to be 

replaced by everyman's direct 'interpretation' (egtehdd) of the sacred sources. 

Similar arguments against jurist emulation had been made earlier by the Akhbaris 

and the Sheikhis. However, SangelagI was not the founder of a school or sect and nei

ther did his message remain largely confined to the clerical community. He lectured 

in public while the emerging nation-state was heading towards mass-education, and 

he attracted a broad audience as "workers, traders, merchants, teachers, students, 

members of parliament, journalists and preachers were all seated at the foot of his 

pulpit."48 An inverse example to his modernising religiosity, SangelagI felt that "the 

Sufis [have] so developed the principle of authority that for them the faithful [...] are 

to the shaykh 'as cadavers are to the washers of the dead': utterly without will." The 

clerical Shicite struggle was not, however, lost on Sufism. SangelagTs affront was 

paralleled by Qazvlnf s Sufi (self-) critique and outline of a program for reform. 

Nüreddln ModarresI Cahardahl, Qazvlnf s faithful disciple, wrote in relation to his 

master's conflicts that "the [Soltan'allsahi] Poles have never indulged in speaking 

badly about him, but a number of their Sufis have out of foolishness and without 

comprehending the issues of the books, engaged in nonsensical, idle talk." 

Although it is doubtful whether privately opinions were so civil, it was only in 1982 

^ R I C H A R D , 1988: 159. 

"'RICHARD, 1988: 162, 168, 162. Even of Reza Shah's main clerical opponent, Modarres - hailed 
in the Islamic Republic as an uncompromising star of the Islamic movement - it has been observed 
that he "spoke a secular, rather than a religious, language" (ABRAHAMIAN. 1993: 103). 

47 The number of schools increased from 612 in 1922 to 8237 in 1940(BANANI , 1961: 108). 
4»CAHARDAHI, 1352/1973-4:518. 
* RICHARD, 1988: 163, 166-9, 169. SangelagTs ideas were anathema to most of the 'olama. 

Khomeyni was fiercely opposed to SangelagI (of which evidence is found in his KaSf ol-asrar). 
5"CAHARDAHI, 1361/1982-3: 231-2. 
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that 'The Cutting Edge' {Tïq-e boranda) was published,51 followed in 1983 by the 

equally vigilant 'Treatise of the Response' (Resala-ye gavabiya).52 Both of these 

pamphlets, in defence of the Soltan'allsahl order, were assaults on Qazvlnl.53 

As SangelagI attacked Shicite taqlid, Qazvlnl had "objected to Sufism in its outer 

structure, with poles, sheikhs and disciples. He developed his own teaching of 

'real/true' (haqïqï) Sufism, against the 'formalist' (rasmi) Sufism of Sufi orders",54 

which had as its core the idea that mysticism could be a modern scientific enterprise. 

The 1930 version of his 'Book of Mysticism' f'Erfan-name) used the measure of the 

modern age; the Gregorian calendar. In line with his modern pose as a 'thinker', 

Cahardahl referred to his master not as 'sheikh' but as 'the great philosopher'. 

Admirers had addressed Kasravi, the nationalist enemy of Sufism, in the same way. 

Reportedly, Qazvlnl had about 3000 pupils, among whom were well known literati.55 

Qazvlnl's real/true Sufism was strongly condemned in the Resala. "One cannot 

count this to be Islamic Sufism anymore: it was a new religion, like the claims of 

Mlrza Hoseyn'all Baha were."56 As SangelagI allegedly took his inspiration from 

Saudi revivalists, it was protested against Qazvlnl that "sometimes he exhibits a 

51 The writer of Tïq-e boranda was 'Abdossaleh Ne'matollahï. 
52 The writer of the Gavdbiya was Asadollah Golpayeganl Ïzad-Gosasb <Nasertali> (d. 1917-8). 
55 'The Cutting Edge' in addition attempted to tackle Kasravi's attack against Sufism. (Reza'alisah) 

Tabande (then named <Soltanhoseyn>) had only once publicly, mildly criticised Qazvïnï in Sdl-ndme-
ye keiwar-e 'Iran (1338/1959-60: 4), and protested to Kasravi in a personal letter dated Mehr 17, 
1321/October9, 1942 (<MAHBÜB'ALISAH>, 1373/1994-5: 221). The present master, his brother <Mag-
züb'alïsah), told me there could possibly have been a meeting between (Soltanhoseym and Kasravi, 
as Kasravi was a professor at Tehran University and <Soltanhoseyn> one of his students. A reason for 
the order's previous silence was that "the 'olama were opposed to Sufism to a far greater extent than 
Kasravi was." <Rezacalisah>, who despised Qazvlnl's pupil Cahardahl, had nevertheless quoted the 
latter in stating that Qazvlnl had 'found nothing' with <Safi'alisah>, to whom the Soltan'alïsahïs related 
'as water to fire' (interview, 04/19/97). Recently, a new series of affronts and defences has been 
inaugurated. Mahmüd 'AbbasI provided a new edition of Qazvïnï's Raz-goSd (1376/1997) - a very ill-
concealed attempt to render Sufism illegitimate as a whole - to which the order responded with 
PARISAN-ZADE'S GoMyeS-e rdz (1377/1998), which sought to discredit both Qazvlnl and his editor. 

54 GRAMLICH, 1965: 68-9. <NASER'ALi> held Qazvlnl opposed to any reyasat (1362/1983-4: 28). 
Among the Zahabiya, there was a somewhat similar discussion on the Pole-ship from 1913 (which 
primarily had to do with its hereditary nature among the Zahabiya (LEWISOHN, 1999: 42). 

"These included, for instance, Sa'Id Naflsï, Golamreza Samimi Kermansahl, 'All DastI, and 
'Abdollah Han Ma'zQml (CAHARDAHI. 1370/1991: 109). In the 1950s NafisI gave a course in Sufi 
history at Tehran University (cf. BARQ, one of his pupils, in a treatise under his supervision on the 
life and works of <Safïca!ïsah>, 1352/1973-4: 2). DASTÏ (d.1982), was a senator and publicist, and the 
author of Dar diydr-e siifiyan, a generally sympathetic account of Sufism (1354/1975-6). 

56 <NASER'AU>. 1362/1983: 67, cf. p. 58. The reference is to ('heretic') Bahaism. 
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Figure 3. 
(Genealogical) succession 
in the Soltan'allsahl order 

1. (Sa'adal'allsah) 

(d.1876) 

Soltan'alTsah) 

(d.1909) 

3.2. Keyvan 
QazvM(d. l938) 

special interest for the Wahhabi 

religion," and that "like the Sunnis, he 

did not recognise 'being divinely 

appointed' (nass) and 'authorisation' 

(egdze) as necessary conditions."" 

Furthermore, the Response indignantly 

rejected Qazvlnl's reproach that 

Soltan'allsah had secretly made a claim 

to the Imamate. Qazvlnl's most sacri

legious allegation even had Sol-

tan'alïsah secretly pretend to prophetic 

revelation (wahy), that is: being the 

ultimate prophet, beyond Mohammad. 

The Resala-ye gavdbiya explained: 

"Because [Qazvlnï] was himself 

opposed to, and an enemy of all the [...] 

leaders of the religious strata, so he 

thought that Sufism would be against them as well."58 Having cited many of 

Qazvlnl's alleged misconceptions of Shi'ite and Sufi history and deviations from 

established points of doctrine, it concluded that "the honourable sheikh reckons 

Shicism and Sufism [as a whole] to be outside of Islam."59 In other words: in 

attacking all traditional bases of spiritual authority, Qazvlnl had not only lost his wits 

but was also effectively, through these illicit innovations, an heretic unbeliever. 

These Soltan'alïsahï exchanges present one with a distinctly modernist struggle. 

Not only personal claims to spiritual authority were questioned, but also the nature 

of Sufi authority itself. The struggle was nevertheless framed, on both sides, in the 

traditional Sufi genre of 'heresiology', which sought 'the intangible point of dogma' 

to establish the adversary's failings, and to associate them with inadmissible passions 

3.1 <NQrtalIsah II> 

(d.1918) 

I 
4. (Saleh'alisah) 

(d.1966) 

Legend: genealogical succession applies to 
the names in the demarcated area 

57 <NASER'ALI>, 1362/1983: 26. 38. This point was elaborated by Hoggat Balagi. another 
adversary of QazvinT's who led a smaller Ne'matollahi branch and stated in a polemic that one was 
simply born a qoth - like one was born a mogtahed - there being no human elements of election or 
selection involved (see GRAMLICH, 1976: 179). 

* <NASER-ALI>, 1362/1983: 63. 
» <NASER<ALI>, 1362/1983: 37; CAHARDAHI, 1370/1991: 108. 
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and moral culpability.60 These passions were often related to financial malpractice, 

which flew in the face of the Sufi ideal of disinterestedness. Doctrinal deviations and 

heretic passions together established the opponent's moral failings and bankruptcy.61 

In addition, Qazvlnl's questioning of traditional Sufi authority had the nation-state 

as an implicit, organising motif. In the 'Revealing of Secrets' (Raz-goM)62 he identi

fied elements in Iranian culture that were foreign to either Islam or Iran.63 In this res

pect, his 'heresiology' was analogous to Kasravi's modernist and nationalist critique. 

In the Book of Mysticism, Qazvïnï outlined a corporate vision of "classes in society 

[that] are like organs in the body, [and] that must be present in the society to the extent 

that they are necessary, not too much and not too little, otherwise society would become 

defective like the man with four eyes and one hand, or four feet and one tooth."64 

Of the clergy, very few were functional. The underlying axiom held that if there 

were many clergymen, there would be more corruption, and few religious benefits. 

In a city of half a million, Qazvlnl estimated, one person would be enough, to be 

present once a week for prayer and for teaching 'necessary subjects'.65 No such 

leniency was left over in his consideration of formalist, or 'customary' (marsüm) 

Sufism. hi Qazvlnl's distinctly modern mode of functionalist reasoning, the organ of 

traditional Sufism was not only un-Islamic, but also nationally dysfunctional:66 

The See of Dervishhood, which had blossomed in the era of impotence of go
vernment in Iran, - during the war between the Zands and the Qajars - split into 
an abundance of branches. Now that it is 1928 in the Christian era, there are 
twenty dervish Sees in Iran. They flaunt one another with sarcasm and except 
for negating one another, they have no ground to substantiate themselves.67 

"' My paraphrase of Foucault's definition (in RABINOW, 1984: 382). 
61 One comes across this genre of contestation among many Iranian Sufis. For the Sokan'alïsahï 

conflict, see: <NASER'ALi>, 1362/1983: 79; Qazvïnï, in'ABBASI, 1376/1997: 190). 
62 Qazvïnï completed Raz-goSa on 16 November 1931, and he published it in August or September 

1932 (<NASER'ALI>, 1362/1983: 22; Qazvïnï, in 'ABBASI, 1376/1997: 254). 
63 QAZVÏNI had words of praise for the 'great works' of the recent past in Iran: the defeat of the 

British tobacco monopoly, the Constitutional revolution, and the parliament of 1906 ('Erfan-name, 
1309/1930: 269). The Soltan'alïsahïs (except for Qazvïnï) refrained from such appreciations, which 
underscores that the nation-state was less obvious as a frame of reference for them. 

"'Erfan-name, 1309/1930: 311-12. 
65 'Erfan-name, 1309/1930: 313. 
'•'• Cf. the analysis in 'Erfan-name, 1309/1930: 311-1.3. 
'•" 'Erfan-name, 1309/1930: 307. 
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Mutual admonitory advice 

(4) Hagg Seyh Mohammad Hasan Salehcallsah (1891-1966) assumed the leadership 

of the Soltan'allsahl order after his father was poisoned in 1918, and the torments that 

befell his father and grandfather awaited him too.68 But Salehcallsah survived, despite 

assertive views on Sufi authority. In a 1950 interview, he was asked who at present 

represented the Hidden Imam. Saleh'alïsah's stated: "All orders claim that the di

rectives [...] from their predecessors lead up to them. But they have no written autho

rization. It is us who are in the possession of a written authorization from the past." 

Salehcallsah cultivated his religious studies, travelled widely to European destina

tions and Islamic holy sites, and initiated works for the public good in Gonabad. He 

managed to reformulate the order from a persecuted outcast in the provincial periphe

ry into a national source of morality. His position was enhanced through conspicuous 

organisational order and considerable wealth,71 which rumours say derived from the 

politically influential provincial aristocracy. The one certainty is that ever more well-

to-do and influential affiliates entered the order - including many members of parlia

ment and the premier Qavam as-Saltana - and that his message became widespread. 

When Reza Shah enforced the use of surnames in 1928, the wealthy and powerful 

Pole chose Bicare, 'helpless' (which critics use as an ironical joke and affiliates point 

out as a sign of piety).73 There are narratives of more direct early contacts between 

« Cf. <SALEH<ALISAH,, 1372/1993-4: 6; GAZBI-ESFAHANI, 1372/1993-4: 229. There were 
regular harassments of and violence against Saleh'allsah and his affiliates and destructions of 
Soltan'allsahl property in Gonabad, which caused Saletfallsah to flee from Gonabad several times. 
He had moreover been abducted by Tzarist forces in his youth, together with his father Nur'alisah. 

69 HAY'AT-E TAHRlRlYE-YE KETABHANE-YE AMlR SOLEYMANl, 1367/1988-9: 412. 
711 Cf. (SALEH'ALISAH), 1372/1993-4: 7. Among these works were the foundation of the 

Ketabhane-ye Soltanl. that attained national recognition, the Salehlya hospital, the propagation of 
literacy and adult education, and the digging of several qanat. 

71 The Soltan'alisahi order is "innerlich straffer zusammengefaBt, mehr geeint und zentralisiert. 
mehr von seiner Sendung überzeugt, als jede andere Ni'matullahïgruppe. abgesehen davon, daf3 der 
Pol der GunabadI iiber ungeheure Geldmittel verfiigt, die ihm helfen, seine Machtstellung nach auBen 
hin sichtbar zu machen" (GRAMLICH, 1965: 64). 

72 "Obwohl man in jedem Derwischorden in Persien Vertreter aller Bevölkerungsschichten finden 
kann, kann man doch in letzter Zeit beobachten, daB Angehörige höherer sozialer Schichten, 
besonders Beambte, Offiziere, Kaufleute und ahnliche [...], sich mit Vorliebe fur die GunabadI 
entscheiden" (GRAMLICH, 1965: 64). TRIMINCHAM cites an observation by IVANOW in the 1960s: 
"A few decades ago almost the whole of the class of the junior government clerks [...] belonged to 
the [...] GunabadI order" (1971: 102). MILLER (1923: 347) mentioned "well-to-do classes such as 
merchants [and] landowners", parliamentarians and the premier as Gonabad! affiliates. 

"POURJAVADY and WILSON, 1978: 252. It must be noted in addition to Pourjavady and Wilson's 
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the SoltancalïsahIs and Reza Shah as well, which concerned one of Salehcallsah's 

sheikhs, Ayatollah Hagg Seyh 'Abdollah Ha'erl Mazanderanï.74 During the holy 

months the king used to send money to some of the clergymen for the breaking of the 

fast. He included Ha'erl, who, however, refused to accept the compromising gift.75 

The present Pole, MagzObcalIsah, stressed a less ideologically cleansed royal 

relation with the sheikh, to whom the king had allegedly 'become captivated'. His 

version matched, in detail, a pre-revolutionary account by Sheikh ol-Molk Owrang, 

Sufi member of parliament and court intimate of Reza Shah. Magzubcallsah related: 

When he was still a hungry, poor and simple soldier, Reza Shah once had an 
encounter with Ha'eri, one of the sheikhs of Salehcalisah. Ha'erl predicted: 'You 
will be king'. Reza Shah was utterly amazed and said he didn't believe the 
prediction. Ha'erl responded: 'Yes, you will be king, and you must treat the 
people right'. After Reza Khan became Reza Shah, he recalled the encounter 
with Ha'eri and sent someone to search for him. Ha'erl was found and the two 
met for a second time, during which Reza Shah asked: 'Is there anything I can 
do for you?' Ha'erl responded: 'No. nothing, just don't loose out of sight that 
which I told you when we first met: Treat the people right'.76 

Reza Shah had become opposed to Sufism, according to MagzQbcalIsah, not because 

of any preconceived grudge against it, but because its numbers had grown very large. 

A British traveller was told that all of the people in the district of Gonabad were 

Sufis.77 During Salehcallsah's leadership the SoltancalIsahI numbers were estimated 

at about 40.000 (which approximated the size of the unified NecmatoIlahI order in the 

eighteenth century), while their affiliates were widely distributed over Iran.78 

reading, however, that except for piety or a joke, Bicdre was the name of the clan, prevalent in Bi-
dokht. under which <SoltancaIïsah> had already be registered (cf. <MAHBÜB<ALÏSAH>. 1368/1989: 47). 

u GRAMLICH (1965: 69) mentions that during his research <Salehcalisah> had four sheikhs, one 
of them his son <Soltanhoseyn>, the other three unknown. From Ydd-ndme-ye Sdleh (HAY'AT-E 
TAHRÏRÏYE-YE KETABHANE-YE AMIR SOLEYMANI, 1367/1988-9: 84-90) it emerges there were, in 
total, fourteen sheikhs, whose names in addition to <Sokanhoseyn>, Keyvan Qazvlnl and Ha'eri, 
included: 1) cAmadeddin Sabzawari; 2) Mirza AbD Taleb Semnanï; 3) Mïrza Yüsof Ha'eri: 4) Emam 
Gom'e-ye Estahbanati; 5) Asadollah Golpayegani Izad-Gosasb; 6) Mohammad Fan! Semnanï; 7) 
Mirza Mehdi Mogtahed SoleymanI; 8) Mohammad Han Rastin ArakI; 9) 'Abdollah Sufi AmlasI; 10) 
Mohammad Sarl'at Qomml; and 11) Hebatollah Gazbt. 

" N E ' M A T O L L A H I , 1361/1982: 80. 
7f' Interview (Magzüb'alisah), 04/19/97; cf. OWRANG, in Sal-name-ve donya, 22: 216-20. 
" M I L L E R , 1923:343. 
T» <SOLTAN<ALISAH), in Sdl-name-ye keiwar-e Iran, 1338/1959-60. (4): 124. 
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Magzubcallsah recollected three additional, baseless reproaches: the Sufis in Bidokht 

were accused of smoking opium, and of bribing judges. Qazvlnl had written that the 

Sufis - Saleh'allsah among them - were aspiring to revolution and coveting the 

kingship.79 Reza Shah then, according to Magzub'allsah. himself visited 

representatives of the order in Tehran, who explained to the king that none of the 

accusations contained any truth. Reza Shah's Minister of Culture CA1I Asgar Hekmat 

visited Gonabad and witnessed the Soltan'alïsahï' school for illiterate adults. After 

Hekmat returned to Tehran and reported his findings, the Shah allegedly made it 

compulsory for servants in the state machinery to be literate. Classes similar to the 

Soltan'alïsahï one in Gonabad were then organised for adult illiterates. 

Finally, Magzüb'allsah recollected a visit to the Soltan'allsahls in Gonabad by 

Reza Shah, during which the king requested the writing of an instruction from which 

it would become manifest what constituted legitimate Sufi behaviour. The manuscript 

that resulted in 1939 was 'Saleh's Advice' (Pand-e Saleh), a booklet which more than 

any other established the Soltan'allsahl Sufis as a legitimate religious force in modem 

Iran.81 It has perhaps been this chain of events which underlay the claim that in actual 

fact "Reza Shah [may even] have harboured some sympathy for the dervishes." ' 

Pand-e Saleh, according to another manifesto, became "a household word 

amongst the religious of Iran."83 The order's respectable mission, contrary to that of 

others, aimed at the broadest possible audience, as Saleh's Advice "makes clear for 

the ordinary man and woman how to practice this moral and spiritual discipline [of 

78 Cf. HAY'AT-E TAHRÏRÏYE-YE KETABHANE-YE AMIR SOLEYMANl. 1367/1988-9: 142-3. 
Soltan'allsahls in turn accused QazvinI of appropriating the title 'shah' (which they say only becomes 
the qotb) through adding it to his order name <Mansüî alï> (see HAY'AT-E TAHRIRIYE-YE 
KETABHANE-YE AMiR SOLEYMANl, 1367/1988-9: 86). Saleh'alïsah reportedly stated: "He [Qazvïnï] 
is not a sheikh anymore, but as he is still a dervish [faqir], let us ask God to carry him from this world, 
before he brings the dervish faith into danger" (cited in 'ABBASI, 1376/1997: 93). 

811 "Reza Shah realised that adult education would potentially provide his program of nationalism, 
reform, and modernization with a broader mass-support, and in 1936 the Ministry of Education began 
to put its plans into operation" (BANANI, 1961: 103). 

81 Interview <Magzüb<aIïsah>. 04/19/97. In the official Soltan'alïsahï literature the story is retold 
with a slightly different twist: In it Reza Shah becomes aware of his prejudices against Sufism and 
the Soltan'alïsahï order after getting to know the content of Pand-e Saleh (HAY'AT-E TAHRÏRÏYE-YE 
KETABHANE-YE AMIR SOLEYMANl. 1367/1988-9: 142-3). In Pand-e Saleh itself, it is mentioned that 
the booklet was written in response to requests by thefoqara (op. cit.. p. 16). 

82 POURJAVADI and WILSON, 1978: 162. 
"•' HAZEGHI, 1970: viii. 
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Sufism], and so to enjoy the fruits of the spirit in daily life in this world."84 

Pand-e Saleh was recently observed to be "a work filled with platitudes and 

hackneyed moral exhortations, the mystical content of which is insignificant."85 

Whether or not one accepts this as a literary qualification or as a judgement of 

doctrine, there is indeed little in it, apart from some measure of terminology, that 

could distinguish the Soltan'allsahl Sufis from other Iranian Shicites, and nothing that 

would otherwise put them up against the social, the religious or the stately order. 

Saler/alïsah was opposed to involvement in politics, except where it concerned 

religious matters. However, even in these he would not define religious duties in any 

binding detail beyond 'enjoining the good and forbidding the evil' {amr be mcfrüfwa 

nahy az monkar)}6 When he did call upon the state, it was in a bid for support of 

traditional crafts and industries, which were a token of the (great) nation of Iran.81 

National integration had been a cause of great concern for Kasravi, who had 

"focused on the question of communalism in [his pamphlet] Sufigari", and held 

Sufism, as a religious sect, among the primary causes of national disintegration.88 But 

Nürcalïsah had promised "to remove all discord from the nation in the space of two 

years" (if only the nation would recognise him as its spiritual leader).89 Salehcalïsah 

had been unable to verbally counter Kasravi's modernist assault, but he had 

nevertheless further developed the SoltancalIsahI order in ways to make it seem idle. 

One finds modern transformations in the SoltancalIsahI order, then, not only in the 

conspicuously revolutionary innovations of Qazvlnl. They are also to be found in 

Nur^allsah's nation-wide appeal for spiritual recognition and national unity, and in the 

streamlined religiosity which stories surrounding Saleh's Advice claim was 

commissioned by Reza Shah, the leader of the nation. Thus, the SoltancalIsahT order 

evolved from being a powerful but localised ferqe (sect) into, to some outward extent 

at least, becoming a subdued but nationally integrated socio-religious organisation. 

8 4 H A Z E G H I , 1970: ix. 
8 5 L E W I S O H N , 1998:452. 
8'<SOLTANHOSEYN>, 1348/1969-70: 270. 
87 HAY'AT-E TAHRÏRÏYE-YE KETABHANE-YE AMIR SOLEYMANl. 1367/1988-9: 141. 
88 ABRAHAM1AN, 1973: 297. 282. 
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The Saficallsahl order 

The SafTallsahl order takes its name from Mlrza Hasan Baqer EsfahanI (or Yazdl), 

a disciple of Rahmat'alïsah, the last leader of the unified Necmatollahï order before 

contemporary divisions. He was born in Isfahan in 1835, travelled widely, repeatedly 

met with persecution, but founded a flourishing order, and died in Tehran in 1899.90 

Safï'alïsah was, like his pupil Qazvlnl, accused of entertaining relations with the 

Bahai community, he was reproached for Freemasons being among his disciples, 

and his "connections with the IsmacIlTs were obviously strong." 2 When in India, 

"Safi 'Ali Shah [had] also kept company with the local Sufis, Yogis and Brahmins."93 

Kasravi wrote (without, however, providing any evidence) that Safï'alïsah had 

"annexed Sufism to the deifyers of cAlI ('Alï-lllahï)", the 'extremist' Ahl-e Haqq.94 

In another sense, SafTallsah was an undisputed innovator: he wrote a tafslr in rhyme 

and in Persian, which many of the clergy found blasphemous, and for which they 

declared him an unbeliever. The tafslr was nevertheless, through Naser od-Dln Sah's 

intercession, sanctioned by & fatwa of the Iraqi Source of Emulation Mlrza-ye Slrazi. 

Even more interesting than the allegations and facts of an ecumenical and 

innovative mind, one of his successors read Safï'allsah's appearance and success in 

*> MILLER, 1923:354. 
'>" 11/24 or 25/1316Q, cf. GRAMLICH, 1965: 61; HOSEYNI, 1377/1998: 11 ;BARQ. 1352/1973-4: 

3; et al. <Safi'aIïsah>'s lodge and burial site was allegedly built in 1316Q/1896 (see KIYANI, 1369/ 
1990-1: 244; <MA<SÜM<ALISAH> (1318Q /1900, (3): 446 {Tara'eq ol-haqa'eq), but this was contested 
by HOMAYONI (1371/1992: 276). "After the passing away of <SafT'alTsah> nine hundred tüman was 
assembled and spent on the restoration of the lodge and the payment of the heirs of <Safï'alïsah>" (CA-
HARDAHI. 1360/1981-2: 15). Besides this lodge, the SafTalisahis have a general burial place between 
Tajrish and the Emamzada-ye Qasem in Tehran. It was built and named after <Zahfr od-Dowle> by 
his Society of Brotherhood, from money acquired from the sale of adjacent lands (op. cit., p. 28). The 
Soltan'alisahïs stress that <Safï'alïsah> had accepted the egaze-name of his (Soltan'allsahl) competitor 
(Sa'adaFallsah) (ESFAHANI, 1372/1993-4: 35-8). As there is no denying this, many Safi'alïsahls grant 
the Soltan'allsahl version but add that <Sa'adat'alisah> had, with authorisation, accepted (SafTalisahi's 
superiority in the affairs of Sufism. The details of the agonising conflicts over <Safi'alisah>'s 
succession fall outside the scope of this research (they are dealt with in GRAMLICH, 1965). 

" CAHARDAHI, 1360/1981-2: 18. 167; KATIRA'I. 1355/1976-7: 96. 
'n POURJAVADY and WILSON, 1975: 132. HAZINI relates: "Rahmat 'AM Shah soon made Safi 'Ali 

Shah his personal envoy to the Ni'matullahi and Isma'ili communities in India" (1998). He had been 
sent to India to renew allegiances to the Agha Khan of the Isma'ïlïya (WAHIDNIYA, 1352/1973: 254). 
A first hand account by Safi'alisah of (among other subjects) relations with the Isma'ïlïya during his 
foreign and Iranian travels, has been included in HOMAYONI (1371/1992: 246-74). 

53 HAZINI, 1998. He had been sent to India by the late Ne'matollahi leader (RahmaralTsah) to 
renew the allegiances to the Isma'illya Agha Khan. 

« K A S R A V I , 1342/1963-4:50. 
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Tehran politically, in the context of the reform of Qajar despotism.95 The theme of 

reform would, in conflicting definitions, dominate developments in the Saficallsahl 

order after the founder's demise. All of the new sub-branches became preoccupied, 

through their leaders, with far-reaching organisational and ideational changes. 

In his last breath - dying, according to a legend which survives to the present, in 

a corner of the lodge in Tehran - SafTalïsah reportedly murmured to disciples sur

rounding him: "have no disunity" (ehtelaf ma-dar). But contrary to the SoltancalIsahI 

order - in which a largely undisputed, genealogical leadership came into existence -

the Saflcallsahl order saw incongruously antagonistic claims for leadership after the 

founder's death. After SafTallsah, there has not been any leader compatible to the 

founder in charisma, reputation or following. SafTallsah had sixteen sheikhs, none 

of whom were unambiguously declared his one and only successor.96 For this reason, 

Saflcallsahl spirituality has to this day radiated around Safi'allsah's personality. 

Macrufcallsah, Mir MacsOm Han KermanI, Heyratcallsah and Zahlr od-Dowle all 

claimed to be SafTalïsah's exclusively legitimate, appointed successor. The claimants 

produced and contested various documents and oral authorisations. But the evidence 

made public and subsequent conflicts over succession did not result in clearly demar

cated branches. Several sheikhs attempted, to the end of the reign of Reza Shah, to 

regain the spiritual leadership over the central branch, and others gave up their claims 

in silence. The central branch in SafTallsah's lodge has remained a contested asset. 

95 See Marzban, in AFSAR, 1367/1988: 24-5, cf. HOSEYNI, 1377/1998: 15. 
'"• <Saficalïsah> held that the Pole-ship ought to be claimed by a person whose being sufficiently 

shared in that of the Hidden Imam during his occultation, and to whom nothing would remain 
unknown (ZANGNA-PCR, 1343/1964-5: 471). The sheikhs were: 1. Hagg Sayyed Mïrza Mahmüd Han 
Na'ini <Heyrat<alïsah> (d.1919/20) (CAHARDAHI, 1360/1981-2: 36); 2. Hagg Mohammad Ebrahim 
Namazï Sïrazï <Niyaz<alïs_ah> (d. 1904/05); 3. Haggi 'Abdollah Ne'matï Mostasar=alTsah Kermansahl 
<Haggi Dadas> (d.l948MCAHARDAHl, 1360/1981-2: 40-1); 4. <ZahIr od-Dowle>, <Safatali> (d.1924); 
5._ Mïrza 'Abdolkarlm Sïrazï <Ma<rüPalïsah> (d.?); 6. Hadï Mowlavi Gilani <Wafa<alïsah> (d.1949) 
(CAHARDAHI. 1361/1982-3: 164): 7. Ma'sQm Han KermanT (d.?); 8. Wahdat (in Yazd) (d.?); 9. 
Nawwab-e Sams (in Yazd) (d.?); 10. Sayyed Hoseyn (in India) (d.?); 11. Na'eb os-Sadr SemnanT 
<Mansfir=alTsah> (d.1934) (CAHARDAHI, 1361/1982-3: 174); 12. Haggi <Seyf od-Dow!e> (d.?) 
(CAHARDAHI, 1982: 49); 13. 'Seyh ol-Masayeh' Qommse'i (d.?); 14. Aqa Reza Sams ol-'Orafa 
(Hoseyn'alTsah) (d.?); 15. Mïrza Mahmüd Ra'ïs <Safïq<alï> (d.?) (CAHARDAHI. 1361/1982-3: 149); 
16. (Molla 'Abbas'alï) Keyvan Qazvïnï (d.1938). 

'" Historical reality has certainly been more complex than the chart in Figure 4. outlines (see 
below), but given that several Sufis from different sub-branches agreed on it when I presented it to 
them, I am convinced that at least the main structure must be accurate. I am particularly grateful to 
(Monawwai^alïsah) who took the trouble to delve his memory and go over it with me. 
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The Shirazi horse trader Macrufcallsah made a claim for the leadership, but soon 

thereafter pledged his allegiance to Mir Macsüm Han KermanI,98 whose alternative 

lineage was influential up to the 'glory of the gnostics' (fahr ol-corafa') Mohammad 

Haklmiyan <RahmatcalIsah>. Reza Shah's first Prime Minister Mlrza Mohammad CA1I 

Han ForOgI Zaka' ol-Molk and the Speaker of Parliament Sadeq Tabataba'I were 

among Haklmiyan's powerful pupils." Although Ma'rOPalisah's successor initially 

followed Zahlr od-Dowle, Qasem Tavangar later parted from his Society of Brother

hood (see below), which he reproached for its (illegitimate) innovations of Sufism.100 

Hagg Sayyed Mahmüd Han Na'Inl <HeyratcalIsah> reportedly 'brought forth a lot 

of noise' after Saflcalisah died, quarrelled fiercely with Zahlr od-Dowle, and fled to 

Mahan. Mahan was, a contemporary Sufi reminded, an uninhabitable place where the 

late Shah had done away with exiles. But it also contained the shrine of Shah 

Necmatollah Wall, at the foot of which Heyratcallsah built his own SafTalïsahï lodge. 

Thus, a competitor branch was established, located in an untouchable spiritual realm 

that bore witness to Heyrat's authentic religiosity. It was to Heyrat'allsah and the 

Mahani rebel lodge that the son of SafTalïsah retreated as well, when a conflict evol

ved between the heirs of SafFalïsah and the new masters of the lodge in Tehran. 

Two other influential sheikhs who were opposed to both the heirs of Safï'alïsah 

and the new masters surrounding Zahlr od-Dowle were 'Abdollah Necmatï <HaggI 

Dadas> and Had! Mowlavl GllanI <WafacalIsah>.102 Wafacallsah had been authorised 

by Niyaz'allsah, the successor of Heyrafallsah. For some time Wafacallsah had also, 

however, lived in Zahlr od-Dowle's house, he had been his Master of Ceremony (pïr-

e dalll), and some fifty years after the successional conflicts he was honoured by 

burial in the graveyard of Zahlr od-Dowle's Society of Brotherhood. Wafa'allsah took 

care of the edition of SafTalïsah's tafsïr, and of 'The Last Writing of Safïcalïsah'.'03 

' «CAHARDAHI, 1360/1981-2:34. 
'•"CAHARDAHI, 1361/1982-3: 149: ZANGNA-PÜR. 1343/1964-5:473. 
""' Tavangar died in the 1960s or early 1970s (verbatim Nima Hazini, 10/29/99). 
"" The brother of <Safical!sah> (who also was one of his sheikhs) was named Aqa Reza Sams ol-

'Orafa (Hoseyn'alTsah) (CAHARDAHi. 1361/1982-3: 149). 
",2 /wen'/ew Safï'alïsahï Sufi, 03/25/97; CAHARDAHI, 1360/1981-2: 171. GRAMLICH mentions 

<Haggi Dadas> and (Wafa'alisah) as claimants for the qotblyal after Zahlr od-Dowle (1965: 63). This 
is not confirmed by CAHARDAHI (in either 1360/1981-2 or 1361/1982-3). In any case, both initially 
opposed but later accepted Zahlr od-Dowle's Society of Brotherhood, if not his leadership (see below). 

1,0 Asrar ol-mcfaref, aherin ta'Uf-e Safi'alUah. 
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F i g u r e 4 . In i t ia l b r a n c h i n g o f t h e S a t T a l i s a h i o r d e r 

<Safï'alïsah> 

(d.1899) 

I I I I 
MIrza 'Abdolkar ïm Zahir od-Dowle MahmQd Han Na'Inl Mi rMa ' sQm 

(Ma'ruf'alisah) (d.7) <Safa'aIIsah> (d.1924) <Heyral<alïIah> (d 1919/20) Han Kermanl (d.7) 

I | _ 

Qasem 

Tavangar 

<Nur<ali-

sah Sirazb 

(d. 1960s or 

early 1970s) 

Fachollah 

Safa'I 

<Safa>ol-Mo!k: 

(d.1940) 

r 1 

Mohammad 

Han Entezam 

a.s-Saltane 

(BIneS'alisali) 

(d.1932) 

<Munes- Gawad 

'allsah) Ne 'matol-

Esfahani lahl (d.7) 

Dr. 

Safa'I 

(d.7) 

Prince 

Hosrowanï 

(d.1966) 

I 

'Abdol lah 

Ne 'mat ï 

<mw 
Dadas> 

(d.1948) 

Had! Mow-

lavl Gïlanï 

<Wafa'alisah> 

(d.1949) 

Ziya3 

od-Dïn 

<Sarn]ad(aM-

5ah> (d.?) 

Consultancy Council 

(Hay^at-e Mosawere) 

Ahmad Mosaffa'ï 

Tehran! 

(Manzur'alisah) 

(d.1931) 

Ebrahïm 

Namazï 

~~ <Niyaz-

'ali§ah> 

{d. 1904/5) 

'Abbas <Afi 

(Salüd'alï) 

(d.?) 

Mir Emdad 

Hoseyn 

Hendï (d.?) 

Hasan Mohammad 

Havari Hakimiyan 

<Adib Horasani) (Rahmat'alïSah) 

(d.?)(«) (d.1948) 

Legend: <>: cognomen; : genealogically independent; <-: the person to the left 
was (also) a pupil of the person to the right; (i): Adib Horasani was also known 
as <ManzüYalïsah> and <Adib ol-cOrafa>. Cf. Figure 8., on recent branching. 
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The kind reference to Zahlr od-Dowle in the latter publication further moderates the 

image of militant opposition which later Safi'allsahl sheikhs project upon 

Wafa'allsah.104 The renown of Wafa'allsah as a prominent SafTaHsahl Sufi with 

leadership pretentions had been wide enough for Kasravi to attack him harshly: 

Let me cite [an] example of the unclean spirit of the Sufis. A man named Mow-
lavl was a pupil of <Safïcalïsah> [...] (and they say he is now his successor). This 
man has produced a masnawi about history named 'Alam wa adam [....] Two 
poems from it [...] are to the praise of Timur Leng [....] It is a sign of the dark
ness of the soul of this person who has completed retraites (cillaha) and traver
sed 'stations' (maqdmat), that after six hundred years he flatters the cruel Timur 
Leng [....] A person whose soul is clean, should be disgusted by oppression. 

Three loyalty groups were thus represented in the Tehrani lodge. First was Zahlr od-

Dowle's Society of Brotherhood, second were their divided enemies (among whom 

Heyrat'alisah), and third were remaining members of SafTalïsah's family. 

Apart from these were several SafTalïsahïs who were reputed to be 'impartial' 

sheikhs (Seyh-e bï-taraf, such as Hagg Sayyed Mlrza Nasrollah Saqavl),106 some of 

whom started their own lines of succession. A prominent, independent sheikh in the 

lodge (although successively a pupil of SafTallsah and Zahlr od-Dowle, and later on 

an aide to the Society of Brotherhood) was MahmQd Safa'I <Safa> ol-Molk>, with his 

first and second adjutants and Masters of Ceremony Dastürï and Mosaffa'I. 

Although none of the groups (that is, including the impartials) had the power to 

oust either of the others, soon after SafTalïsah's death the actual leadership in the 

order became firmly established in the hands of the Society of Brotherhood. 

1,14 One Safï'alïsahï sheikh had (Wafa'alisah) as an irreconcilable enemy of the Shah and an aid to 
the rebel Mirza Kuchek Khan (cf. CAHARDAHÏ, 1360/1981-2: 43). Another Safi'alisahi sheikh, 
however, mentioned that the preface to <Wafa'alisah>'s 'Alam wa adam contained praise not only of 
Timur Leng but also of Reza Shah. 

11,5 KASRAVI, 1342/1963-4: 64-5. 
"" Despite independence, Saqavl reportedly entertained relations with both the heirs of 

<Safï'alïSah> and the Society of Brotherhood {interviews <Monawwar*alïsah>, 03/25/97, 09/09/98: 
CAHARDAHÏ, 1360/1981-2: 57). Saqavl obtained his 'authorisation' (egdze) from Safa. 

"'" GRAMLICH, 1965: 64. There is a confusion of names as yet unresolved. Gramlich mentions 
'Dastürï', CAHARDAHÏ refers to 'NQrollah Daftari'. "who smoked opium and hashish in the lodge." 
(1361/1982-3: 164). He was a nephew of the late premier Mosaddeq. Hagg Ahmad Mosaffa'i 
(1285/1906-7 - 1310/1931-2) was an employee in the Ministry of Finance who obtained his egSze-ye 
erSdd from <Wafa'alïsah> (op. cit., p. 19). The latter also granted an egaze-ye erSdd to 'Abbas 'Afi, 
an employee in the Sepah Bank (op. cit. p. 42). 
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Figure 5. Sketch-map of the main SafPalïsahï lodge before 
the partition (see below), drawn by Monaw warcalisah, 04/04/97 
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Relations between the Society and SafTallsah's heirs grew worse when the two 

parties began disputing the ownership of the lodge, which had been built by 

SafTallsah's sheikh Seyf od-Dowle. The unequalled significance of the Tehrani site 

to this day - beyond any other location, including Mahan - consists of its containing 

the grave of SafTalïsah. When the heirs wanted to sell the lodge, they were therefore 

bound to meet with the enmity of Wafacallsah, Zahlr od-Dowle and HeyraTallsah. 

Although SafTallsah's granddaughter Nasrln Nesat maintains that "Wafa'allsah, 

who did not even live in the lodge, one day out of the blue claimed ownership of the 

place",108 many agree that initial hostilities erupted after SafTallsah's daughter Banu 

Sams oz-Zoha requested the whole hanaqah to be registered as her private property. 

Wafacallsah then went to court to dispute the claim, and the issue remained unsettled 

for many years. In the end, a judicial ruling ordered for the lodge to be split in two. 

Sufism and Freemasonry 

Yes! It was the Society of Brotherhood that shattered the court of the arrogant 
ones and that brought the leaders of the time, and the sons of the government of 
the age [...], in conversation with the Sufis/mystics (foqara') [...]. 

Mlrza 'All Han Qagar Zahlr od-Dowle. also known by his Sufi cognomen 

<SafacalIsah>, was the son-in-law of the Qajar king, Naser od-Dln Sah, and his 

Minister of Ceremonies.1" According to a canonised tradition still current among 

Tehrani Sufis, Zahlr od-Dowle was sent to SafTalïsah by the king, who mistrusted 

the concentration of social power in his Sufi circles. But the courtier became 

irresistibly captivated, instead, by the forceful personality of SafTalïsah. In a test of 

his new pupil's sincerity, SafTalïsah then sent Zahlr od-Dowle begging in the bazaar 

of Tehran. The Qajar noble humbly accepted and carried out the initiatory mission. 

1,18 Interview Nasrln Nesat, 07/20/97. 
109 After the court ruling. Sufis informed me, Sams oz-Zoha remained in her part of the lodge. 

WAHTDNIYA (1352/1973: 256), claimed she remained in its 'surroundings'. 
110 Speech by (Zahlr od-Dowle) in 1911 (AFSAR, 1367/1988: 62; HOMAYUNI. 1371/1992:318). 
111 GRAMLICH (1965: 63) held that <Zahir od-Dowle> was <SafitalIsah>'s second man and 

Heyrat'alïsüh just a pretender. <ZahIr od-Dowle) was supposedly recognised by the majority to be 
(SafTalisahVs legitimate successor. The conflicts above referred to. however, suggest otherwise. The 
techniques: shaming, discrediting and stressing the urgency of reform, were also documented of the 
Ahl-e Haqq (MIR-HOSSEINI, 1994, (2)). 
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On December 18, 1899, seven months after the death of SafTalïsah, Zahlr od-Dowle 

officially founded the Society of Brotherhood {Angoman-e ohowwat) within the 

SaiTalïsahl order."2 It gained the protection of a royal decree by Mozaffar ed-Dln 

Sah (ruled 1896-1907)."3 As constitutionalist ideas were current in the Society of 

Brotherhood, Zahlr od-Dowle fell out of grace with Mohammad CA1I Sah, who sacked 

the Society (in Zahlr od-Dowle's house) in revenge. Zahlr's son was arrested. Some 

Sufis reportedly fought along with government forces during the Constitutional 

Revolution, but at least three pro-constitutionalist SafTalïsahï Sufis were killed."4 

Beyond verbal agitation after the revolution, Zahlr od-Dowle's own role remains 

unclear."5 When the revolution was over, relations between the Society of 

Brotherhood and the court were not breached, as the new king Ahmad Sah and his 

crown prince developed an interest in it. Until the ascent of the Pahlavi dynasty, the 

family of Zahlr od-Dowle retained a royal salary."6 With the coming to power of 

Reza Shah, royal patronage came to a temporary halt, but not the Society of 

Brotherhood's political life. It had been a long time before dying physically, 

according to legend, that Zahlr od-Dowle had (spiritually) 'died to the world'."7 He 

acted his last public part as governor of Tehran up to 1922, however, two years before 

his death."8 His successors included similarly influential men of the world. 

Zahlr od-Dowle had self-consciously combined politics and mysticism, as he 

"brought Sufism into the shape of [...] a political party.""9 It was objected that 

"Sufism was an excuse for his political work", while others would stress it had been 

'mysticism in the service of society'.120 In either case, the focus of mysticism had wi-

112 Marzban, in HOMAYÜNÏ (1371/1992: 302). 
" 'CAHARDAHI, 1361/1982-3: 44; ANWAR, 1987: 88. The Society of Brotherhood was also called 

Ohowwat-e Safi'aliSah [Brotherhood of Safi'alisah] (GRAMLICH, 1965: 63). It was probably the first 
major Society during the reign of Mozaffar ed-Din Sah (cf. HOSEYNI, 1377/1998: 10). 

114 Cf. SADOQI-SAMA, 1370/1991-2: 105. 
115 SAFAM (1344/1965-6) has written a biography of <ZahTr od-Dow!e> in his "Leaders of the 

Constitutional Revolution'. He did not, however, contribute evidence to support his inclusion. The 
ideological fusion of Freemasonry and Sufism, in the sense that terms from either tradition were used 
to describe the other, was further openly stressed in AdTb ol-Mamalek's famous, masonic poem from 
1907, A'in-e framasün wa faiamRShane (cf. ALGAR, 1970: 288-9). 

116 CAHARDAHi, 1360/1981-2: 44, 54, cf. HOM A YÜNÏ. 1371/1992:313. 
117 Pasohi be entebah-name-ye hay'at-e moiawere-ye angoman-e ohowwat, 1333/1954: 4. 
"«AFSAR. 1367/1988:36. 
"''CAHARDAHi, 1361/1982-3: 164: 1360/1981-2:61. 
1211 SAFA'I. 1344/1965-6: 10. 
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dened beyond the traditional, atomistic individualism: after the Constitutional Re

volution, the Society organised festivities for the 'national victory'.'21 Because of the 

Society of Brotherhood, the Safïcallsahl order obtained its largest numerical growth. 

From the beginning, Freemasonry embodied the political and mystical ideals in 

the Society of Brotherhood.122 There were historical and structural reasons for this. 

Reform-minded individuals in the Qajar court who found intellectual inspiration in 

its Western and elite ideals and sufficient protection in its secrecy carried 

Freemasonry in Iran.123 As the Iranian nation in the Constitutional Revolution and the 

nation-state under Reza Shah became markers of legitimate identity, the Society of 

Brotherhood could open up, in the sense of becoming more public. It did not ever, 

however, come close to being a democratic organisation. In sudden awareness, one 

SafTalïsahï sheikh expressed amazement to me of his having been in the order for 

nearly forty years without knowing very precisely who had been the board members 

in the Society of Brotherhood. The Society of Brotherhood remained public and 

nation-oriented externally, but secretive and hierarchical like Freemasonry, internally. 

Iranian Freemasonry had come about from exile contacts with European 

representatives of the mother branches in Europe: the Scottish and the German Grand 

Lodges and the French Grand Orient.]2A Four small groups were connected to the 

German branch in Iran, that were to develop into independent lodges by the names 

of Mehr (Affection), Aftab (Sunshine), Waf a (Fidelity), and Safa (Purity).125 Zahlr 

121 SAFA'I, 1344/1965-6:39. 
122 See CAHARDAHI, 1360/1981-2: 58. cf. RA'IN, 1357/1978: 479. 
123 The main reason for Sufism and Freemasonry, rather than other traditions, to have fused, lay 

in structural resemblances that gave them natural proximity: "Resemblances may [...] be noted 
between the Masonic lodge and many Sufi brotherhoods: a clandestine or semi-clandestine organi
zation: a ceremony of initiation; the claim to esoteric knowledge; and disdain for the outward forms 
of established religion are all shared [....] Such similarities may have played some role in the 
preparation of prominent Iranians for entry to masonic [.,.] groupings" (ALGAR, 1970: 291). 

124 The international freemasons had reached an agreement on the admission of new lodges in 
1929 (Panzdah-e hordad, 1375/1996, 5, (22): 78). It is conveniently stressed, in and outside Iran, that 
Freemasonry spread with the British Empire. However, the first Iranian Freemasons were expatriates, 
in Europe (cf. KATÏRA'I, 1355/1976-7), who brought back Freemasonry with them as an état imporlé 
(cf. BADIE, 1992). One author considers Mïrza Saleh Sirazl. who was sent to England by Amir Kablr. 
and who wrote a diary about his experiences in 1817 and 1818, 'the first Iranian who became a 
Freemason' (Qadimtarln Irani ke wared-e FramasQn sode ast, in Yagma. 1329/1950-1: 4-5). ALGAR 
(1970: 276) mentioned the first initiation, of the diplomat 'Askar Han Afsar, to have taken place in 
1808 in Paris. The first real Iranian lodge, related to the French Grand Orient, was 'Reveil de l'lran' 
(Bidarf-ye ban), founded in 1908 with the Shah's permission (cf. op. cit.. p. 287). 

125 Framasünrï wa taskilat-e an dar Iran, in Panzdah-e hordad, 1375/1996, 5, (22): 76. A fifth 



68 IN THE PAHLAVI DYNASTY 

od-Dowle's Sufi/Freemasonry organisation was directly related to Safa (see next 

chapter), but all four Iranian lodges were to hold their meetings in Ferdowsi Avenue, 

in Tehran, "in the [administrative] centre of the Society of Brotherhood."126 

Thus, the Society of Brotherhood would assume a central position in Freemasonry 

networks, and possibly already did in the Reza Shah era. One contemporary observer held 

it to have been the "congregational centre of the Freemasons and their secret sessions" 

[my emphasis].127 Contesting the alleged status-equality in the Society of Brother

hood's outward representations of self, it has been remarked of the leaders that "many 

[...] were eminent figures of their day" and that "their presence in the Society of Bro

therhood [...] did much to extend the influence of Sufism in the [...] upper classes."'28 

Figure 6. Succession in the Society of Brotherhood 

1. Zahïr od-Dowle 

(d.1924) 

2.1. Haggï Dadas 2.2. (Bines'aliSah) 

(d.1948) (d.1932) 

On 18 December 1923 Zahlr od-Dowle had appointed Sayyed Mohammad Han Ente-

zam as-Saltane (Blnescallsah) as his successor.129 Haggï 'Abdollah Necmatl (Haggï 

Dadas), who had joined Zahïr od-Dowle as a seventeen-year-old and led his lodge in 

Kermanshah from 1911,130 disagreed and continued his own Society in Kermanshah, 

related lodge was Setare-ye sahar (Morningstar). 'The Charter for these [five] lodges was obtained 
by a group of Iranians, most of whom were Sufis" (communication 12/07/98, via the Supreme Council 
of the Northern Masonic Jurisdiction of the United States of America). 

1M CAHARDAHI, 1361/1982-3: 163. cf. Panzdah-e hordad, 1375/1996, 5. (22): 76. 
127 CAHARDAHÏ (1361/1982-3: 167) and RA>iN (1357/1978: 499), reported early connections be

tween the Society and the French Grand Orient and (related) Iranian Bidaii lodges, but the content 
of these alleged ties, except for the fact that many members of the Angoman were also initiates of the 
Bldarl lodge (ALG AR, "Ni'mat-Allahï", Encyclopaedia of Islam), remains rather obscure. 

12»NURBAKHSH, 1991: 156; cf. MahmQd 'Erfan, in AFSAR. 13671988:52. 
m HOMAYÜNÏ, 1371/1992: 325. <BïneScalïSah>'s egaze-name by <ZahTr od-Dowle> has been 

reproduced in KIYANI, 1369/1990-1: 368. and in HOMAYÜNÏ, 1371/1992:325. 
""CAHARDAHÏ . 1352/1973-4. (1): 455. Kermanshah was the Society of Brotherhood's most 
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in the traditions of SafFalïsah.131 Some claim that Bïnes'allsah soon gave up his posi

tion, but he and HaggI Dadas remained at the head of separate branches. The succes-

sional conflict not only reflected personal strife. It also involved mutually exclusive 

contestations of the nature of spiritual authority. Gramlich writes: "Mit dem Tode des 

[Zahlr od-Dowle] ist für die Mehiheit [...] die Affiliation der Pole [...] beendet. Zwar 

haben noch einige andere, wie Hagg Dadas [...] das Amt [...] beansprucht [...]."132 

(2.1) HaggI Dadas's Magazine of Brotherhood 

Among the few material traces that are known to be left of HaggI Dadas, is the 

Magazine of Brotherhood (Magalle-ye ohowwat), which he founded and directed in 

Kermanshah.L The Sufism which HaggI Dadas professed may be reconstructed in 

its broad outlines with the help of the Magazine of Brotherhood's first twelve issues. 

In adherence to both Zahlr od-Dowle and SafFallsah, the contributions to them 

explored current, worldly affairs and in many cases related them to patriotic or 

nationalist themes. Retaining his claim to traditional spiritual authority in terms of 

Sufi organisation, HaggI Dadas represented a modernist Sufism ideologically. 

The Magazine of Brotherhood was modern because it was decisively this-worldly. 

It discussed 'progressive' themes, such as the meaning of the Wahhabi reform in 

Islam (1307/1928, 10-1: 29-32), in its section on The Islamic World of Today. There 

was no mention of the Wahhabites' hatred of both Sufism and Shicism, and the author 

(S. Wahdat, the name written according to the Western convention) instead estimated 

that they marked the beginning of 'the grand awakening of Muslims' (p. 32). The 

Magazine of Brotherhood contained sections not only on the world of Islam and 

important branch outside Tehran, founded personally by (Zahlr od-Dowle> in 1329Q/1911. There was 
one foreign branch, in Baghdad (HOSEYNI, 1377/1998: 30, cf. CAHARDAHI. 1360/1981-2: 54). HaggI 
Dadas's real laqab was <Mostasar<alI>. 

111 HOMAYÜNÏ, 1371/1992: 326; cf. SAFA'I, 1344/1965-6: 39. Far from claiming to be himself 
a centre of authority on an equal footing with <Safï<alIsah>. HaggI Dadas modestly referred to himself 
as the Sufis' 'servant', hadem-e foqara (in Magalle-ye ohowwat, 1307/1928, 10-11: 38). 

1,2 GRAMLICH, 1965: 63. Other claimants were <Wafa'alIsah> and his son Aqa Ziya Mowlavi. 
'•" In Tehran, the Society of Brotherhood had a magazine named Magnni'e-ye ahlaq, in 

Kermanshah it had (besides Magalle-ye ohowwat) a newspaper named KCibak-e garb (which, 
according to CAHARDAHI. 1360/1981-2: 54, was published by HaggI Dadas as well) and in Shiraz 
it had a newspaper named Ohowwat (HOSEYNI. 1377/1998: 31- 3). Magalle-ye ohowwat published 
some of Zahlr-od-Dowle's poetry, obtained by means of HaggI Dadas (AFSAR, 1367/1988: 453). 
According to HOMAYUNI (1371/1992: 326). Haggi Dadas published the Magazine 'fora few years'. 
I am not aware of scientific analyses of these sources in explorations of the history of the Angoman. 
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Iranian society, but also - uniquely, interspersing traditional poetry, treatises on Love 

and Truth and moral exhortations - a contribution on economy (1307/1928, 8: 6). 

One example of straight-out patriotism had 'What is more effective for the arousal 

of feelings: poetry or music?' (1307/1928-9. 10-1: 9-13) as a title. The author pondered 

the mobilising effect of the French Marseillaise but concluded that poetry would be 

more effective in Iran, on condition that it would be unified with music (p. 13). 

Patriotism blended with progressive themes, especially in discussions on and by 

women. 'Patriotism is the first duty for women', one article held (1307/1928, 3: 20), 

rather than, for instance, the more traditional concern for personal chastity. The 

author first referred to 'civilised nations' in which women played considerable roles, 

then to Turkey, as an 'Eastern country' which had successfully copied the Western 

achievement, and ended with a call to Iranian women to do likewise and not be 

discouraged by resistance. S. Wahdat considered (contemporary) contact between 

Asian Muslims and Christian Europeans to have resulted in certain (positive) 

developments, among which were the emergence of constitutional governments in 

Islamic countries, and the codification of women's rights (1307/1928, 8: 27). 

Eight years before Reza Shah ordered the unveiling of women, Badr ol-Moluk 

Mostowfïzade expressed her opinion on 'the veil and chastity' (1307/1928,4: 15-8). 

Through formal reasoning, she established there were no moral barriers for women 

to lay off the veil. Then she asked: When and Where?, to which she responded: not. 

certainly, now in Iran. For moral corruption prevailed, and in order for the veil to be 

removed, first men and women needed to be educated. Women needed to understand 

betrayal of their husbands as of the gravest sins to holy law. Men should become 

aware that maltreatment of their compatriot sisters was a sin legally and socially. For 

women, freedom from the veil would now be traded against the freedom which was 

provided for them in honour and chastity. "It is strange", Mostowfïzade concluded, 

"that most of our intellectuals ask why women in civilised countries do not have 

veils. Dear Sir! Over there, they do not have so much moral corruption [...]."134 

1,4 Somewhat earlier, a development similar to the emergence of the Magalle-ye ohowwat had 
occurred in the Zo'r-Reyasateyn branch. In 1912 <Munestalisah>. the master of Javad Nurbakhsh, had 
founded "the Fars printing press, from which he personally edited and distributed the important 
newspaper Una (Renaissance). The publication of this newspaper under his direction caused the 
people of Fars. or rather all Iranians, to become more conscious of the true rights of their national 
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(2.2) Binescahsah's elective assembly 

Bines'alïsah, vice-president of the Society's Consultancy Council before becoming 

its leader and Zahlr od-Dowle's 'sheikh of sheikhs', was for some time the director-

general in the Interior Ministry under Reza Shah.135 Under his leadership, a 'new 

order' came into existence, in which "they ended the institution of the Pole."136 

Although developments under Blnes'allsah compared to his own innovations, 

Keyvan Qazvlnl held the thriving of the Society of Brotherhood to have been "related 

to the personality of Zahlr od-Dowle, not to [its alleged] real/true Sufism. Con

sequently, it would have dissolved after Zahlr od-Dowle.137 But it did not, despite the 

lack of a charismatic leader and in spite of Sufism's spoiled identity under Reza Shah. 

Influential courtiers remained in the Society of Brotherhood and its fourth leader, 

Faragollah Aqevll. worked for the king as a chief of radio propaganda in Isfahan.138 

Bines'allsah's son 'Abdollah Entezam, the sixth leader, entered the Foreign Service 

in 1919 and worked as a valued diplomat in Washington, Prague, Bern, and in 

Germany. From 1936 he entered into a long-lasting friendship with the king's son.13 

Contrary to the other Safïcalïsahï lineages, the Society of Brotherhood was tightly 

organised. People could be officially removed, while in Safï'alïsah's main lodge a 

persona non grata would be pushed, pestered or harassed until he left on his own 

accord.140 Entry into the organisation was similarly formalised, and made conditional 

upon the intercession of two persons deemed reliable. Central offices existed for the 

administration of the membership flow, general finance, and alms collection. The 

Society of Brotherhood's conception of modern self was further seen in that, while 

most orders to this day congregate on rugs, uneven in shape, colour and size, the 

heritage" [italics mine] (NURBAKHSH, 1980: 118). 
'* AZIMI, 1998: 461; HOMAYÜNÏ, 1371/1992: 313; SAFA'Ï, 1344/1965-6: 13. 
"'HOMAYÜNÏ, 1371/1992: 326-7. 
' " C A H A R D A H Ï , 1361/1982-3: 161. 
118 DELFAN!, 1375/1996-7: 10. The state 'Society to Guide Public Opinion' was modelled on 

Italian fascism (FISCHER, 1978: 179). When I informed after regime relations, a Sufi in the lodge of 
Zahlr od-Dowle recollected the story of a visit by the king. Reza Shah, he said, had once passed by 
the lodge and he had seen a Sufi engaged in work. The Shah had then said: "Dervish, do not hit the 
nail in the tree." The fatherly reproach as conceived by this Sufi. I take it, meant an implicit 
recognition of his Sufi order's rightful existence. 

'•" See HOMAYÜNÏ. 1371/1992: 328; NARAGHI, 1994: viii. 182. 
1'" This treatment awaited the son of (Safl'allsah) after his father's death. Critics of the Freemason 

domination of the order often refer to this episode to state their case. 
141 AFSAR. 1367/1988: 61; CAHARDAHI, 1361/1982-3: 49. 
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Society possessed "102 chairs that were all alike". The usage of chairs had its origin 

among westernising Qajar princes in the royal court,142 i.e. an origin among the likes 

of Zahir od-Dowle. It was these and similar "changes in the ceremonies" that even 

Cahardahl, faithful disciple of the modernist Qazvlnl, found excessive. Zahir od-

Dowle had not founded a new order in the Sufi sense of the word, and the innova

tions which he initiated had been unauthorised "according to the laws of Sufism."143 

The Society of Brotherhood was as centralised an organisation as many Sufi or

ders, but contrary to Sufism elsewhere it had 'interpretation/exegesis by opinion' (taf-

slr be ray), instead of the sheikh's dictates.144 These and other 'exoteric features' (se-

fat-e zaheri) were and are in retrospect held against the Society of Brotherhood and 

its 'worldly' (donyavi) behaviour. The complaints point to a leadership collectivity 

that led the Society since its foundation - the Consultancy Council (hafat-e mo-

Sdwere).145 The Consultancy Council had ellipsed around the founder and below him 

Bïnes'allsah - as 'sheikh of sheikhs' and as its vice-president. Personalised authority 

was retained after Zahir od-Dowle died and Blnescallsah took the leadership upon 

himself. But Bïnes'alïsah himself did not appoint a successor - neither in the Con

sultancy Council or the Society of Brotherhood, nor in the Safl'allsahl order at large. 

In a far-reaching administrative reform that must have occurred during 

Blnescallsah's leadership or soon thereafter, "the sheikhs and the Poles were 

abolished." The balance decisively shifted towards the Consultancy Council, the 

'leader' (ra'ïs) of which was no more than first among equals.146 The leaders who 

142 Cf.PETERSON, 1981: 385-90. 
' "CAHARDAHÏ, 1360/1981-2: 56. The French traveller to Iran Eugene Aubin made an interesting 

observation of Iranian Sufism (probably on the basis of encounters in Tehran), which has not been 
mentioned in later, authoritative accounts: "J'ai vu chez les derviches de véritables chapelles, oil les 
cierges brülaient devant 1'image d^Ali" (AUBIN, 1908: 471). Although detailed accounts of Sufi 
religiosity in nineteenth century Qajar Iran are lacking (and one thus lacks a comparative measure for 
the preceding era), the observed •Christologie' might possibly reflect the context of Sufi religious 
renewal that Cahardahi referred to and that this chapter is concerned with. 

144 Interview (Monawwar'allsah), 03/25/97. 
M5Cf. FRAGNER, 1979: 125. 
u 'Cf. GRAMLlCH, 1965: 64; FRAGNER, 1979: 124. The Society did not completely sever its ties 

with what had formerly defined the shape of Sufism, as the Consultancy Council was entitled to 
appoint sheikhs in the Society's name for the 'guidance' (dastgiri) of the Sufis. Until 1959, the Council 
had not, according to GRAMLICH (1965: 64) made use of this right. Safi'alïsahï Sufis that I spoke to 
contested this account, and mentioned sheikhs appointed by the Council, whose names they could not, 
however, come up with. These sheikhs would have exchanged blows with the 'authentic' Sufis (there 
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came after Blnescallsah did not bother with the traditional tokens of legitimate 

spiritual authority: dream instructions by Shi'ite Imams, notables or the Prophet, 

genealogical proximity, or letters and personal communications of appointment. 

Their being chosen through restricted election by the Consultancy Council (that was 

not accountable or responsive to the Sufis it led) was sufficient. The Society of 

Brotherhood that throughout its existence maintained it headed a Sufi organisation, 

had as its leaders people who did not "pretend to 'disclosure and vision' (kaSf-o-

Sohüd), and neither, like the other sheikhs of the path, to supernatural things [...]."14? 

* * * 

The Saffallsahi order travelled two distinct, modern paths. On the one hand, the 

Society of Brotherhood modernised organisationally, through Freemasonry. Its 

nationally powerful elite did not confront the Shah's autocracy, and its modernism 

evolved from self-proclaimed democratic reform-mindedness to political silence. 

As Freemasonry internationally, its elite leadership structure did not prevent 

appeals going out to 'the high and the low' - to the Iranian nation at large. The Society 

of Brotherhood heralded progress through the elective principle, while causing an un

bridgeable gap: for Sufis, the Consultancy Council leaders had become unapproa

chable men in high places. Their doing away with the traditional authority structure 

matched the reformist ideologies of Sangelagi in Shi'ism and Qazvlnl in Sufism, both 

of which - similarly - had the particular modernity of Reza Shah's Iran as a context. 

By effectively abolishing genealogically motivated, charismatic and unitary 

leadership, the Society effected Iranian Sufism's most far-reaching reform ever.'48 

was even mention of 'war'). What these Safi'allsahis most probably referred to, is an episode in which 
'Abbas Afi (see note 76), at first a pupil of (Wafa'alisah), went over to the Society in conflict ("they 
bribed him"), and was there appointed Master of Ceremony. CAHARDAH! (1361/1982-3: 154, 162) 
mentioned Prince Hosrowani as an 'elected sheikh' of the Society, but he did not provide historical 
details. GRAMLICH (1965: 64) mentioned Mahmüd Safa'I <Safa' ol-Molk> to have been the one 
remaining sheikh of <Safitalisah>. The Safi'alisahis I spoke to could not conform this, but he is 
mentioned by CAHARDAHI (1361/1982-3: 154) as a sheikh of <ZahIr od-Dowle> (<Safacalisah>). 
Safa'i's plr-e dalil was Hagg Ahmad Mosaffa'i. whose son now leads an independent Safl'alisahi 
lineage that is committed to restoring <SancalTsah>'s Sufi traditions. 

I4" AFSAR (1367/1988: 80 [haStad]). in citation of Afial al-tawarih. 
u" The third leader Marzban later recollected: "The Society [...] rendered valuable services for the 

[...] education of the people [....] It was [...] a pioneer" (in AFSAR. 1367/1988: 64-9). 
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On the other hand, HaggI Dadas more radically reoriented mysticism toward the here-

and-now of the Iranian nation, while retaining his claims to traditionally legitimate 

spiritual authority. His Magazine of Brotherhood is not easily interpreted as an 

'ideological state institution' - a label which in certain respects fit the Society of Bro

therhood. While the king's blend of nationalistic modernisation involved the violent 

imposition of a unitary identity, the Magazine rather offered discussions of it. 

Contrary to the vertical chain of command in the Society, finally, Magalle-ye ohow-

wat hosted a wide range of authors, male and female, with widely differing views. 

Beyond individual differences, however, Ne'matollahl Sufism in Tehran and Ker-

manshah bore witness to a common social transformation. The new mystic regimes 

of HaggI Dadas and Binescallsah did not classify as Messianic 'Religions of the Op

pressed' (LANTERNARI, 1965), which do not emerge automatically where West-inspi

red modernisation confronts indigenous religiosity. To the contrary, the Safïcallsahls 

featured 'authentic' modernist voices. Previously a 'vertical' sect - laterally isolated, 

oriented up towards sheikh and king149 - the SafTalïsahï order split and developed 

into several national, 'horizontal'150 organisations, in the context of the nation-state. 

149 This double authority structure is evident in the biography of <Saf?alBah>. His tafsir included 
a laudation of Naser od-Din San. Demanding absolute obedience to himself, he forbade his flock to 
speak against the Shah's views, either in private or in public (HosEYNl (1377/1998: 17-8). 

1511 For a discussion of these concepts in the Iranian context, see ABRAHAMIAN (1973). Kasravi's 
resistance against religious sects was led by the belief that they constituted states within the state (op. 
cit., p. 283). KASRAVI felt that "nowadays in Iran [...] there are several institutions which, without 
crown and throne, rule like kings" (1342/1963-4: 107). 
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Resume 

The NecmatollahI orders lost much of their exterior power through the Constitutional 

Revolution and under Reza Shah because their intimate state ties were cut. Sufism 

transformed with the new regimes, as the nation(-state) became a prime marker of 

legitimate identity. But rather than silent victims of state oppression, the 

Ne'matollahls seized opportunities and developed 'authentic' modern voices. While 

nationalistic modernisation involved the imposition of a unitary identity for the 

nation, Haggl Dadas's magazine rather offered pluralistic discussion of it. A second 

aspect of the transformation, was the emergence of new master-disciple relations. The 

Necmatollahïs faced new cohesion problems in contestations of traditional spiritual 

authority, which mirrored SangelagT s modernist struggle in Shicism. The trans

formation of Iranian Sufism occurred on all three relational levels of mystic regimes. 

Internally, nationalism, nationalistic modernisation and the dismantling of 

traditional power bases that occurred in their name, were paralleled by Sufi struggles 

for spiritual authority. Sufi masters and disciples took issue with self-explanatory, 

charismatic rule. What motivated them was never democracy, but rational - that is: 

reasoned - rule. What they asked for, if often implicitly, was relevance to the nation-

state. Qazvlnl dismissed traditional Sufi authority as nationally dysfunctional. It was 

Blnes'allsah's elective assembly, however, - one bridge too far to match the taste of 

Qazvlnl - that acted and uncompromisingly abolished traditional spiritual authority. 

Externally, nationalism and nationalistic modernisation provided contexts for both 

lateral relations to other religious regimes and vertical relations to the state. The 

Society of Brotherhood publicly propagated a national religiosity and its elite 

members, such as Aqevll and Entezam, were personally involved in the nation's 

construction by the state. They did so, respectively, through working for the nation-

state's establishment at home and by representing it abroad. In the SoltancalIsahI 

order, Nür'alïsah appealed to the nation in a bit for support of his leadership claim. 

The genesis of Saleh's Advice lay in the perception of state concerns for Sufi orderli

ness. The Soltan'allsahls addressed these concerns through the prescription of a gene

ralised Shicite religiosity, for the lateral regime of the (national) Shi'ite community. 





CHAPTER FOUR 

Contrary Mystic Regimes, 1941-1979 

Emblematic texts such as 'Under the royal patronage of her Imperial Majesty Farah 

Pahlavi the Shahbanou of Iran' accompanied many publications in Iran in the post

war period.' Patronage, in the sense of an exchange of favours for loyalty, was a 

dominant mode of relating in Iranian society.2 Royal patronage obtained in the strong 

sense of an exchange of social benefits for public allegiance to the monarchy, and in 

the weaker sense of ideological incorporation. Even physical proximity to royalty 

counted, in the autocratic late Pahlavi environment, as one of its signs. Both types of 

patronage were enabled primarily through the royalty's recruitment of a network from 

among elite networks.3 Its second defining characteristic was the extension of 

relations to the lowest nodes in the status hierarchy - from the 'shadow of God on 

earth' to proverbial vagabonds,4 and lastly, royal patronage extended to Sufism. 

A closer look at Sufism's ideological incorporation could modify a dominant and 

rather flat image of the reign of Mohammad Reza Shah - as one of inherently militant 

religiosity, trampled by a despotically secular monarch.5 The process through which 

Shicism in the end became predominantly militant, involved nearly four decades of 

cultural battle for political and religious authority, between societal and state actors, 

with certain versions of Sufism as royal weapons. Sufism in the period 1941-1979 

would thus remain as enigmatic, without the political context of royal patronage, as 

Opus Dei without its flawless embedding in Franco's 'nationally catholic Spain'. 

' Tahl-e tawaggohat-e 'aliya-ye 'olya hairat-e Sahbanü Farah Pahlavi. 
2 Cf. studies on the 'circle' (dowre or halqe) such as BILL (1973) and ZONIS (1971). 
3 Cf. ZONIS (1971); BEHNAM (1986); SANGHVI (1968). 
4 This characteristic is expressive of Iranian social mobility, exemplified in MORIER'S Hajji Baba 

of Isfahan, and since Morier observed by many travellers to and analysts of Iran. BR ADBURD stressed 
that the extensive networks of royal patronage assumed a pyramidal shape (1983: 30). 

5 The vision is partly seen in ALGAR (1972), who claimed Shi'ism was essentially rebellious. It 
was contested by FLOOR (1983) with respect to Iranian jurists' alleged revolutionary character. 

6 Cf. ESTRUCH'S (1995) monograph on Opus Dei. 
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What follows is a discussion of Sufism's royal patronage in the period 1941-1979, and 

its partial transformation, as a religious tradition, into a regime-bound discourse. 

Secondly, the Safï'alïsahï order's social prominence is related to royal patronage. 

Lastly, the emergence of religious opposition in the SoltancalïsahI order is discussed 

in relation to its effective balancing act between royal and clerical loyalties. 

* * * 

The mutual attractions and interrelations of royalty and mysticism constitute a 

recurrent motif in Iranian, monarchical and NecmatolIahI Sufi history.7 Shah 

Ne'matollah proposed worldly rulers to function as military transmitters of Sufi 

Truth; Nür'alïsah warned rulers that the neglect of Sufism's superiority would be to 

their own peril; Karlm Han Zand died six month after he expelled the Ne'matollahï 

Sufis from Shiraz, Mohammad Sah was initiated by and surrounded himself with 

Ne'matollahl Sufis; and Reza Shah's ascent to power had several Sufi claimants. 

The theory of religious regimes postulates an immanent developmental logic, in 

which the growth of religious regimes increases organisational complexity, making 

them more like, and possibly transforming them into, states. States rather than 

religious regimes, however, have in the long run monopolised the means of taxation 

and violence. It has been argued in chapter two that NecmatollahI development pro

ceeded through trilateral figurations, in which the exterior measure of state centralisa

tion was crucial. Where state power was weak, as in the transition to Qajar rule, the 

Ne'matollahl regime assumed state-like properties in its conceptions of self as a pa

rallel power. The Pahlavi restoration could not tolerate such parallel power, whether 

it existed in tribes, autonomy-aspiring regions, or in Sufism. Reza Shah relied on 

repression and co-optation, respectively, towards Haksar and SoltancalïsahI Sufis. 

When Mohammad Reza Shah inherited his father's state in 1941, most centrifugal 

threats had been subdued. The positive relations that would from 1941 onwards 

develop between monarchy and mysticism, therefore, compare in some ways to 

Sufism's nineteenth century absorption into Qajar court society. Dynastic rule firmly 

established, Sufism had lost its potential state-like properties, providing useful 

counterweight to religiously and politically assertive jurists. Because of the following 

Even more generally, "Die islamische, insbesondere persische Hagiographie ist voll von 
trommen Pakten zwischen Sufi's und FUrsten" (MEIER, 1992, (4): 121). 
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they commanded, Sufi masters were useful political brokers of monarchical ideology, 

to the subjects or the nation at large. However, there were also concerns more intrin

sically religious than the desire to divide-and-rule, for the royal usage of Sufism. 

Beyond the promise of personal salvation, Sufism offered a doctrine of empo

werment. Herein probably lies an important reason why it was Sufis rather than, for 

instance, monarchy-minded jurists, to whom royals were particularly drawn. There 

was no provision in Shi'ism for a caliph, let alone a king, but the idea of divine power 

that is vested in the physical person of a leader was what defined Shi'ite Sufism - as 

it did the former state religion of Zoroastrism, the main pillar of royal legitimisation. 

It was a universal longing that must have played in the royal attraction to Sufism: 

the need for blessing by those who possess 'higher knowledge', for a mystical sanc

tion of ambiguous, worldly power. Power had to be relocated from the profanity of 

human interventions - the royal throne had come through the British - to be reunified 

with the (super)natural order of things. The kind of longing, that is, which brought 

together Katharina and Rasputin, and made credible the Soltancalïsahï sheikh who 

predicted the unlikely reign of Reza Shah in the eyes of the king. In Frazerian analysis, 

these mystical sanctions make the king into "a being apart [...] who articulates the natural 

and cultural orders [and] this ritual function is the foundation of the political func

tion of royalty."8 Sufism, then, represented a potential for royalty's empowerment. 

The recognition of power was mutual, in Sufism's late twentieth century royal 

relations. Asked about the nature of Sufi ties to the Pahlavi dynasty, a Sufi riddled 

that "the king remains [always] as the sea." In addition to being a source of material 

rewards, that is, the sovereign represented sacrosanct - holy and dangerous - power 

in his person. An essay addressing Sufi influences in Iranian culture stated that: 

[One] manifestation of the other self (man-e dlgar) (in the station of controlling 
the lower self) consists of the relation between the ruler and the ruled. Politics 
and the legal machinery are areas in which the particulars of this kind of rela
tions become clearer. In Iran, kings have always been counted as the represen
tatives of God [...] In this regard [...] one could consider the king as that «higher 
power», whose existence is a symbol of the other self. That is to say: a symbol 
of the self controlling the lower [bestial] soul (nafs-e soflJ) [my insertions]. 

8 DE HEUSCH (1996: 213). I use Frazer's 'sacred kingship' only as an analogy, and it is not implied 
that a central mechanism in il - the king's ritual slaughter - is what also happened to the Pahlavi king. 

9 My paraphrase of PddeSdh mesl-e darya mi-mdnad (interview, 06/19/97). 
10 AHMADI, 1375/1997: 55 (in Kiyan, 6, (34)). 
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* * * 

Farah Diba made friends with the painter Iran DarrOdI when they studied together in 

Paris in 1959. DarrOdI was interested in Sufi mysticism, and it was she who 

reportedly took Farah to a Sufi lodge several times." The Shah's twin-sister Ashraf 

was held to have visited several hanaqah% as well, one of them the private living 

quarters of Sadeq, son of Mohammad cAnqa, the leader of the Oweysl order.12 

In 1976, Mohammad cAnqa was mentioned as an exponent of organised Sufism 

whose ideas remained unknown.13 It is not just post-revolution discrediting that enga

ges him, in retrospect, in an ideology beyond the self-contained, spiritual life of Su

fism. "[The Sufis] Sadeq Tabataba'I and [...] cAnqa and [...] people from the elite ga

thered [...] and occupied themselves with [...] political matters."'4 cAnqa himself ack

nowledged he engaged in politics, and his (Sufi) son CA1I became a Senate delegate.15 

Mohammad cAnqa held various important state functions, among which was the 

leadership of the Shah's Special Office.16 He was explicit about the purpose of his 

teaching, which he said was 'not all gnostic mysticism': "There is a very [...] political 

side to it [....] The message is that in politics as in life itself, what makes for the 

realization of being in its positive manifestation is beautiful, what does not is ugly 

Cf. BALDICK, 1993: 28. The contact between Farah Diba and DarrQdi had come about through 
Farah's mother (DARRODI. 1377/1998: 96), who lived next door to Darrüdï's mother. In an interview 
(Ü9/22/98), Iran DarrQdi did not, unfortunately but understandably, wish to discuss her relations to 
Farah Diba with me, let alone the Sufi component, in any detail. Mrs Diba (Farah's mother) was 
(in)famous for her being a dervish. The Shah's Minister of Court ALAM (1991: 387-8) wrote in his 
diary on 13 September 1974: "Told [the Shah] that Mrs Diba still longs to be awarded the Order of 
Khorshid ('The Sun') reserved for members of the royal family. She never refers to it by name, but 
goes on and on about 'the other decoration' [...] 'How peculiar', HIM remarked. 'Tell her that it doesn't 
befit her status as a self-confessed dervish to covet such baubles'." Elsewhere the Shah was quoted 
as referring to Farah and 'the vanity of this dervish mother of hers' (op. cit., p. 472). On 19 September 
1976: "Sought HIM's permission to pay Mrs Diba's expenses for a trip to Romania. 'By ail means', 
he said, laughing; 'Our dear Mrs Dervish hopes Mrs Asian's treatment will restore her to the bloom 
of youth'." A footnote to the diary explained Mrs Asian claimed to have discovered the secret of 
eternal youth and included prominent Western politicians amongst her patients (op. cit., p. 511). 

12 Inteniew cAlï H ASURI, 04/16/97, who claimed he was giving me a first-hand account. 
BAGLEY, 1976: 61. Farah was the Shah's third wife. They married in 1959. 'Anqa, before 

establishing his own order, had been a disciple of Keyvan Qazvlnl (CAHARDAHI, 1356/1977: 82). 
14 CAHARDAHI, 1361/1982-3: Text photo appendix. 'Anqa and Tabataba'ï, formerly a Speaker 

of Parliament, had been pupils of the influential Safï'alïsahï sheikh Mohammad Hakimiyan. 
Hakimiyan was buried in Tabataba'I's graveyard in Sahr-e Rey (HOMAYÜNÏ, 1371/1992: 304). 

'AIT <Anq5 was a pupil of Sabzewari, a pre-revolution hatib in the main Safï'alïsahï lodge. 
I 6 WAHIDZADE, 1347/1968: 362. 
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[....] All who are interested only in gain in the world become rebellious to the masters 

who [...] point them the right way."17 In these and other passages, cAnqa's discourse 

testifies to the development of a theosophical mysticism - initiated in 1942 by 

Iransahr's doctrine of 'neo-Sufism' - which was as elitist and transnational (German, 

Swiss, Iranian) as Corbin's orientalism, and which proclaimed universal harmony as 

much as cAnqa did.18 As theosophical mysticism linked up with 'scientific' practices 

(magneticism, spiritism), cAnqa brought Sufism in line with astrology and physics. 
cAnqa's esoteric words were moreover decisively anti-liberal, and in this sense 

they matched a nineteenth century brand of religiosity which features with great 

clarity in two of Dostoyevsky's characters. Humble Alyosha in 'The Brothers 

Karamazov' resists the rational rebellion of his brother Ivan in trust of divine order, 

and the optimistic prince Myshkin in 'The Idiot' exclaims that "beauty will save the 

world." Contrary to these characters, however, not so humble cAnqa aspired to shape 

the national destiny on the political plane. His' was a vision - adopted by many Sufis 

who shared in royal patronage - that may be grasped as Platonic, in a political sense.19 

cAnqa's Platonism projected a pure, natural, hierarchical order, which was 

threatened by the pollution of political dissent: "In our age of turmoil, the virtues that 

bring men towards [...] oneness have been thrown over for the vices that tear men 

apart. Tenderness in the body politic is killed and men become ready for any sort of 

rebellion [...] however others may suffer."20 The way to a 'true political reform' that 

would end all political friction, i.e. not the path of antagonism engaged in by op

positional politics, was achieved "only as man begins to penetrate the illusion of the 

sensuous in politics as in his own life." Then, "true harmony between ruler and ruled 

will be achieved."21 In cAnqa's brand of mysticism, the monarchy was in safe hands. 

17 BROWN, 1358/1979: xix. 
1 8GHAFFARI, 1964: 247, CAHARDAHI. 1361/1982-3: 377. 
19 The influence of (Neo-)Platonism on Shi'ite esoterism (in Iranian Sufism in particular) has been 

enormous. See Henry CORBIN'S En Islam iranien, vol. ii (1971). Plato's reception in Islam by 
philosophers such as al-Farabi has focused on the question of a ruler's ideal characteristics as the basis 
for the ideal state. In Sufi conceptions of such a state one finds many statements that stipulate a 
'gnostic-king', a variation that does not deviate in essence from Plato's 'philosopher-king'-concept. 

20 BROWN, 1358/1979: xix. 
21 BROWN, 1358/1979: xix, cf. HOMAYONI (1991: 218), for another Master's Platonic Corpora

tism: "I gave a lecture on strikes [and] stressed the fact that, in my opinion, they are always detri
mental, not only to workers and employers, but to society and the country itself." Homayünï was 
among the leaders of the Iran Novin and Rastahiz political parties, both of which were the Shah's cre
ations, in effect his 'loyal opposition'. Unlike Indian and British Theosophy as described by VAN DER 
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The empress's royal patronage was primarily conducted from an Office for Social and 

Cultural Affairs suggested to her by Seyyed Hosein Nasr,22 a Sufi, Islamic scholar, 

director of the Imperial Academy of Philosophy, and patron of the multilingual, 

theosophical magazine Sophia PerennislGavidan-e herad. It was "one of the 

intellectual tasks" of the Imperial Academy of Philosophy, over which Farah in turn 

presided as a patroness23 "to explicate Sufism in the context of Iran's modernity."24 

More important for present purposes, Nasr was Farah Diba's personal teacher. His 

views - on Sufism, Islam, Iran's modernity - promoted, like cAnqa's, a conservation 

of the powers that be: "What is going to induce man, whom all the external forces of 

human society during recent times have been pushing to [...] outwardness [,] to [...] 

turn towards the inner pole [?] If some think that [...] political resolutions will achie

ve such ends they are mistaken."25 Contrary to Mohammad and CA1I cAnqa, Nasr did 

not aspire a public role in political office. But he shared with the two of them a view 

that opposed authentic and oppositional Islam. On the eve of the revolution he stated: 

[VJolcanic eruptions and powerful waves of a political nature associated with 
[...] Islam [...] and Shicism in particular have made an authentic knowledge of 
things Islamic imperative, lest ignorance destroy the very foundations of human 
society and the relations which [enable] discourse between [...] communities.26 

Befriended, quietist religious notables defined the Islam that Nasr thought real and 

worthy. It was remarked of 'Allama Tabataba'I's Shicite Islam, just before the 

revolution, that "the original [...] version of this work [...] with a[n] introduction by 

[...] Nasr, has become one of the most widely read works on Shicism in Iran itself and 

[it] has been reprinted many times."27 One part of the compendium is dedicated to the 

VEER (1996), Homayünfs international Theosophy was (just like Iranian Sufism), regime religiosity. 
22 ElLERS, 1977: 323. Rumour has it Nasr forced the office on Farah Diba. 
23 Farah PAHLAVI, 1978:70. 
2 4 FORBIS. 1980: 154. 

NASR, 1967: 61-2. Nasr is resented for his role as a government aid and his refusal to repent. 
The damage this has done to Sufism is suggested by curses encountered by FISCHER when he did 
fieldwork in revolutionary Qomm: "Nasr - you know why we don't like him, because he is trying to 
turn Islam into Sufism" (1980: 143) [italics mine], cf. FORBIS, 1980: 154. 

26 NASR, 1979: 11. ALAM (1991: 262) had noted in his diary on 29 November 1972: "Much to 
my alarm Dr Hossein Nasr, the new President of the Aryamehr Institute of Technology, has reported 
that many of his students are poor, and a great number of them fanatical Moslems." The Shah then 
ordered: "Warn Nasr to tread carefully but to make a thorough investigation." 

27 NASR, 1979: 13. 
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affairs of this world. It is a commentary on Imam 'All's 'Instructions to Malik al-

Astar', that "clarify the general situation of Islamic society in relation to the practical 

application of Islamic government."28 In nothing it resembles Khomeyni's assembled 

lectures, clandestinely and widely distributed since 1970, that unfolded a theory of 

Islamic government in terms of the 'Rule of the Religious Jurist' (welayat-e faqih). 
29 

The Shah's government, for Tabataba'i, apparently was an Islamic government. 

Farah's patronage became a public event when, in 1977, she inaugurated a House 

of Culture in Tehran. Sufis performed an open-air dance in her presence. It is reported 

that she "had decided not to sit and watch the performance on the chair reserved for 

her, but came and sat, [...] naturally, on the ground with the rest [...] She was 

obviously moved and overcome by the ecstatic incantations of the dervishes." 

Far outstripping Farah's Office in size and reach, royal patronage was primarily 

embodied in the Pahlavi Foundation. It was founded in 195831 and soon began to play 

a major role in Iran's economic, social and cultural life. The Prime Minister, Minister 

of the Court, the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, the President of the Senate and 

the Speaker of Parliament were on its board.32 Moreover, most of the major 

institutions in Iran were in some way linked to it. A cultural office not directly linked 

to the Foundation, but nevertheless operating under a state sanction, was the Bonyad-

28 TABATABA'I, 1982: 22. Malik b. al-Haris al-Naha'I was appointed by Imam CAII as governor 
of Egypt, but he was poisoned on the way of assuming his post in 658-9. Legitimising reference to 
cAli's instructions was also made in the Shah's biography (SANCHVI. 1968: xxi), and "in his pre-1970 
writings, [Khomeyni, too, had] tended to accept the traditional notions of society as sketched out in 
Imam 'All's Nahj al-Balaghah" (ABRAHAMIAN, 1993: 26). 

29 DABASHI (1993) saw Tabataba'T as an ideological founder of the revolution. But there is no in
formation in his biography or oeuvre to suggest he had anything positive to say about it, which Daba
shi himself actually admits (op. cit., p. 277). Because of an initiation, Tabataba'I must be considered 
a Sufi: he "had conducted his own spiritual and ascetic exercises under the mastership and guidance 
of Sayyid al-Arefiyn Hajj Mirza Ali Qazi, the man for whom he reserved the exclusive title of 'the 
master' and whom he held in utmost respect, reverence, and honor" (op. cit., p. 303). NASR (in TA-
BATABAM, 1981) mentioned that Tabataba'I taught Sufism 'in more intimate circles' (op. cit., p. 24). 

30 REEVES, 1986: 161. 
31 Cf. PAHLAVI, 1979: 152. EILERS (1977: 323) mentioned 1961 as the founding year, but this 

was the year in which the Foundation, "perhaps the most distinctive court institution" (MCDANIEL, 
1991: 67), was given an administrative structure. The Foundation was founded in 1958. 

32 EILERS, 1977: 322. The Foundation's pervasiveness is suggested in the following citation: "That 
patrimonialism in government breeds corruption was particularly evident in Iran [....] Pensions were 
synonymous with handouts or rewards for favours or fringe benefits to those faithful to the regime. 
The Pahlavi Foundation's interests in [...] banks [...] and other industrial and commercial enterprises 
evidenced the extent to which the Shah and his immediate family were involved in the economic 
affairs of the country" (BEHNAM. 1986: 169). 
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e Mowlavl, founded with royal permission in 1974.33 "It was headed by Professor 

Zabihollah Safa, historian of Persian literature [and] devoted to research and 

propagation of the works of [...] Rumi [and] the books influenced by his School of 

Dervishes."34 The Bonyad-e Mowlavl may in addition be described as an 'ideolo

gical state institution'35 because "[Rumi's] Sufism became the guiding philosophy of 

Iran, permeating many aspects of its culture [and to] judge by his own writings, espe

cially Mission for My Countiy, [the] Shah could be considered one of its followers."36 

Involvement by the state in the promotion of mysticism may help explain why 

Sufism became 'fashionable'37 and "many members of higher society quite openly 

confessed to belonging to one of the [...] dervish orders."38 Commenting on the 

relations between Iran, civilisation and mysticism in a way that must have appealed 

particularly to 'members of higher society', the Iranian exile writer Gamalzade 

(though not exactly co-opted by the Pahlavi state) claimed that "if we conceive of 

real civilisation as [...] a mixture between [...] the mind and the heart, then we may 

count some of our own mystics among the brilliant examples of the 'civilised man'."39 

Just like Mohammad and CA1I cAnqa and Nasr and their institutions, the Bonyad-e 

Mowlavl was centrally located in the post-war elite figuration. Their ideologically 

incorporated Sufi discourse was an "ecumenical mysticism [...] that obfuscatefd] the 

historical and sociological dimensions of religion." In its projection of a divine and 

" Royal permission was the prerequisite for any major social organisation in Iran. 
'A ElLERS, 1977: 323, cf. the Shah's Mission for my Country, 1960: 20 and Réponse a 1'Histoire, 

1979: 20, 127. On top of Tarih-e adabiyat-e Iran, Safa wrote a widely-read 'Introduction to Sufism'. 
'Ideological state institution' is a free adaptation of ALTHUSSER'S 'appareil idéologique d'Etat' 

that he put forward to broaden the traditional Marxist outlook on the state as an instrument of 
repression (1976: 82). This study does not support his Marxist underpinning of the concept. Another 
such institution since 1963 was Iran's Theosophical Society. See HOMAYONI, 1991: 231. 

EILERS, 1977: 323. "The Shah's second wife Queen Sorayya recounts in her memoirs that the 
Shah used to talk of his visions of the Prophet Mohammad and the first Imam Ali [...] Such claims 
appear repeatedly in his political speeches: 'a force others can't perceive accompanies me. My 
mystical force'" (AHMADI and AHMADI. 1998: 161). 

37 SLUCLETT, 1989: 116. 

ElLERS, 1977: 323. Among the Ahl-e Haqq, a subsect of urban and educated affiliates came into 
being from the 1960s (MIR-HOSSEINI, 1994, (2): 212). From 1974, when he succeeded his father, 
Bahram Elahl attempted to give the order 'a more universal appeal' and attracted new converts who 
included foreigners (op. cit., p. 215). However, it is not suggested here that Sufism in the late Pahlavi 
era was but an elite phenomenon. Underlying elite affiliation was 'general mystical religiosity', which 
is seen through a remark by DURING: "C'est que de l'avis de tous les soufis [...] Nür 'All Shah était 
un tres grand Maïtre [....] De nos jours il représente encore, dans la mythologie populaire, le prototype 
du saint extatique mort en martyr" [my italics] (1976: 123). 

39 GAMALZADE, 1352/1973: 13. 
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natural hierarchy, their quietist mysticism resented what became "a major element 

of Islam for ordinary believers; socio-political criticism of the state." 

After the urban uprising of June 5, 1963 ('panzdah-e horded), the Shah was 

increasingly faced with a resilient religious opposition that would not be co-opted. 

'The infiltration of Sufi orders' has been mentioned as a means available to the state 

to cope with it.42 That Sufism could be made into a counter-ideology to Islamism by 

the government and the institutions that were related to it, is seen in a curious, 1969 

definition in the semi-official Iran Almanac: "A religious movement, second in 

importance in Iran only to ShHsm is [...] Sufism [....] Sufis themselves claim Islamic 

sanction for their system."43 The positioning of Sufism as 'a religious movement' 

outside the Shi'ism-Sunnism divide, is a construction that has been alien to most 

Iranian, Shicite Sufi understandings of self - both before, during and after the Pahlavi 

dynasty. As they have conceived of Sufism as an integrally Islamic movement, 

"Islamic sanction' constructs an opposition that is not justified by indigenous views. 

Besides institutional absorption, the state incorporation of mysticism materialised 

in a more personal aspect as well. A claimant to the position of Sams ol-'Orafa' 'axis', 

Hagg Mir Sayyed CA1I Qomml BorqocI, was a reputed jurist. From this status 

emanated his appointment as a teacher of the Shah in religious matters. ' Dr. 

40SLUGLETT, 1989: 116, in a review of FISCHER (1980). 
41 "In the 60s [...] ties between clergy and monarchy were broken" (VIEILLE, 1981: 3). This was 

fastened by the death of the mainly quietist Source of Emulation Borugerdi in 1961. 
42 ZONIS, 1971: 194, cf. ALAM (1991: 151), who wrote in his diary, on 11 May 1970. that "I 

mentioned [to the Shah] that a group of Naqshbandi Kurds have agreed to 'flee' to Iraq, posing as 
refugees. Once there they are sure to be received by General Bakhtiar who will be at their mercy." 

45 Iran Almanac 1969: 516, cf. SANAI (1951: 3); Iran Almanac 1968 and 1963, the latter of which 
states: "We have dealt [with] the Sufis [and] no [...] noteworthy event about them has [...] taken place" 
(op. cit., p. 436). SAVAK's demolition of Khomeyni's reputation in 1963, however, portrayed the 
latter as a person who, except for being a homosexual, a spy and a foreigner, "had written erotic Sufi 
poetry" (CHEHABI, 1990: 235). Besides the obvious damage that 'erotic poetry' would do to one's 
ascetic reputation in Iran, the charge hardly makes any sense, except when one interprets it as a state 
attempt to divide the jurists through associating one of them with Sufism, i.e. by playing on the 
opposition between Sufis and jurists. Iran Almanac 1975 contains a reprint of a newspaper report on 
the (mainly Qaderï, Naqsbandi and Ahl-e Haqq) dervishes of Sanandag. Kurdistan. 

44 Iran Almanac 1969: 516. In its summary of Iranian history, the same report omits mentioning 
the crucial fact, which is not normally lost on anyone, that Shah Ismail, who declared Shi'ism the 
state religion in 1501, had been the leader of a Sufi order (op. cit., p. 48). There is a striking similarity 
between this definition of Sufism from the Pahlavi era and (post-)revolutionary redefinitions. A 
contemporary anti-Sufi manifesto («Saleh'alisah), 1375/1996) reads: "They gave Sufism an Islamic 
freshness" (be tasawwof ab wa rang-e eslarni dadand) (op. cit., p. 46). 

45 "'All Borqo'i was an emam-e gama'at and he published several books, one of which was 
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Rezazade Safaq, a disciple of the Kowsarl Ne'matollahl sheikh CAII Samandar, had 

been appointed - it is not clear in exactly which period - to the same end.46 

Kingship having once more become an axis of legitimacy in Iranian society, royal 

patronage was not just bestowed upon but also actively sought by Sufis. Sufi litera

ture had reportedly been published with congratulatory dedications to the king under 

Reza Shah. Under Mohammad Reza Shah, there were Sufis who requested congratu

latory dedications of the royal state. <Macsüm<alïsah> ModarresI cAlem sent a manu

script to a great many political personalities, and included their laudatory letters of 

response, including the royal emblem of the lion with a sword, in the final edition.47 

Another, more traditional technique that was also known from the Reza Shah era, was 

the (mostly post-factum) claim to Sufi foresight and magical intervention: 

First miracle - One day the Honourable Wahid ol-Owliya' sat serenely among 
an assembly of his lovers and he was worried. Suddenly [...] he proclaimed: 'A 
danger lies in wait for His Majesty Mohammad Reza Shah, please bless him and 
recite this holy aya after the morning prayer, 110 times, for his health and in 
order for the danger to be removed from him' [....] A few days later he reported 
that His Majesty had been shot at by one of the enemies [...] and that each bullet 
miraculously missed, as if an invisible hand kept them away from His Majesty's 
face, [...] and this event occurred on the day of 15 Bahman.48 

forbidden by the Sources of Emulation (marage'-ye taqlid). During the ascension to the throne of 
Mohammad Reza (the dethroned king) [in 1941] he instructed [the Shah] in the Holy Law, and often 
came to visit him on Friday mornings" (CAHARDAHI. 1361/1982-3: 60). 

46 Cf. GRAMLICH, 1965: 50; HOMAYONI, 1991:200. 

Cf. 'ALEM, 1338/1959. 'Alem is a sheikh of the Haksar order and a Shicite religious notable 
(GRAMLICH, 1965: 86) who resided - at least to the 1980s - in Tehran, and founded his own branch 
which he named after himself: Modarresi 'Alemlya Haksarïya (cf. HWAGA OD-DÏN, 1360/1981: 19). 
A comparable and common technique of legitimisation is seen in the four pictures of the Shah, with 
full honorary reference, on a visit to Na'in that are included in BALAGÏ, 1369Q/1949 (op. cit., pp. 15, 
17), who was a Sams ol-'Orafa'-Ne^atollahi leader. 

48 HAFEZ OL-KOTOB, 1338/1959: 82. 15 Bahman corresponds to the 4th of February 1949, when 
the first attempt at the life of the Shah was made by a member of the Islamist movement Feda'iyan-e 
Eslam (active between 1949 and 1953) The Feda'iyan-e Eslam were even more opposed to secular 
politicians such as Mosaddeq. When the CIA-sponsored coup restored the Shah in power in 1953, 
they referred to it as a 'holy uprising' (ABRAHAMIAN, 1993: 109). <Wahld oI-Owliya'> (d.1956) was 
a leader of the Zahabiya order. An example of earlier techniques: "One of the Sufis from India by the 
name of <Sast Mehr Baba> related the coming to power of Reza Shah in Iran to himself and said that 
his becoming a king had been because of his willpower" (IRANI, 1371/1992: 18, cf. previous chapter). 
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4.1. Royal patronage and religious opposition 

The SafFallsahi order 

The Shah's younger brother Ali-Reza reportedly had a liking for Sufism. He often 

visited the SafFalïsahl sheikh Manzur'allsah and extended royal grants to surrounding 

Sufis.49 Notwithstanding the royal patronage, there had always been and still was a 

negative stereotype. The informal master - whom one Sufi held to be SafTallsah's 

brother's grandson, while another denied any such blood relation - spoke of his mo

ther's fears. She had been afraid of the Sufis as she knew them to be engaged only in 

smoking hashish and dark activities in the cellar of the lodge. The master himself had 

a similar opinion, until he once visited the lodge out of curiosity and never left again. 

None of the lodge's leading notables were blood relations of its founder. The con

flict over the lodge's ownership was concluded after 17 years, in the 1950s, with the 

help of the Freemason and impartial sheikh Nasrollah Saqavl. The settlement pro

vided for the separation of the congregational part from the living quarters (the latter 

of which were allocated to the heirs of Saficallsah). Afterwards, the heirs withdrew 

from the lodge: they retreated into their living quarters or went abroad. The lodge was 

now de jure in the hands of the Society of Brotherhood and remained so until 1979. 

With the coming to power of the Pahlavi polity in 1921, royal patronage came to 

a temporary halt. Now, in the Islamic Republic, a Sufi in Zahlr od-Dowle's Tehrani 

lodge quite openly took pride in the royal relations that developed after the interlude, 

in the period 1941-1979. He boasted of royal patronage in the weak sense, consisting 

of a visit by the Shah's twin sister Ashraf.50 "Here is Ashraf', she had called out after 

ringing the bell. "Well, I am the Honourable One and I am sleeping", the resident 

sheikh responded. Ashraf said: "If Your Honour is tired, we will not enter." The 

sheikh then changed his mind, when he saw who was at the gate, and invited in the 

royal and her entourage. After having spent an agreeable time with the sheikh and 

upon leaving, Ashraf commanded: "Dervish, ask something of me!" The sheikh 

responded (in modest dignity) that there was nothing he could possibly wish for, and 

49 Cf. CAHARDAHÏ, 1360/1981-2: 42, 1361/1982-3: 19. <Monawwai*alisah> confirmed this rea
ding and added Ali-Reza Pahlavi was initiated in Mashhad by <Manzürtalïsah> (interview, 09/09/98). 

50 A similar visit is reported of Farah and her mother (conversation, 06/19/97). 
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the ritual was once repeated before the company left.51 Royal patronage in the strong 

sense however - as in the reported case of Manzür'alïsah - was less publicly jubilated. 

The Shah's elite co-optation involved a cross-class network of "courtiers, personal 

adjutants, military generals, and economic and political confidants."52 These persons 

were recruited from the 'general elite' that Zonis reckoned to have consisted of 

"officers, directors, members of the board, of leading fraternal and social 

organizations (e.g., the Rotary Club, Lions Club, [...] the Freemasons, etc.)."53 

From the 1960s onward royal recruitment increasingly involved politicians, who 

came to the fore as a professional class for the first time, and among whom were 

many Freemasons.54 In 1969, the secret service SAVAK wrote a report on Freemasonry 

in Iran,55 in which their total number (in 1969) was estimated at 12.000. It listed from 

their midst 22 members of parliament, 17 senators and eight members of the 

ministerial council, most importantly the late premier AmIr-cAbbas Hoveyda.56 The 

Society of Brotherhood occupied a central position in these Freemason networks. Its 

administrative centre provided a meeting point, and developments under Mohammad 

Reza Shah further intensified the relation. Simultaneously, leading Saffalïsahls 

increasingly contested the confluence of elite Sufism and worldly, royal state power. 

' The story was obviously framed in a classical Sufi mold, an anecdote of Rumi's: "Once, a lover 
came to his Beloved's house. He knocked on the door. 'Who is there?' the Beloved asked. The man 
answered. 'It is I, your lover'. 'Go away', said the Beloved, 'for you are not really in Love'. Years 
passed, and again the lover came to the door of the Beloved's house and knocked. 'Who is there?' 
asked the Beloved. This time the man answered, 'It is you'. 'Now that you are I'. replied the Beloved, 
'you may come in" (in NURBAKHSH, 1978: 89). I interpret the moulding to indicate that my 
interviewee wished to express the serious intention of Ashraf, her being essentially a Sufi. 

"BILL, 1973: 142. 
53 ZONIS, 1971: 346-7, cf. FORBIS, 1980: 153; FOYUZAT, 1375/1997: 137. In 1961, the Shah 

accepted the presidency of the Rotary Club (Iran Almanac 1969, p. 554), and in 1963 the patronage 
of the Lions Club (MIR, 1371/1992: 104), which was publicly announced on May 17 by the president 
of the Iranian chapter Hoseyn A'la' (premier in 1951 and 1955, reportedly with masonic affiliations 
(ALGAR, 1970: 296). The Iranian chapter was subdivided into 100 local branches. In 1964, during 
the fourth congress, the Iranian chapter was visited by Mr. Kambata, Secretary of the Lions Interna
tional (Iran Almanac 1969, p. 553). In 1969, Farah Diba donated three million rials (op. cit., p. 735). 

54 Intennew (Monawwar^alisah). 03/25/97. Besides as a high status mutual-interest club, 
Freemasonry's popularity is partly explained by its legendary roots, i.e. the building of King 
Solomon's temple (cf. Tehran Times, 05/08/97). Although many unrelated others were involved as 
well, it is probably correct that "<Zah!r od-Dowle> was one of the founders of Freemasonry in Iran" 
(CAHARDAHI. 1361/1982-3: text accompanying photo appendix); cf. AFSAR, 1367/1988: 52. 

The SA VAK report (Framasi'inri wa taSkllat-e an dar Iran dar sdl-e 1348 (3)) was published in 
the magazine Panzdah-e hordad. 1375/1996, 5, (22). Many of its articles present documents 
pertaining to the Iranian revolution and the preceding dynastic period. 

56 Panzdah-e hordad. 1375/1996, 5, (22): 81. 
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(3) Dr. IsmacIl Marzban Amln ol-Molk 

After Bïnes'allsah died in 1932, the oculist Marzban assumed the Consultancy 

Council's leadership. On the occasion of the fiftieth anniversary of the foundation of 

the Society of Brotherhood in 1949, he held a speech in commemoration of its 

genesis. It stands out in this text that Marzban spoke of royalty as an equal. He 

strongly suggested that the well-being of the Monarchy was related to the state of Su-

fism (or at least the Angoman-e Ohowwat). Marzban's speech did not assert parallel 

Sufi power, but it nevertheless radiated a self-conscious proximity to the Monarchy. 

After the bombardment of the Society by the agents of Mohammad 'All Sah, 
who because of this very act destroyed his Kingdom, his successor Ahmad Sah 
developed an interest in [it]. Mohammad Hasan Mirza, [his] crown prince, 
turned to Sufism/spiritual poverty [faqr] in this very Society [...]. Through this 
act the great divide between the various classes of the people (which Safl'alisah 
had ordered to be lessened), came to an end, from this moment [....] In the 
Society, they made the king and the beggar equal [...] [my italics].57 

58 

King and beggar were held to be equal, but the leaders belonged to Tehran's elite. 

For this reason, Marzban was confronted with an anonymous pamphlet that chal

lenged the Society's confluence with worldly power. It responded to the Council's 

'Letter of Vigilance' (Entebdh-name), which legitimised the abolition of the Pole. 

Present leaders propounded 'the thoughts of Faraonism' (i.e. of the despotic era of 

ignorance before Islam).60 "Gentlemen", the Response admonished, "spiritual poverty 

and Sufism do not accommodate aristocracy."61 The 'eleven noble gentlemen' 

displayed a 'love of leadership' (reyasat-diisti), while Sufism without (one) 'living, 

perfect essence' was impossible. The Letter of Vigilance referred to holy sources to 

legitimise electory principles. This support for illegitimate innovation proved that the 

Council was not only disrespectful of Sufism, but also ignorant of the holy law. 

"inAFSAR, 1367/1988:64-9. 
58 Mahmüd 'Erfan. in AFSAR, 13671988: 52. 
55 Pasohl he entehah-name-ye hay'at-e moSawere-ye angoman-e ohowwat (An Answer to the Let

ter of Vigilance of the Society of Brotherhood's Consultancy Council), 1333/1954. <Monawwar<alI-
sah> produced the name of Ziya' od-Dïn Mowlavi <Sarmad'aIisah> as the pamphlet's author (commu
nication, 02/21/99). The Letter of Vigilance has been printed in AFSAR, 1367/1988: 558-62. 

w Pasohl he entehah-name-ye hay'at-e moSawere-ye angoman-e ohowwat: 2. 
61 Pasohi he entehah-name-ye hay'at-e moSawere-ye angoman-e ohowwat: 4. 
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(4) Aqevll and the 'war of words' 

The Society's fourth leader was lieutenant general Faragollah Aqevll. He had held impor

tant state positions among which the ministry of the Interior during the Hakïml and 

Qavam cabinets in the 1940s63 and he was rewarded with the royal Homayün medal 

for his services.64 In 1961, retired and out of official political office, he came to head 

the Society. He was re-elected in 1966 and remained its leader until he died in 1974. 

In 1956, 30.000 members were registered. In 1963, the numbers had risen to about 

34.000. This means there had been a yearly increase from 1956 of some 570 

members, and that the Society of Brotherhood was a vastly expanding social 

organisation. The Society did not completely sever its ties with what had formerly 

defined the shape of Sufism in the SafFalïsahï order. The Consultancy Council was 

entitled to appoint sheikhs in the Society's name, for the 'guidance' (dastglrl) of the 

Sufis, apparently not to lose touch with the basis that defined its public legitimacy. 

The structure of the Society may have inspired Binder's reflection before the revo

lution that "most [Sufi orders] do not appear to be serious religious movements any

more." But degrees of conviction are hard to measure, and opponents' labels often 

enforce false dichotomies. The category of Shicite Freemasonry, mocked by many as 

'inauthentic', was a social reality. Dr Sayyed Hasan EmamI, a Tehrani Friday Imam 

{imam gomca), saw no contradiction in being both a Shicite leader and a Freemason.67 

The Consultancy Council did not make use of its elective power until 1959.68 

Thereafter several Sufi masters were appointed as 'elected sheikh' (Éeyh-e montahab). 

They were violently resented by Safï'alïsahïs opposed to the Angoman, and subordi-

" Pasohi be entebah-name-yc hafat-e moiawere-ye an^oman-e ohowwat: 3, 2, 9, 5, 9. 
63 CAHARDAHI, 1361/1982-3: 21, MiR, 1371/1992: 225, cf. DELFANI, 1375/1997: 10. 
4 The Shah's regime survived initial instability, according to ABRAHAMIAN (1978: 29), "not be

cause of the Iranian mystique for kingship but because the Shah was much more aware of the [...] 
need to retain control of the unmystical military". Faragollah Aqevli, however, was a mystic/soldier. 
Another famous decoration besides the Homayün medal. The Lion and the Sun, had been installed 
in Persia in the honour of the British diplomat and traveller Sir John Malcolm (S YKES, 1951: 308). 

65 Cf. AFSAR, 1367/1988: 60. In 1924, 31.321 members were registered (HOSEYNI, 1377/1998: 28). 
66 BINDER, 1965: 128, cf. GRAMLICH: "Persönliche Isnade interessieren den Derwisch kaum 

mehr. Ihm geniigt die Zugehörigkeit zu einer Institution [....] In erster Linie ist der Derwisch nicht 
Schuier eines Meisters, sondern Mitglied einer Institution, eines Ordens" (1970: 176, 177). 

_ MiR. 1371/1992: 228. Emami followed in the footsteps of the emdm gom'a Haggï Mlrza Zeyn 
ol-'Abedin (d.1904). who had been a member of the Freemason faramüShane (ALGAR, 1970: 284). 

"Als ich mich [...] im Jahre 1959 iiber die Amtsführung des Rates erkundigte, hatte er seit 
seinem Bestehen von diesem Recht noch nicht Gebrauch gemacht" (GRAMLICH, 1965: 64). 



CONTRARY MYSTIC REGIMES 9! 

nated to the Society in a structure that no other Iranian sheikh would have accepted. 

Sufis in Zalilr od-Dowle's lodge cherished the memory of Aqevll for his maintenance 

of the graves and a large-scale repair of the main hanaqah in 1961/2. But not in the 

main lodge itself, regained after the revolution by non-Freemason Sufis who remain

ed stubbornly indifferent to the source of beauty that came to them as an invasion. 

Under Aqevll, discontent over the ways of the Society led to a new 'war of words' 

(gang-e lafzl). In addition to face-to-face confrontations, it was often staged in pam

phlets and magazines with a wide circulation such as Wahid and Mehr. One of the 

sheikhs in Isfahan, Qasem Tavangar (see chapter 2, table 2), wrote in defence of 'the 

real path of Safa/the rightful path of purity' (düde-ye haqqe-ye Safa'l), and revived 

the issue of the indispensable Pole.72 It is an enigmatic piece that layers contra

dictory, overt and rather more hidden messages. Upon superficial reading, one might 

take it as a laudation of the Society of Brotherhood. Although many of the Society's 

leaders came from a political background, Tavangar held, they had not used the So

ciety for political purposes. In state service they had, motivated by Sufism, rendered 

valuable services to the country.73 Entezam as-Saltane had been morally outstanding 

like Safa himself. Selfless Marzban had dedicated his whole life to others. Aqevll had 

"several sensitive jobs, among which [...] the directorate of the Sepah Bank, being a 

69 Under Marzban two persons were appointed, and one under Aqevll. These included: 
(1). Mostafa Salar Amgad <Mostafa'alIsah> (d.?). Sufis in the Safi'alisahi lodge claimed that 

Amgad was the plr of Ayatollah TaleqanI; (2). Fathollah Safa'I <Safa'ol-Molk) (d. 1940). For biogra
phical details, see CAHARDAHÏ, 1361/1982-3: 154, 174, 1362/1983: 42-3. (3). Prince 'Allreza MIrza 
HosrowanI <HakIm Hosrawb Qagar (d.1966). The last elected sheikh under Marzban, see CAHARDA-
Hi. 1361/1982-3: 162. At the orders of Aqevll,'Abbas'Afi <SahId'alI> (d.?) was designated Hosro-
wanl's plr-e dalil. Through the intercession of Aqevll, 'Afi had obtained a job in the Sepah Bank (C A-
HARDAHI, 1362/1983: 42-3) (which critics of Sufi Freemasonry claimed was subordinate to Aqevll's 
wishes). The history is one of sublime irony, if one is to believe present-day sheikhs in 'Afi's line. 'Afi 
obtained his egdze from <Wafa'alIsah>, who was reputed for joining the separatist forces of KQcek Han 
in Gllan in the First World War and later in the struggle with Reza Shah (for whom Aqevll worked, 
see previous chapter). When Aqevlï assumed the leadership, 'Afi was reportedly fearful of his forceful 
personality and dared not by himself approach Safi'alisahi Sufis (CAHARDAHI, 1362/1983: 42-3). 

70 Yagma (1353/1974, 27, (10): 414-5) published an elegy that commemorated Aqevll as a Sufi 
leader of great social importance. The biography in Iran Almanac 1969 mentions he was important 
in the Constitutional Revolution and later imprisoned by the British for alleged Nazi sympathies. 

71 Rather, the Society of Brotherhood was reproached for its negligence in the conflict with 
Safi'allsah's heirs: "Yes, it was this Consultancy Council that sat and watched while MahmQd Nesat. 
that unbelieving tyrant, confiscated nearly three quarters of the lodge's sahn and sold another part" 
(Pasohi be enlebah-name-ye hay'at-e moSawere-ye angoman-e ohowwat: 7-8). 

72 TAVANGAR, 1345/1966. Tavangar's piece was a response to earlier critique of him by Aqevll. 
73 TAVANGAR, 1345/1966: 197. 
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high-standing member of the Board of Directors of the Lion and the Red Sun, [being 

involved in] harbour development, and other activities." In all of these he had "no 

objective but service to the Shah and the fatherland," and he had "the honour of 

reporting to the first person of the country." In these days, one did not often come 

across such a man who was so full of (both) "Shah worship and Sufi features."74 

Abruptly changing subjects, Tavangar then wrote: "Our topic is presently the real 

path of Safa/the rightful path of purity." His purpose was not criticism, as it was an 

error (hata) to have discussions on dervishhood. Rather, he wished to bring into mind 

the history of the SafPalïsahï order. If, after Saflcallsah and Zahlr od-DowIe, a clai

mant was not found, or if such a person did not want to make himself known as the 

Pole of the Time of the Path, then it did not follow that there was no Pole. Thus, 

Tavangar did not consider Bïnes'alïsah and his successors legitimate, but his con

struction of events carefully related the absence of a Pole to faulty reasoning rather 

than deliberate acting. Furthermore, if the Society had not wanted to acknowledge a 

Pole, then this would not justify considering the following of him unauthorised.75 

Here then, Tavangar said by implication that what had been so valuable for the 

nation, society and the state in Aqevll, had not translated to the benefit of Sufism. In 

a stronger, though still evasive counterimage to the initial laudations, he held that "of 

course [...] the brothers of the Saflcallsahl path are not seeking fame (sohrat), and 

their acts are 'with cAlI' (bd mowld), and their way is with the truth, except for a 

limited few who have been 'showing off (tazdhor)."lb But in any case, he ended, 

"We are convinced that the [...] Path had a Pole, and presently has one, and that one 

cannot exist without a Pole (who is in contact with the Imam of Time (emdm-e 

zamdn)) [....] The Society belongs to us and we belong to the Society" [my italics].77 

TAVANGAR, 1345/1966: 198. Aqevli's nationalism is for instance seen in a memorial speech 
from 1971, as head of the National Heritage Organisation, of his anti-clerical friend Hasan Taqi-zade. 
Taql-zade (who reportedly had masonic affiliations (ALGAR. 1970: 296), like Aqevli), had "reckoned 
any fanaticism as blameworthy". His most important scientific work had been a research on the natio
nal Iranian epic. He had been characterised by a learned [...] love of his fatherland' and he had known 
the Persian language as the strong foundation of nationalism. Taql-zade had furthermore been 
important in his consideration of the 'rebirth of the national spirit of Iran' after the Arab invasion. In 
him, Iran had lost one of its wisest and worthiest children (in Yagma, 1349/1971, 23, (12): 728-29). 
Mehdi Seyhbaha'i, a Safi'alïsahi leader for Europe (in the Netherlands) in the line of Tavangar. 
confirmed that Aqevli had been a regular visitor to the royal court (.interview, 06/24/98). 

" T A V A N G A R , 1345/1966: 198-99. 
7 6TAVANGAR, 1345/1966: 199. 

TAVANGAR, 1345/1966: 199-200, cf. Pdsohl be entebah-nSme-ye hafat-e moSawere-ye ango-
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(5) cAbdollah Entezam's 'new perspective' 

Blnescallsah's son "Abdollah Entezam was Iran's Foreign Minister between 1953 and 

1956,78 a member of the Consultancy Council since at least the 1960s and its leader 

from 1974.79 He took part in an informal gathering (dowre), the participants in which 

were ranked among the 307 most influential Iranians of their time.80 A comment on 

similar groupings held that they "may even bind their members to secrecy and mutual 

aid by oaths or various rituals",81 which is a likely reference to the Freemason/Sufi 

Society of Brotherhood. During Entezam's leadership, Mohammad Ohowwat (d.1979) 

was appointed as (the last) elected sheikh. He had been a counsellor of the supreme 

court, and he had received the Agha Khan III on one of his visits to Iran and the main 

Safï'alïsahï lodge, to which old spiritual connections existed.82 The Shah had awar

ded the Agha Khan several honorary titles, such as 'Walahazrat', during these visits. 

In 1977/8 Entezam wrote a series of articles entitled 'A New Perspective on 'Erfan 

and Sufism' (Nazari taze be cerfan wa tasawwof). He used the pseudonym 'I do not 

know' (la add), and the articles allegedly reported the question-and-answer sessions 

of a Sufi master. Thus he set out on a Socratic investigation of Iranian mysticism. 

There was a traditional, initial modesty to anything Entezam was going to say on 

mysticism through his sheikh, and he stressed that complacency was to be avoided: 

"Our understanding of the divine sphere/self (lahut) is limited to the perception of its 

traces, not its essence [....] We must know that even the thought of [it] is beyond us. 

83 

No matter how much we ascend to high stations, we will not uncover this enigma. 

But the importance of Sufism, Entezam also held, could hardly be overestimated. 

man-e ohowwat: 2. Other critics also stressed that the order was 'the path of Safi and Safa' (tariqe-ye 
Safi o Safa), i.e. not only that of <ZahIr od-Dowle> (interview (Monawwai^alisah), 09/09/98). 

78 Between 1957 and 1963 he was the director of the state-owned National Iranian Oil Company. 
A Sufi dissident claimed, possibly in an attempt to clear Sufism's name, that Entezam had no Sufi 
credentials but owed his position to socio-political prominence. In reality Entezam's Sufi identity as 
<Bïnes'alisah>'s son preceded his socio-political prominence (which was largely of his own making). 

79HOMAYUNl, 1371/1992: 327. 
80ZON1S, 1971:238-9. 
81 ZONIS, 1971: 240. 
82 Cf. CAHARDAHI, 1361/1982-3:45: 1362/1983: 180. Ohowwat was a disciple of <Safi<aIisah> 

(BARQ, 1352/1973: 15). The Agha Khan (d. 1957) - a central figure in the international jet set and po
litical scene, and Spiritual Leader of Isma'ill Muslims - visited Iran in 1948/9 and 1951. Historical re
lations between the Ne'matollahlya and the Isma'ïlïya have been explored by WILSON and POURJA-
VADI (1975). Intimate (financial) relations between the Isma'IlTs and the Zo'r-Reyasateyn order ended 
in 1948. when the Agha Khan took insult at <MGnes'alisah>'s refusal to visit him (op. cit.. p. 133). 

83 Wahid, 1356/1977-8, 209: 37. 
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Like Mohammad cAnqa, Entezam stressed personal reformation as the key to 

humanity's salvation. Although lives in the service of others were incumbent on com

moners and the elite alike, he especially recommended the participation of the 'high 

authorities of the country', who could be brilliant 'moral examples' for the 'others': 

"If a Minister makes simplicity his motto in his own life [...] then all civil servants 

in that Ministry will change [as well] and be turned into abstemious and dutiful 

people."84 Entezam pointed at the impotence of philosophy, which had from Plato to 

Existentialism come up with the illusion of political solutions,85 but his sketch of a 

Sufi guardian class reminds one of the Republic as much as cAnqa's discourse does. 

Furthermore, the sheikh of Entezam held a critical view of Sufism's contemporary 

manifestations. Nowadays youngsters took alcohol and various drugs, that addicts 

referred to as a 'trip' (safar). The 'mystical audition' (samdc) of the ancients had been 

converted into pop music. "Do not presume these are the words of a dry and inexperi

enced person", he warned, for "the world of drunkenness is happy, but unfortunately 

it does not last long and its sequel is a hangover."86 Neither did traditional Sufi 

leaders, full of claims to knowledge and authority, seem to share his rational views: 

This is to the leaders of various Sufi orders: Are my words baseless? Can people 
not be shown [...] a new way? If you say 'no', then I say: 'what have you achie
ved?' Is your conscience cleared [...] by building a few lodges? Dear honourable 
Elders, I spent fifty years on these teachings, and I do not make any claim. I am 
a lover of Sufism [....] Do you really have faith in [...] Sufism? [italics mine]87 

By the time he published his 'new perspective' on Sufism, Entezam had discretely ac

complished a further integration of Sufism and Freemasonry. The four Iranian lodges 

had grown in number and confidence, and developed their own rules with regard to 

admission and litany. The conspicuous independence was not appreciated at head

quarters, and it resulted in a separation from the German mother branch.88 Operating 

84 Wahid, 1356/1977-8, 211/2: 93-4. 
85 Wahid, 1356/1977-8, 207: 35. 
86 Wahid, 1356/1977-8, 208: 30. 
87 Nazari laze be 'eifan wa tasawwof, 1363/1984: 114, 115. 

Only Setare-ye sahar (the fifth Iranian lodge related to German Freemasonry, see previous 
chapter) retained German sponsorship (communication 12/07/98, via the Supreme Council of the 
Northern Masonic Jurisdiction of the United States of America). The separation probably occurred, 
according to this source, "some time in 1958" (communication 02/16/99. idem). In a 1348/1969-70 
SAVAK document published in Panzdah-e hordad (1996, 22, (5): 72-96), however, it is mentioned 
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from the SafFalIsahï building, they joined forces and chose the Society of 

Brotherhood's Entezam, who also headed the Safa lodge,89 as their representative. 

In 1969, Entezam went to see the Shah and make a petition. He requested an 

Iranian lodge, "without any form of foreign bondage" be established as the one Grand 

National Lodge of Iran, to which the Shah consented. The Iranian lodge was in

augurated in 1969, and Jafar Sharif-Imami was chosen as its head.90 The Freemasons 

then chose the administrative centre of the Society, once again, as theirs. ' This event 

marked the completion of Freemasonry-Sufism integration in the Saficallsahl order. 

Rumours held it among the self-proclaimed tasks of the Society to prepare from 

its midst a person for the premiership. In this context, one cannot help noticing - the 

extent to which this is telling will remain for historians to judge - the formal resem

blance between the Consultancy Council and a national cabinet. When massive pro

test shook the foundations of power and the Shah complained of former friends hasti

ly leaving the sinking ship in December 1978, the Shah turned to Entezam for a solu-
92 

tion. Despite a cloudy episode, the Shah had known Entezam as a friend since 1936. " 

A correspondence on the eve of the revolution has been retrieved which documents 

a plea on the part of the Grand Lodge of Iran. It pledges compliance with Imam 

Khomeyni and with the revolution, in reward for protection afterwards. It was the 

(Sufi) Freemasons' royal patronage and deep absorption into the institutions of Pah-

lavi power, however, as 'courtiers, personal adjutants, military generals, and econo

mic and political confidants', which made for the offer to be immediately rejected. 

that the four lodges established independence from the German branch "three years ago" (p. 76). 
89 Panzdah-e hordad, 5, (22): 77-8. 
90 Panzdah-e hordad, 5, (22): 78; JAFARI, 1369/1990: 250, cf. BILL, 1973: 135. Sharif-Imami was 

premier in 1960-1961, and August-November 1978. In 1969 he was Deputy Custodian to the Pahlavi 
Foundation and a member of the Lions Club (Iran Almanac, 1969: 781). Foreign Freemasonry never 
consented to independent chapters in Iran (Panzdah-e hordad, 5, (22): 78), but "the foundation of the 
Grand Lodge of Iran was consecrated by the French. Scottish and German Grand Lodges." As 
concerns Scottish Rite activities, "The Supreme Council for Iran was consecrated in Tehran by the 
[...] Supreme Councils of France. Belgium and the Netherlands in 1970" (communication 12/07/98, 
via the Supreme Council of the Northern Masonic Jurisdiction of the United States of America). De
spite the independence, "the Grand Lodge of England assisted in the establishment of the Grand 
Lodge of Iran." The Iranian lodges worked together from 1967 (communication, 02/16/99, idem). 

91 CAHARDAHI, 1361/1982-3: 163. 
92 NARAGHI, 1994: viii, 182. Various persons (HOMAYONI, 1371/1992: 328-29, NARAGHI, 1994: 

79) have indicated that Entezam had been out of favour with the Shah since 1963. Still. I would hold 
that the acceptance by the Shah of Entezam's request in 1969 (and his reception) moderates this view. 

93 FAQIH-HAQANI, 1373/1994: 92. It was possibly such acts of despair, which explain the Sufi 
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The SoltancalIsahï order 

Contrary to the Safïcalïsahls, who evolved from the cradle of the Qajar monarchy and 

retained its protection, the Soltan'allsahls had to do without significant patronage on 

the eve of their ascent. They barely survived persecutions and a widespread hatred 

of Sufism. Given the early persecutions, the Soltancalïsahïs' later, generally acknow

ledged development into the most 'respectable' Sufi order of Iran makes for a riddle. 

It seems plausible to hypothesise that 'the early history' engrained into the order 

an ethos of survival; the urge to pacify hostile powers. The acquisition of official 

Shicite religious status - unalienable and protective - was the primary means in its 

repertoire. Secondly, at a more mundane level survival depended upon societal 

integration. Thirdly, no royal patronage is officially known to have been extended to 

the Soltan'allsahl order during the era of Mohammad Reza Shah, but as the order 

expanded enormously, many of its members held influential positions in Iranian so

ciety, members of the government visited its lodges, and there were several contacts 

between the royals and the Sufis. Thus, ideological incorporation was from several 

angles beneficial to the SoltancalIsahis. Lastly, what proved as important as these 

elements, was the SoltancalIsahI balancing act between royal and clerical loyalties. 

(4) Hagg Seyh Mohammad Hasan <SalehcalIsah> 

Ever more well-to-do and influential affiliates had entered the order under 

Saleh'allsah (1891-1966), and his message had become widespread. He had acquired 

weighty religious status even before publishing Pand-e Saleh, through a visit to Iraqi 

Sources of Emulation in 1912, "all of whom bestowed the utmost kindness on him."94 

In Bidokht Saïeh'alïsah built a library and a mausoleum for his grandfather and 

a 'tremendous number' of followers gathered around him.95 Their appearance did not 

distinguish them from other Shicites. It was remarked in 1959 that "the Ni'matullahi 

cap [...] is seen more rarely among the dervishes [...], because they are all in the 

service of society and [...] dressed in the customary clothing of their own time."96 For 

claim that Entezam aided revolutionaries {interview, 05/11/97; cf. CAHARDAHI, 1361/1982-3: 172). 
9 4HAY'AT-ETAHRÏRÏYE-YE KETABHANE-YE AMIR SOLEYMANI, 1367/1988:45. 
95 GRAMLICH, 1965: 69; HOMAYONI, 1371/1992: 220. 

NLIRBAHS, 1338/1959: 52. The observation is made in contradistinction to the Haksar order, 
which is not known for attempts to be respectable and that cherishes its traditions: "In the [...] Haksar 
[order], the cap is worn more often. There exists a difference [...] between Ne'matollahi and Haksar 
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SoltancalIsahïs, work and contemporary clothing were not only customary but obliga

tory. As regards politics, Salehcallsah felt that "no one can interfere in state affairs 

without the ruling and the proclamation of the Shah [...]." Salehcallsah had establi

shed integration, religious, civil and political. In 1954. he became seriously ill. He 

spent his last twelve years reading, writing and bestowing advise. When he died in 

1966, "in most Iranian cities, glorious ceremonies of commemoration were held." 

100 

(5) Hagg Soltanhoseyn Tabande <RezacalIsah> 

Salehcallsah's son Soltanhoseyn (1914-1992) was born in Bidokht. At the instigation 

of his father he studied a wide range of civil and particularly religious subjects, which 

resulted in the written authorisation (egaze) to narrate the traditions of the imams and, 

in 1950, to lead congregational prayers (after which he would be called <RezacalI>) 

In imitation of his father, Reza'all travelled 

widely and visited many religious authorities. 

During a visit to Najaf, he managed to impress 

Ayatollah Mohammad Hoseyn Al-e Kasef ol-

Geta', who on March 22, 1951, after an exami

nation, gave him the permission to 'indepen

dent judgement' (egtehad) in religious matters, 

which effectively made him a jurist (mogta-

hed).W[ Upon his appointment as successor in 

1960, he received the cognomen <Rezacalïsah>. 

In a spatial representation of Gonabad, Re-

zacallsah located it in between Shicite holy pla

ces - Mecca, Karbala, and Mashhad. His reli-
Figure 7. A religious geography 

caps: the Ne'matollahl cap is like a half-globe while the Haksar cap is more like a cone. The mark on 
top [...] is not customary in the Ne'matollahT [...] order". 

97 <SALEH'ALISAH>, 1372/1993: 72. 88, 92. This issue is closely related to the primary importance 
of Shi'ite 'dissimulation' (taqiyu) in the Soltan'alisahT order (cf. op. cit., pp. 36, 107). 

98 Sal-name-ye keSwar-e Ivan, 1338/1959, 14: 128. 
" G A Z B I , 1358/1979:5 
100 Biography in <MAHBÜB'AÜSAH>, 1368/1989: 70, cf. AZMAYES, 1372/1993: 2-4. 
101 There had been jurists in the order, such as <Soltan'alïsah>'s pupil Hagg Seyh 'Abdollah Ha'eri 

(d. 1938, cf. GRAMLICH, 1965: 67; previous chapter), but not, as (Reza'alisah), in the position of Lea
der. The egaze text has been published in AZMAYES, 1993: 5, cf. <SALEH'ALÏSAH>, 1372/1993: 11. 



98 IN THE PAHLAVI DYNASTY 

gious geography thus indicated the SoltancalIsahI home was (in) the centre of the (re

ligious) universe. The religious geography is furthermore significant in that it absor

bed a Sufi repertoire which held the world's turning to be dependent upon Sufi mas

ters: Gonabad is displayed as an axis around which the word turns (see figure 7).102 

Back in Bidokht, Rezacalïsah managed the SoltancalIsahï agricultural estate, and 

took care that none of the Sufis would lead astray and damage the SoltancalIsahI order 

through 'unlawful habits' (i.e. drugs and alcohol consumption, etc.), by idling or 

begging.103 He assumed the leadership of the order at his father's death (1966), and 

would not be confronted with any of the modernist challenges of his forebears. In the 

winter of 1951, he had met with the brother of Ayatollah SangelagI (whose innovative 

Shicite thought resembled the blasphemies of Qazvlnl), and praised his religious 

expertise (ignoring the reform program that his brother had proposed).104 Kasravi was 

assassinated in 1946 and Qazvlnfs disciples did not pursue their teacher's fight.105 

Although it was forbidden from early on for any SoltancalIsahI Sufi to engage in 

politics, politicians did visit the order's House of Worship for Hoseyn (hoseyniya).106 

In 1951, Rezacallsah visited several 'friends and notables', among whom was Hasan 

Emamï, the Freemason Friday prayer leader of Tehran, who had been personally 

appointed by the Shah in 1945, and had just recovered from an attempt on his life in 

1950.107 Before embarking on the Hagg in September 1950, Rezacallsah had also met 

j°* Figure 7. stems from <SOLTANHOSEYN>, 1348/1969: 24 (Tarih wa gugrafi-\e Gonabad). 
Cf. biography jn <SALEH<ALISAH>, 1372/1993: 11. <Reza<aIisah> was also responsible for the 

restoration of the burial site of (Rahmafalisah) (d.1861) in Shiraz (CAHARDAHI, 1352/1973, 3: 527). 
104 Cf. <SOLTANHOSEYN>, 1337/1958: 268-69. 
05 The pupils included well-known literati such as Sa<Id NafisI, Golamreza SamimI Kermansahi, 

'Abdollah Han Ma'zuml and 'All Dasti. <SOLTANHOSEYN> (<Reza<alIsah>) reviewed Nafisfs Sar-
ceSme-ye tasawwofdar Ïvan, m Mehr (1346/1967). Although several sources mention Dastl's criticism 
of Sufism in Parde-ye pendar (see, for instance, KNÖRZER, 1996: 110), Dar diyar-e süfiyan did 
contain positive evaluations. One suspects the influence of Qazvlni's lectures in the criticism of Sufi 
practices, while mystical thought - including Sufi thought - and historical Sufis were positively 
valued. This is similarly evident in several other of Dagtl's publications. His notoriety - here Dasti 
comes to the fore as Qazvlni's pupil - principally derives from a book which demythologised the 
Prophet (cf. KNÖRZER, 1997: 383) (In spite of this, he was looked favourably upon by the present 
regime-supporting hatlb of the main Safl'allsahl lodge). Like Entezam's discourse, Dastl's writings 
seem indicative of the fact that "Persian Sufism of this period - especially in the latter half of the twen
tieth century - seems to be characterised by an increasing alignment with the forces of the secularist 
intelligentsia" (LEWISOHN, 1998: 439, cf. ABRAHAMIAN, 1978: 35. Dastl's criticism of the monarchy 
and Sufi sympathies were shared by his writer-companion Gamalzade (cf. BAGLEY, 1976: 60). Dasti 
was arrested shortly after the revolution and the last years of his life were reportedly miserable. 

A long-time influential affiliate passed on this information to me. 
'07<SOLTANHOSEYN>, 1337/1958: 267-68. 
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with general Razmara, who had just been appointed as Iran's premier, and whom he 

told that "most people in Iran look favourably upon your government."108 The 

following year, in March 1951, Razmara was killed by a member of the militant 

Feda'iyan-e Eslam. Another meeting in Tehran had come about through the 

invitation by the Shah's stepmother Turan to visit her son prince Golamreza Pahlavi. 

The rendezvous in Golamreza's house reportedly provided an opportunity for 

Rezacallsah and the prince to exchange their Meccan pilgrimage experiences. 

Some Gonabadi affiliates were politicians themselves. One had been a college lec

turer in Tehran and a diplomat who "in national and international affairs [alike] evi

denced a reconciling faculty which has helped antagonistic groups to work together 

for the benefit of all."110 Moreover, "Mr. Hazeghi [had] been four times [a] Member 

of Parliament [...]: twice its delegate to the Constitutional Assembly: and three times 

Amir-ul-Hajj, leader of Iran's pilgrims to Mecca."1" When Reza'allsah returned to 

Tehran from a visit to Afghanistan and Pakistan in 1957, which Hazeghi had helped 

facilitate, "many of the statesmen and parliamentarians came over for a visit." 

But the larger paradox is the political involvement of Rezacallsah himself, and the 

oppositional direction in which it guided the Soltancalïsahï order. In contrast to other 

Iranian Sufis, to his grandfather, his father and even himself up to then, Reza'alisah 

all of a sudden, in the 1960s, publicly criticised (representatives of) the Shah." To 

be sure, he did not conceive of his criticism as political: "I have never taken part in 

108 (SOLTANHOSEYN), 1337/1958: 5. 
109 (SOLTANHOSEYN), 1337/1958: 285. 
" " G O U L D I N C , 1970: xi; HAZEGHI [HAZEQI]: "On journeys to diplomatic posts I have held in 

Afghanistan. Pakistan and India, I always stopped for at least a couple of days at Bidukht en route" 
(1970: vii). When Hazeqi was the cultural attaché of the Iranian embassy in Kabul in 1957, he invited 
<Reza'alisah>, who accepted his invitation (GAZBI-ESFAHANI, 1372/1993: 245). 

"'GOULDING, 1970: xi. 
112 (REZA'ALISAH), 1354/1975, (2): 331-2. In addition, a hostile account mentioned the forceful 

•protection' of the order by Manuchehr Eqbal, Iran's premier in the late 1950 (MADANÏ, 1376/1997: 
45-6). The author did not, however, produce any evidence to back up his allegation. 

' '3 It was claimed after the revolution that <Saleh'alisah> had resisted the landreforms of the 1960s, 
and the following citation was brought forward in support: "I wrote several letters to the [officials] 
of the time and I made proposals, but as it appeared this program had been designed in advance and 
that it [conformed] to an international standard. [I realised] it could not be changed and discussing it 
would be pointless" ( H A V A T - E TAHRIRIYEYE KETABHANE-YE AMIR SOLEYMANÏ, 1367/1988: 

146). There is no accompanying evidence of these letters (while others are included), and despite the 
fact that a fatwa had been issued against the landreforms. <Saleh'alTsah>'s moderate wording suggests 
it was not too much of a crucial, religious issue to him. In conclusion, there is no evidence here to 
suggest that <Salehcalïsah> publicly opposed the Shah, as did his son (see below). 
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politics, and know nothing of any political aspects or implications [....] It is only from 

the religious angle [...] that I shall discuss the matter.""4 But then, as an official Sufi/ 

jurist Reza'alïsah knew that "in Islam, religion and politics are not separated [and 

that] the government [can not] be divorced from the official religion" [my italics]."5 

A 'religious perspective' 

The occasion was provided for by the 1968 International Conference on Human 

Rights in Tehran, which was opened on April 21 and presided over by princess 

Ashraf. Rezacallsah had written a manifesto entitled 'Religious Perspective on the 

Human Rights Declaration', which, a later preface explains, presented "an Islamic 

attitude to the [Universal Human Rights] Declaration [and] was put into the hands of 

the representatives of [all] Islamic [countries that] attended the [...] Conference.""6 

The Religious Perspective not only criticised the Universal Declaration but also 

took issue with a (royally sanctioned) parliamentary decree on the regulation of 

prostitution, which had been enforced since 1953."7 Fiercely condemning and 

rejecting it, Rezacallsah took the opportunity to lament fading Islamic values,"8 the 

"4<RE2A'ALlSAH>, 1970: 1. 
"5<REZA'ALlSAH>, 1970: 71. 

HAZEGHI, 1970: x. <Rezacalïsah>'s text has been published in Persian and in English. The 
Persian Nazar-e mazhabl be eclamiye-ye hoqüq-e haSar, literally A 'Religious Perspective on the 
Human Rights Declaration', has been translated as 'A Muslim Commentary on the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights', possibly on purpose, with a Western audience in mind. 

"When we want to declare ourselves on the side of chastity [...], we actually pass a new law. 
(January 10, 1953] our Foreign Office presented a 'Supplementary Measure' to the Majlis on behalf 
of His Imperial Majesty's government entitled 'Improvement of arrangements for the control of Prosti
tution'. When I heard this I was astounded and grieved. How could the leaders of our country be so 
ignorant [...] of the Islamic Canon as to take up the [purification] of our land and the prevention of 
moral degradation without reference to the Canon, in obedience to the promptings of outsiders? The 
State religion of Iran is officially [...] Islam: and within that the Canon of the Shari'a and the teachings 
of the Imams [....] Why then should our government [...] bypass this religion and its Canon, which has 
omitted no point that concerns human life, morals and society, nor failed to legislate for every need 
of the human community? [....] What could give clearer evidence of the ignorance and negligence of 
the Commandments of Islam which prevails, than the 'Supplementary Measure' of our 1953 
Parliament [...]? Some of our leaders may even believe that Islam is like Christianity in having no rule 
that governs these matters, but merely a general moral principle" (<REZA<AL1SAH>, 1970: 55, 57). 

"Today, alas, most Islamic values are influenced by the practices and politics of strangers. 
Muslims fail to see the sinfulness and evil of these foreign ways. Alas! Here [...] religious rites for the 
Prophet's birthday [...]. for the birth of AH [...] are neglected, and the holidays, instead of being holy 
days, are dissipated in banquetings and revelry" (<RE2A<ALISAH>, 1970: 48, 49). 
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spread of non-Islamic male-female relations,"9 the neglect of female religious 

obligations,120 and ignorance of Islamic women's rights'21 and restrictions in Iran. ~~ 

Rezacallsah made an apology for addressing these issues. They had been "some

what of a digression [....] The subject is so sensitive that the horse of my pen took the 

bit between its teeth and ran away with me."123 But the 'peripheral' issues and the 

main treatment of the Declaration shared common ground: the lament over Wes

ternisation, which had become a crucial issue in the opposition to the Monarchy since 

the early 1960s.124 That is to say, the manifesto reads as a (pretext for) political judge

ment rather than as a general, religious commentary with one 'slip of the pen'. It con

fronted a seamless whole of Westernisation that was the antithesis of religious power. 

While SoltancaIIsahI forebears had always remained aloof from political judge

ment, Rezacallsah now felt that "certain ideas and systems, e.g. parliamentary demo

cracy, have grown up over millennia in their own environment, and so proved effecti

vely successful. But woe betide the attempt to plant them in another soil and climate 

where a different growth of thought and of social intercourse has subsisted from time 

" ' "The 9th and 10th days of [...] Muharram, when we mourn the martyrdom of Imam Hussein, 
are amongst our most sacred holy days. But far too many people not only fail to partake into the due 
ceremonies [...], but [also] deliberately throw them over in favour of pleasure jaunts to the seaside, 
where they gloat over the sight of near-naked bodies or indulge in debauches: and yet they have the 
effrontery to continue to call themselves Shi'a" (<REZA<AÜSAH>, 1970: 49). 
The following is an indication of the position of women in the Ne'matollahT orders in the Pahlavi dy
nasty (that is, under <Reza'alïsah>): "Bei den heutigen ni'matullahiyya halt der scheich einer frau, die 
in den orden aufgenommen wird, zum handschlag nicht die hand, sondern einen stock hin. den die 
bewerberin zu fassen hat" (MEIER, 1976, (2): 351, mentioning a remark made to him by Gramlich). 

120 "Alas! most modern Islamic lands follow habits which do exactly the opposite. Indeed in some, 
lewdness and lechery prevail more than in non-Muslim lands, since their women have assumed total 
liberty: and with the throwing off of controls, they have also cast off religion and morality, chastity 
and temperance. No Faith - indeed no reasonable intelligence - could accept such conduct [...] why 
should we any longer go on permitting the increasing laxity in conduct and morals which has been 
spreading from the west to the east, seeing that this runs counter to the [...] standards of our religion 
and to the social dignity of our community? Not only has this false freedom brought shame and 
disgrace but it has also caused [...] the collapse of families and even murder, as the far too frequent 
reports in our newspapers testify" [my italics] (<REZA<ALÏSAH>, 1970: 53-4). 

121 "Women are touchy and hasty, volatile and imprudent [...] the generality [is] more gullible and 
credulous" and should thus not have equal rights in divorce matters (<REZA'ALISAH>, 1970: 39). 

122 "In spiritual matters, Islam does not allow women to take leadership or religious office [and 
for this reason women] cannot exercise spiritual authority" (<REZA'ALISAH>, 1970: 52). 

I 2 3<REZA'ALÏSAH), 1970:58. 
124 The major ideologue of Iranian nativism was Galal Al-e Ahmad. His famous pamphlet Garb-

zudegi, 'westoxication' - appreciated by Khomeyni - was "the most significant publication of 1962 for 
Al-e Ahmad and for the entire formative political culture of the 1960s [...]" (DABASHI, 1993: 73). 
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immemorial ."1 ' In 1968, the presence of irreligious members of parliament wielding 

authority was unbearable to Rezacallsah. In 1964, similarly, the reasoning of Imam 

Khomeyni had declared decisions taken by members of parliament null and void.126 

The predominance of a worldly authority that made no provision for the superi

ority of Muslims,1 2 7 whether in parliament or behind the Declaration, was the context 

for Rezacallsah's rejection of its spine, the 'freedom and equality-article', Article 1: 

People [who rely on] man [...] abuse Reason, [...] which distinguishes man from 
the brutes, and fail in that belief in the Creator which Reason demands. As 
humanists they degrade [man] to [the] animal level and put themselves out of 
the ranks of [mankind.] They are [...] gangrenous members of the body politic.'28 

GOULDING, 1970: xii (in a foreword to the Religious Perspective). 
So Khomeyni reasoned in a speech on October 26, 1964 (which caused his exile), after par

liament had passed a 'Capitulation bill' that granted US subjects immunity from Iranian courts. "The 
fact is the Majlis has no connection whatsoever with the Iranian people. This majles has been set up 
by the force of bayonets and has nothing to do with the Iranian nation" (in Tehran Times, 11/03/96). 
"Our members of parliament [...] are stooges of America" (jn RAHNEMA and NOMANI, 1990: 303). 

The Declaration's Article 2 reads: "Everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth 
in this Declaration, without distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, sex, language, religion, 
political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status. Furthermore, no 
distinction shall be made on the basis of the political, jurisdictional or international status of the 
country or territory to which a person belongs, whether it be independent, trust, non-self-governing 
or under any other limitation of sovereignty." 

(REZA'ALISAH)'S comment reads: "Since Islam regards non-Muslims as on a lower level of belief 
[...], if a Muslim kills such a non-Muslim [...] (i.e. not one who is a professional killer of non-
Muslims), then his punishment must not be the retaliatory death, since the faith [...] he possesses is 
loftier [....] A fine only may be exacted [...] since he has acted against the current laws of Islam [...] 
(op. cit., p. 19). In this aristocracy "the top rank is given to fighters for the faith, and the highest of 
all to martyrs who have laid down their lives in that warfare" (op. cit., p. 18). In view of this 
conception, this is what the freedom of expression means: "Everyone has the right to express his own 
opinions concerning the execution of the commands of Islam." 

The Declaration's Article 18 reads: "Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and 
religion; this right includes freedom to change his religion or belief, and freedom, either alone or in 
community with others and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in teaching, practice, 
worship and observance." 

<REZA'ALISAH>'S comment reads: "This article is largely acceptable but not without difficulties. 
Freedom of thought, of conscience and of belief is allowable to the extent that it does not clash with 
the Qor'an or with Islamic Canon Law" (op. cit.. p. 32). The vision of Muslims as a superior humanity 
legitimatised slavery: "A prisoner of war, taken fighting against the true believers, because of his 
enmity to Islam is automatically of lower rank and therefore reduced to slavery: and the son of such 
a one is a slave by inheritance [...]" (<REZA'ALISAH>, 1970: 19). This position compared to 
Khomeyni's implicit acceptance of slavery in the period 1943-1970 (cf. ABRAHAMIAN, 1993: 46). 

128<REZA'ALISAH>, 1970: 15. The text of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights'Article I 
reads: "All human beings are bom free and equal in dignity and rights. They are endowed with reason 
and conscience and should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood." 
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Reza'alïsah apparently took the Shicite religion far more strictly and political than 

many of his co-religionists did. Paradoxically, it even led him to the praise of (the 

Islamic Monarchy of) Saudi Arabia, the official Wahhabite creed of which had long 

before identified Shi'ism and Sufism as its main enemies: "Saudi Arabia owes its 

superiority over other lands in the security of property and of social order to the fact 

of the stricter enforcement of Islamic laws, the higher level of their practice and the 

greater severity of the penalties for contravening them that prevails there." 

With the contrary example of Saudi Arabia's Islamic Monarchy - into which one 

might read an insinuation concerning the Islamic status of the Iranian Monarchy -

Rezacallsah concluded that the Declaration promulgated nothing new and that if there 

was any good in it, it was because of the faint shadow in its articles of more perfect, 

eternal Islamic prescriptions. 'Islam is the summit and nothing excels it'." ' 

As a people, we do not [...] aim to improve ourselves, nor do our leaders seek 
to enlighten us by making us aware of the [Islamic] Commandments. Not only 
have we ceased to practice these: we have ceased even to recall their existence 
[...] We run after the dicta of strangers who, if they do possess any good [...], 
gained it by gleaning over the fields which our great ones sowed and harvested 
for us, and stored up in the granary of our religion [insertion mine]. 

When asked whether Rezacallsah had been opposed to the Shah, the present Leader 

responded in a fashion similar to the former's conception of politics: "No, the Soltan-

'alïsahl order is not political. He was not opposed to the Shah but to his deeds." 

But the Religious Perspective, a far cry from the 'softer Islam' often projected into 

Sufism in the West, establishes Rezacallsah as a precursor of the Islamic Republic. 

There were surely some positions in the Perspective that assumed a traditional cle

rical stance towards the Monarchy (which still was, however, a long way from Safi-
callsahl attitudes): "The only right course for a government in matters [of] religion 

is to consult the Ulema [...] if the government fails to call them in, the Ulema them

selves must approach the government and belabour them with indignant protests." ' 

'29<REZA'ALlSAH>, 1970:56. 
130 (REZA'ALISAH), 1970: 85. 
'3 ' <REZA<ALISAH>, 1970:57. 
132 Interview (MagzQb'alisah), 04/19/97, cf. (Saleh'alisah) in HAVAT-E TAHRÏRIYE-YE 

KETABHANE-YE AMIR SOLEYMANI, 1367/1988: "We are not a political party" (op. cit.. p. 411). 
133 (REZA'ALISAH), 1970: 70. This view matched Khomeyni's earlier thought (1943-1970). which 
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One finds no indication whatsoever in the order's official literature from 1941 on

wards, however, of unease, let alone indignation vis-a-vis the prevalent Islamic 

Monarchy. Rather, the Iranian Monarchy was celebrated in annual sessions that the 

Soltan'alïsahïs organised in the Gonabadi hanaqah on the occasion of the birthday 

of the Shah.1 4 That is to say, even the traditionalist stance was an innovation. 

There had been much indignant, religious protest in Iran from the beginning of the 

1960s, and simultaneously a weakening of the position of quietist jurists - who were 

in fact consulted by the royal government on many occasions. It was to the jurists, 

a dominant section of whom were now developing activist leanings, that the 

Religious Perspective specifically addressed itself - contrary to the earlier 'broadest 

possible audience' in, for instance, Pand-e Saleh. The Perspective was published "in 

the hope that [...] especially the learned Ulema [...] in whose field this work falls, will 

pardon and correct any errors they may discover, so that my readers may not be 

misled."135 The protests and the larger shift in the balance of religious power, then, 

in which Rezacallsah could and did now officially share, are what most probably ac

counted for his change in tone, from neutral to traditional, and beyond that, militant. 

Rezacallsah is not known to have issued public statements in speech or writing that 

explicitly call for the establishment of an Islamic Republic ruled by religious jurists. 

But the fact that a governmental commission for 'Islamic human rights' has recently 

consulted his Religious Perspective, indicates at least that his ideas have been 

recognised as legitimate in the Islamic Republic.136 The following militant statement 

leaves no doubt either, as to the Islamic state that Rezacallsah envisioned: 

The government of an Islamic country is officially Islamic. A government not 
set up on an Islamic basis, that does not profess Islam, cannot rule. [If a 
member] of such a government is not a Muslim, his [...] position is strictly ille
gal. Every member of the Judicature and [...] Legislature must be a Muslim.137 

stressed the clergy "had the responsibility of speaking out if the government did not carry out its main 
tasks", including the protection of Islam, and "in Kashfal-asrar, Khomeyni had accepted monarchies 
on condition they sought the advice and consent of the senior clerics" (ABRAHAMIAN 1993- 46 54) 

' J 4 M A D A N I , 1376/1997: 150-1. 
I35<RE2A<ALÏSAH>, 1970: 1. 
136 Interview <MagzQb(alIsah>, 04/19/97. The Spiritual Leader told me that the Commission had 

abandoned its aim of using the Religious Perspective, however, once it found out about its Sufi origin. 
<REZA<ALISAH>, 1970: 70. Attacks against the Monarchy frequently centred upon its members. 

Princess Ashraf consumed and was accused of selling heroin (cf. NIRUMAND, 1969: 186). 
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The Shah's adornment of his Monarchy with Islamic signs and his personal efforts 

at having him portrayed professing Islam138 were not sufficient anymore to Rezacali-

sah: they lacked the prerequisite of an 'Islamic basis'. The conviction echoed the mi

litancy of Imam Khomeyni and it sealed the death knell for the reign of the Shah. 

Considering this (late) judgement, the report of a meeting in 1978 between Reza-
callsah and Khomeyni, in which the Imam - notorious for his reluctance to comment 

on his politics - explained in detail the aims of the revolution, is a plausible one. 

138 The Shah for instance made the pilgrimage to Mecca in 1956. "L'événement fit d'autant plus 
sensation que 1'on n'avait pas vu de souverain iranien en ces lieux depuis fort longtemps" (CORBIN. 
1971, (1): 66). The Shah initiated the publication of a 'royal Qor'an' by the name of 'Pahlawl' in 
1965/6, which many jurists fiercely resisted. In 1976 the Court organised an 'id al-fur celebration in 
a Tehran mosque, during which the Shah quasi-spontaneously accepted criticism of his rule by a 
Molla (REEVES, 1986: 160). Despite the political danger, the ban on cA?;<ra-processions was lifted 
in September 1978. ABRAHAMIAN (1993: 23) cited an opposition newspaper that tellingly stressed 
the state had been "out to nationalise religion", as opposed to, this suggests, trying to eliminate it. 

139 The meeting is referred to in <MAHBUB'ALiSAH>, 1368/1989: 81. On April 19, 1964 
<Reza<alisah> wrote a letter to Khomeyni to congratulate him on his 'release from state detention' (in 
<MAHBÜB'ALISAH>, 1373/1994: 498). Sufi informants indicated an earlier contact in that Khomeyni 
often referred positively to the lafsir of <SoltancalTsah>, Bayan os-sa'ddat, when teaching 
Jurisprudence in Qomm (ALGAR ("Ni'mat-Allahiyya", Encyclopaedia of Islam) juxtaposed its 
respectability to the tafsir of (Safi'allsah), which was "widely criticised, both because of its contents 
and because it was composed in verse"). They similarly pointed out that <RezacalIsah> and the Imam 
had had 'good relations'. Nothing could be further from the truth, then - at least for the Soltan'alïsahïs 
- than the statement, made in the Pahlavi era, that the (Iranian) Sufis "deny the need for an 
intermediate Imam" (FRY, 1956: 10). Even among enemies, there is acknowledgement of the 
Soltan'alïsahïs' support for the revolution - although in a very malign interpretation: "Yes, it is the 
politics of the leaders of the Soltan'alïsahï hanaqah to have divided their policy on every issue and 
to support all of the various, conflicting wings" (MADANI, 1376/1997: 159). 
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Résumé 

The nation-state remained an important frame of reference for the late twentieth-cen

tury NecmatollahI regimes. Its representation by the late Pahlavi regime, however, be

came a ground for political contestation. Iranian Suf ism in the period 1941-1979 had 

royal patronage as an important political context. It was impossible for large organi

sations (except the religious hierocracy) to operate independently. For them to survi

ve, royal, state patronage was a necessity. Different degrees of royal, state patronage 

- from personal sponsoring to general ideological incorporation - relate to both the 

SafFalïsahïs' social prominence and the SoltancalIsahIs' sudden religious critique. 

Internally, the Safi'allsahl order remained a theatre of conflict, which involved 

contestations of Freemasonry conceptions of spiritual authority. What made these 

conflicts characteristic of the period 1941-1979, was the political twist given to them. 

The Society of Brotherhood was no exception to the Sufi Mystery of Power that esta

blished authority through the denial of worldly attachments. Nevertheless, internal 

enemies were well aware of these attachments, and political implications, and re

jected them. Among the Soltan'allsahls, to the contrary, unitary order was visibly es

tablished. There had been resistance to Nürcalïsah's appointment, but Salehcallsah and 

Reza'alïsah came uncontested. Both leaders cherished contacts with state and socie

tal - particularly religious - authorities, and the earlier persecutions were overcome. 

The pupils of former modernist critics did not pick up their masters' fights, and unita

ry spiritual authority even survived Rezacallsah's late politico-religious shift of sides. 

Externally, while the SafPalïsahï elite integrated into the stately regime, the Sol-

tancalïsahls developed close ties to the lateral, clerical regime that came to represent 

the Iranian nation more successfully. Rezacallsah's condemnation of the Shah and his 

meeting with Khomeyni were conditioned upon the SoltancalIsahIs' relative indepen

dence, created through three-layered, civil, religious and political integration, which 

provided crucial room for manoeuvre when the balance of religious power shifted. 

Despite relations with prominent representatives of the Pahlavi regime, the Soltan-
callsahls' royal patronage did not extend beyond some measure of ideological incor

poration. Institutional overlap between the Society of Brotherhood and the National 

Lodge, to the contrary, defined an exclusive position, which ruled out any manoeu

vre for the SafTallsahl order when the political tide swept away the Shah's regime. 



PART THREE 

In the Islamic Republic 





CHAPTER FIVE 

Purgatory Revolution, 1979-1989 

Shortly after the victory of the Islamic revolution, one of its foreign academic 

supporters stated that "the word 'mysticism' is a little problematical" and that "Sufism 

as an organized body has only a peripheral existence in [the] Shi'i school. We do find 

sufi orders, but they are generally rejected by the Shi'i ulama."1 In the Islamic 

Republic, years later, one sheikh compared the fate of the Ne'matollahl Sufi path in 

Iran to "the shape of a vine, the shapeless branches of which have decomposed."2 

One could be easily led by these statements to the assumption that Sufism must 

have suffered greatly from the Islamic revolution, and that consequently, it virtually 

disappeared. However, a Sufi in exile in the safe haven of London - who spoke from 

a different angle - stated of the SoltancalIsahI qotb that he had (wished to stay and) 

"remained in Iran after the revolution, displaying his surrender and obedience to Aya

tollah Khomeyni." Revolutionary purges long gone, it was felt by another authority 

that nowadays "the Nimatullahl Order has many followers in [...] especially Persia."4 

The Necmatollahï orders overcame initial suffering through social and doctrinal 

reform(ul)ations. The consideration of these allows one to scratch the surface of Su-

fism's survival through adversity. The extent to which the Saffalïsahïs and SoltancalI-

sahls succeeded in maintaining themselves in the Islamic Republic, was conditioned 

1 ALGAR. 1983: 55, cf. BAYAT, 1982: 195; FISCHER, 1980: 143, 277: and RICHARD, 1995: 51-2, 

for reflections on the impact of the revolution on groups not favoured by the revolutionary elite (i.e. 
among whom Sufi orders). LEWISOHN (1998: 440) held that "Despite the fact that certain Sufis with 
a clerical background, such as MajdhQb 'All Shah, and Husayn cAli Shah, and some clerics with gnos
tic tendencies, such as Mulla Had! Sabzvarl and Bahr al-'Ulüm, were able to transcend the artificial 
exoteric-esoteric divide in their lives and works, effecting a reconciliation between the largely sepa
rate fields of the juridical shari'at and the mystical tariqat, the intellectual endeavours of individuals 
belonging to these élite subcultures have done little to dispel the bitter rivalry and enmity which still 
permeates public social relations between the two groups (especially in Iran under the ayatollahs)". 

2 Cf. CAHARDAHÏ, 1361/1982-3: 182. 
3 HOMAYUNI, 1371/1992: 221. The qotb referred to is the late SoItancalIsahi leader <Reza(alIsah>. 
4 NURBAKHSH, 1991: 144. The author referred to the Zo'r-Reyasateyn Ne'matollahï order. 
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not only on contingent forces but also variant reputations on the eve of the revolution, 

and different sets of performance in the face of the new circumstances. Through the 

shadows of the past and the revolutionary fervour, new mystic regimes appeared. 

Until 1996, the history of the Islamic Republic divided into three periods, in which 

the state ideology successively emphasised the supremacy of Islam alone ('Islam-

Islam'), then blended it with patriotism ('Islam-Iran'), and finally, with full blown na

tionalism ('Iran-Iran').5 The third period - after the 'decade of war and revolution',6 

and Khomeyni's death in 1989 - brought a series of reforms. These included an ideo

logical moderation and the emergence of 'state mysticism', which enabled Shicite Su-

fism to accommodate to regime religiosity (see chapter 6). However, in the first peri

od, the Shicite hierocracy reoriented itself towards state affiliation, and (Khomeyni's 

doctrine of) the absolute Rule of the Jurist. Guiding the process of state building, this 

hermetic ideology largely ruled out opportunities for Sufism, to assert itself either re

ligiously or politically. It was only once religiosity attained a patriotic colouring, du

ring the war with Iraq (1980-1988),7 that Sufis saw chances for acquiring legitimacy. 

5.1. In between rejection and persecution 

The account of'what happened', whether or not an 'event' had occurred and, if 
so, what was its nature, always had a rhetorical purpose [....] 
Violence [...] plays the motivating role [...] whether as physical confrontation, 
[...], vengeance, 'anger' or state oppression that one must escape.8 

Refutation (radd) of doctrine and denunciation as heretics (takfir), by either rulers or 

jurists, had been the fate of many Sufis. Social configurations in which rulers co

operated closely with jurists (as in the late Safawid era) had been particularly 

detrimental. Now, with the Shicite vanguard's assumption of state power- i.e. rulers 

5 AMIRAHMADI, 1996. 
6Cf. MENASHRI, 1990. 
7 Tehran Times (11/03/96) published a telling 'Interview With the Mother of 1 Martyrs'- "Q- What 

was their motivation for going to the battlefield? A: It is incumbent on not only every Muslim but on 
every person to defend his homeland, let alone the fact that my sons were defending Islam " 
, , „ n , G ' ^ E N A N ' 1 9 9 6 : 4 8 ' 59- M , R - H 0 S S E I N I ' s account of the Ahl-e Haqq in the Islamic Republic 
(1994, (2)) stated they see the Islamic Republic as hostile (op. cit„ p. 217, my emphasis), while 
evidence indicated they played a far from insignificant socio-political role in it: "In both the previous 
and the 1992 parliamentary elections [Ahl-e Haqq leader Sayyed Nasreddln] proved that his support 
for one candidate could transform the electoral results at the level of the province" (op cit p 224) 
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and jurists uniting in terms of personnel - revolutionary purges had to be lying in 

wait. Certain clerical attitudes moreover seemed to make these plausible. Ayatollah 

Azad from Qomm took the traditionalist stance: "We do not agree with Sufism at all. 

Sufis do not marry, they do not work, are lazy, they beg and they do not recognise the 

holy law. They are outside Islam and we do not exchange our women with them."10 

However, among all official and documented repression of Bahais, Freemasons, 

and Monarchists, sources are silent on Sufism." No public documents are to be found 

from the revolutionary Islamic Republic that testify to Sufism as a target. Ne

vertheless, many Iranians narrate the fate of Sufism in terms of official persecution. 

An official at the Police Department for Foreigners' Affairs lectured me on 

Sufism's illegality when I was to renew my visa. When I informed after proof, he 

decided not to stress the point. A student sympathetic to the revolution explained to 

me that Sufism was referred to in schools as an example of Islam devoid of its social 

mission. He cited political statements of Shicite revolutionaries but he could not 

produce one that framed Sufism as infidelity {kofr), polytheism (Serk) or illegitimate 

innovation (bedcat). Officials in the Tehran Parliament Library looked at me sternly 

when I introduced myself, but they nevertheless allowed me to consult their 

collection, which included generally accessible Sufi handwritings. A Tehran based 

Hoggat ol-Eslam held Sufism to be a worthy object of persecution, but he enthusias

tically agreed when I cited Henry Corbin to him, who had cited Heydar Amoli's 

dictum that "true Sufis are Shi'ites and true Shicites are Sufis." A teacher of 'erfan in 

9 For the Ahl-e Haqq, the Islamic Republic "revived a painful collective memory, dormant in the 
last decades before the revolution" (MlR-HOSSElNl, 1994, (2): 217). Providing context for Zo'r-Reya-
sateyn attitudes, LEWISOHN (1998: 460) stated that "with the advent of the religious revolution [...] 
the historical animosity between mulla and Sufi had hardly subsided; the 'Usülï Shi'ite clergy's hatred 
of Sufism lay dormant but not dead. Only a century and a half away lay the anti-Sufi pogroms." 

111 Interview, 06/07/97. 
" "Ayatollah Mohammad Yazdi, the head of the judiciary, stated in 1996 that Baha'ism was an 

espionage organization [....] Attorney Mohammed Assadi was executed on August 9 on charges that 
included [...] being a Freemason and a member of the International Lions organization" (U.S. Depart
ment of State, Iran Country Report on Human Rights Practices for 1997, pp. 6; 2). On 10/24/93 "Maj
lis deputies approved a bill [...] which entails that administrative offences would now include [...] 
membership of deviant groups [...] and membership of Freemasonry organizations" (unspecified inter
net message). It has furthermore been reported that "all documents and records of Iranian Freemason
ry were captured by the Revolutionary Guards in 1980" {communication 02/16/99, via the Supreme 
Council of the Northern Masonic Jurisdiction of the United States of America). Although Human 
Rights Watch and Amnesty reports have repeatedly included sections on the persecution of religious 
minorities in Iran, I have not been able to trace any clear case in these reports that concerned Sufism. 
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Qomm held Sufism to be rejectionable, but the person who introduced me to him told 

me that he himself was known as that city's Sheikh of Sufism (Seyh ol-tasawwof). 

The alleged persecution of Sufism prevailed not only in outsiders' representations, 

but also figured in a contemporary Sufi narration of the self. The (hi)story of the ZoT-

Reyasateyn Ne'matollahï order bears witness to the rhetorical purposes that it serves. 

The Zo'r-Reyasateyn order as it is presently known, was shaped and moulded by 

Javad Nurbakhsh, who became its qotb in 1953. In 1955, Nurbakhsh bought the lodge 

of his deceased spiritual master in the South of Tehran and reportedly had it regis

tered as a religious endowment (waqf). It was, according to a Tehran! affiliate, 

enlarged through the purchase of surrounding properties, and subsequently adorned 

with a garden, library and a museum. The Zo=r-Reyasateyn morïds had their private 

places in the lodge, but they did not live inside. The master's modern views held that 

social life was to be accomplished outside the lodge, while the inside was reserved 

for spirituality. From 1962 to 1977, Nurbakhsh combined the leadership of the order, 

among many other activities, with a position as psychiatry professor in Tehran.12 

In 1974, Nurbakhsh visited the United States and in 1975, the first American 

convent was founded in New York City. More American lodges followed, and a 

building was purchased in London as well. The 'temples' attracted Iranian students 

who had gone abroad for education. "They lacked spirituality in the West," a Tehran! 

affiliate told me, "so they came to look for it with Dr. Nurbakhsh." He was the ap

propriate man for them, because as a secular professor - who was lecturing academic 

audiences on Freudian psychoanalysis - he represented the Westernised and educated 

elite, while his Sufi spirituality represented in some ways a compromise between 

religion and modern life.13 In the Western wave of 'spiritual reorientation', it was pos-

»Interview Tehran affiliate, 11/27/96. Scattered over the country, there were according to my in
terviewee about forty lodges, especially in smaller cities, bought or constructed between 1960 and 
1970, and an equivalent number of sheikhs to lead them. He hesitatingly admitted the Zo'r-Reyasa
teyn order represented, in late 1960 Iran, 'tremendous social power'. ALGAR ("Ni<mat-AMahï" Ency
clopaedia of Islam) wrote that Nurbakhsh "managed to recruit many members of Tehran hi<>h society 
at a time when the professton of a certain type of Sufism was becoming fashionable; to build a whole 
series of [lodges] around the country; and to publish a large quantity of Ni'ma.-Allahi literature in
cluding many of his own writings." Cf. MlR-HOSSEINl's (1994. (2); 214) account of the Ahl-e Haqq 
who went through similar modernising developments. Besides doctrine, the Ahl-e Haqq seem to have 
differed from the Zo'r-Reyasateyn mainly in the middle-class, as opposed to upper-class, affiliation 

NURBAKHSH considered himself as "one of the first Sufi authorities to be well versed at once 
in the traditional science of the soul and modern psychiatry" (1991: 157). 
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sibly this very attraction that brought foreigners to the order as well.14 About a dozen 

of them travelled to Iran to see the spiritual homeland of their newly found, mystic 

faith, to go around the country to visit lodges, and see the main lodge in Tehran. 

The order developed as the membership structure changed. Its ranks had been fil

led by elderly people, "many of whom were illiterate and did not see the use in rea

ding," the Telirani Sufi said. From the late 1950s, book collecting and publishing star

ted, which, according to the Master, resulted in "one of the largest collections of an

cient manuscripts [...] on Islamic mysticism in Iran."15 As Nurbakhsh now headed 

many branches in Iran and abroad, his prolific writings gained in importance, in ad

dition to his presence in person, or mediated by his holafa3. In his writings, the stress 

on Islam became less pronounced. While the earliest publication strikes one as fairly 

traditional, later practices and references to Islam have an ambivalent, which is to say 

ecumenical sound to them.16 When the revolution came, the Zo'r-Reyasateyn had not 

only physically (geographically) but also spiritually, become an international order.17 

14 "Under Dr Nurbakhsh, this branch of the order has undergone a vigorous expansion with several 
new khdnagdhs built in Iran and, taking advantage of the interest in Sufism in the West, an expansion 
of the order to England and the USA" (MOMEN, 1985: 214). 

" NURBAKHSH, 1991: 157; LEWISOHN, 1998: 459. Contacts were reported between Nurbakhsh 
and Seyyed Hoseyn Nasr (who was held to still regularly visit the London lodge wheneven he came 
around), and Henry Corbin is also reported to have regularly visited the order in the 1970s. 

16 Golzar-e Mimes from the late 1940s is a traditional composition (highly valued by non-Zo'r-Re-
yasateyn Ne'matollahls as well), in honour of Nurbakhsh's master. Three decades later, a statement 
by Nurbakhsh still looked traditional: "since a sufi must be a Moslem, whoever claims to be a sufi 
without being a Moslem, makes a false claim" (1978: 107). However, GRAMLICH cited a sheikh (be
fore the revolution) who stated there were no preconditions whatsoever for an adult's entrance, which 
contrasted sharply with even the Safï'alïsahï Consultancy Council's demand for monotheism (1981: 
74). In a 1991 summary of the Ne'matollahi order - that says curiously little about Nurbakhsh's 
immediate forebears, while earlier qotbs are expounded upon (<SALEH<ALÏSAH>, 1375/1996: 433, 
mentioned a rupture) - Nurbakhsh only once referred to the meaning of Islam for him, which puts in 
doubt the extent to which he still conceived of Sufism as intrinsically Islamic. Ecumenicalism stood 
out: "Any propagation of Sufism should aim at the reality of Islam so that an attitude of love may be 
generated capable of unifying followers of divergent faiths" [my emphasis] (1991: 158). My first im
pression of Zo'r-Reyasateyn ecumenicalism derived from visiting the London hdnaqdh in 1996 and 
reading the magazine Sufi, both of which addressed international audiences interested in spiritual pro
gress in a broad sense. This corresponded to a reproach against Nurbakhsh by an enemy of Sufism: 
"Yd 'All madad [Oh 'AIT Saviour, a general Shi'ite formula] was changed into Yd haqq [Oh Ultimate 
Reality/God, a specific Sufi formula the ambiguity of which leaves for many interpretations] [...] in 
order for him to be accepted by non-Islamic masses as well" [my insertions] (<SALEH'AÜSAH>, 1375 
/1996: 398-9). The Zo'r-Reyasateyn, it is not exaggerated to state, were a 'weststruck' part of Iranian 
society. Idries Shah's international Sufi Movement featured a similar ecumenicalism - in his case par
ticularly concerning Sufism and Freemasonry, which, he said, were basically the same (1964: 206-7). 

17 LEWISOHN'S (1998: 439) interpretation of Zo'r-Reyasateyn history stated that "Persian Sufis -
the [Zo'r-Reyasateyn] branch of the Ni'matullahiyya in particular - have often [...] aligned themselves 



114 IN THE ISLAMIC REPUBLIC 

After the revolution, "the Islamic authorities invited [Nurbakhsh] to pledge allegi

ance to Imam Khomeyni in order to demonstrate that there was no political ambigui

ty between the Ne'matollahï order and the new government."18 Nurbakhsh, however, 

had decided to flee and emigrated to the United States, where he founded a new se

ries of lodges.19 In 1983, he settled in London, which became the new headquarters. 

Four British members were subsequently appointed deputies.20 A basis abroad had 

now become a necessity, because of Nurbakhsh's public hostility to the Islamic 

Republic: "Several invitations [...] asking him to come back to Iran, have met with 

[his] irrevocable ironic reply: 'I will return on the day when you can guarantee that 

I can insult Khomeyni with impunity [„.]."»' According to a Tehrani affiliate, twenty-

five lodges were closed down after the revolution, and the orders' publications were 

prohibited.22 In 1996, the centre in London stated that the main Tehrani hanaqah had 

been closed down as well.23 However, "during the 1990s, Nurbakhsh has [...] written 

monographs in Persian on individual classical Sufi masters [...], which were 

published in Tehran and almost immediately sold out."24 Whatever happened in the 

revolutionary fervour and the nearly two decades that followed it, Sufi spiritual ses

sions continued in 1997, and Nurbakhsh's publications were quite readily available. 

with advocates of secular liberalism and modernization." As regards the late twentieth century how
ever, eV1dence for such a statement is lacking. The Zo'r-Reyasateyn were ecumenical and modern 
but neither in touch with religious, nor secular (including liberal) opposition to the late Pahlavi state 

18 RICHARD: "The insistence of the authorities led Nurbakhsh, who was anxious above all things 
to preserve his freedom, to go into exile" (1995: 51-2). Cf. MlR-HOSSElNI's account (1994, (2): 212) 
of the international attractions on exile Iranians of a modernist group in the Ahl-e Haqq 

15 LEWISOHN, 1998:460. 
211 Cf. HoMAYUNi, 1371/1992: 236. 
21 RICHARD, 1995:51-2. 
22 HASÜRI stated that "disputed lodges [were] confiscated" (1375/1997: 8). In an interview 

(04/16/97), he could not confirm this confiscation concerned Zo'r-Reyasateyn lodges According to 
the leader of the Zahablya order, Dr. Gan|awiyan, no ZahabI lodges have been confiscated by the 
Islamic Republic, and its publications have continued (LEWISOHN, 1999: 48). 

23 Visit/interview 'All-Reö Nürbahs, 04/16/96. 
" LEWISOHN (1998: 460). A Tehrani affiliate was uninhibited in writing for the international Sufi 

Although the "publication of new works and reprinting of old works on Sufism under the Ni'matuIlahT 
impnnt has been banned since 1995 by the Ministry of Islamic Guidance" (op. cit., p. 461) it is 
equally true that "the Ni'matullahï master's writings, which had been reprinted in 1994, were still avai
lable [in 1996] in bookstores" (op. cit., p. 461). Soltan'alisahl books have, reportedly, been taken out 
of stock a few years ago, and are only now, with the current regime changes, reprinted (conversation 
07/03/97). Critical editions and literary reviews of classical Sufi literature did continue as is seen for 
instance, in Name-ye farhangestSn, 2, (1), 1375/1996. In 1985. a new edition of the Ahl-e Haqq trea
tise Haqq oi-haqayeh came out in Tehran (MlR-HOSSEINl. 1994, (2): 214) LEWISOHN (1998- 461) 
mentioned there are to this day some 60 Zo'r-Reyasateyn lodges, 'the lights of which remain still lit' 
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Except for literary mysticism, certain kinds of (popular) Sufi piety survived without 

an effort because of their seamless fit to Shi'ite (popular) religiosity - self-flagel

lation, Fatima-worship, dream-visitations by Imams, etc.25 The Haksar were not ble

mished by a reputation for royal relations. In the outskirts of Tehran I met with CA1I, 

a Haksari who had ostentatiously filled his little antique shop with Sufi paraphernalia 

- no attempt had been made to conceal them. A private Haksar lodge, in a garage, was 

filled with what critics would lament as 'Sufi idols', but here, they included pictures 

of the Leader and Imam Khomeyni. "The Haksar are the only legitimate Sufis," its 

chairman said, proudly, and related of the lawful wonders of Ayatollah Borügerdï. 

On Imam 'All's birthday, a Sufi 'ceremony of the divine revelation' (hafat-e 

efitfollah) was organised in this neighbourhood, which, except for some real 'Sufi 

idols', was indistinguishable from any other signs of Shicite religiosity in the city. 26 

However, the Zo'r-Reyasateyn - who have successfully managed to portray their 

branch in the West as the one and only Ne'matollahl order27 - were internationalised 

when the revolution came, and consequently, the margins of republican Islam proved 

too tight for them. While the Islamic Republic's invitations of Nurbakhsh indicated 

a certain preparedness for coexistence, he narrated Sufism's fate as state oppression 

that one must escape. But the other Necmatollahïs were predominantly Iranian, physi

cally and spiritually, and their fate has been different. Many Iranian Sufis did pledge 

their allegiance to the new order, and one ought therefore - beyond the plain and pre

valent narrative of repression and resistance - to explore Sufism's accommodation.28 

There has been official legitimisation from the Howze-ye 'Elmïye-ye Qomm: "Question: Does 
the matter of the 'evil eye', current among women, contain truth, like if they say this or that person 
was struck by the evil eye? Answer: The evil eye is a reality" (Pasdar-e eslami, 1375/1997, 178: 44). 

Congregation, 11/23/96. To underscore respectability, one Sufi referred to his group as Haksa-
rT-NecmatolIahI. Initiation into the four main Haksar groups has meant co-membership in the Ahl-e 
Haqq, whose fate was reportedly less fortunate. In Tehran (and probably urban areas in general), it 
meant spiritual affiliation and the extension of a highly valued title (cf. CAHARDAHI, 1361/1982-3: 
491). The Ahl-e Haqq were historically reproached for being 'deifiers of'All' ('AlFilahl), and they 
were held to feel God manifested himself in the Ahl-e Haqq leader Soltan Eshaq (CAHARDAHI, 
1370/1991: 36). They have been organised in 'houses', that according to CAHARDAHI (1370/1991: 
35) numbered 12 in 1991. The Ahl-e Haqq singer Parlsa (reportedly a pupil of <Safwad>), who per
formed for women's audiences, has been forbidden to record her music in the Islamic Republic. This 
fate has been shared by many other female singers, such as <Marziye> (cf. The Economist, 04/01/95). 

r This has been contested by many. A Soltan'alisahi protested Nurbakhsh's biased presentation 
during a SOAS congress on historical Persianate Sufism in May 1997 (conversation, 07/03/97). 

a ORTNER (1995) criticised dichotomous models of repression and resistance such as SCOTT'S 
(1990), both as an unsatisfactory theoretical predisposition and as 'ethnographic refusal'. 
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The Soltan calïsahï order 

(5) Hagg Soltanhoseyn Tabande <Reza<alïsah> 

While Reza'alisah's brother (NOfalft Tabande reportedly "aided the revolutionaries 

in Tehran",29 the situation in the order's centre in Bidokht, Khorasan, had become 

very tense because of revolutionary agitation against the Sufis. Alleged royal and 

regime connections were and are contested. A contemporary, defamatory pamphlet 

claimed: "An evil [...] man such as Lieutenant General Ne'matollah Nasirl, head of 

the Security Organisation during the era of Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi [...] 

belonged to a Sufi [...] family, and he himself too claimed to be a Sufi [...] and he was 

allied to the Gonabadï line."30 A local mollah wrote: "The revolutionary Muslim 

people of Gonabad became very anxious from the demonstrations of allegiance to the 

Shah by the club-bearing dervishes, and in the end, on the day of Moharram 12 [two 

days after 'ASiira, December 2, 1979] they got into their cars with the aim of sma

shing up the Sufis." This was allegedly averted on the mollah's intercession - despite 

his being a self-proclaimed enemy of Sufism - and as a result, he observed with 

satisfaction, "some of the Sufis became remorseful and turned over to the clergy."31 

Later on, Rezacallsah was brought before a revolutionary tribunal in Bidokht, on 

the basis of unclear charges. Preventing victimisation by revolutionary justice, how

ever, a decree issued by the Judicial High Court in Tehran, "which was based upon 

Reza'alïsah's absolution by Imam Khomeyni", set him free.32 Apparently, even ene

mies admit, Imam Khomeyni (or those who spoke in his authority) stood up for 

Reza'alïsah, whom the Imam had probably met with somewhat earlier (see chapter 4). 

On March 31, 1979, immediately after the victory of the Iranian Revolution, 

Rezacallsah had returned from a trip to Mashhad to settle in Tehran for a few months. 

In between medical treatments for his deteriorated condition, he had also managed 

to meet with various Sources of Emulation.33 After recuperation, Rezacallsah again 

made a number of travels,34 some for medical treatment, which took over five 

months, and he returned to Tehran on March 20, 1980. He made cautiously clear that 

MMADAN[, 1376/1998: 159. 

» <SALEH-ALISAH,, 1375/1996: 215-16. In 1977, the Shah sacked him in a human rights gesture. 
"MADANI, 1376/1998: 155-56. 
,2MADANI, 1376/1998: 162-63. 
" See <MAHBÜB'ALÏSAH., 1368/1989: 81. 
» AZMAYES. 1372/1993: 14. Destinations included Paris, Cologne and Hyderabad. 



PURGATORY REVOLUTION 117 

these and other travels were not a pretext for flight from Iran, as is seen in a 

reverential advertisement, which he published in the most respectable national 

newspaper, EttetiFat?5 Hereafter, he would reside permanently in Tehran, both 

because of repeated requests by the foqara in the capital and because of protracted 

hostilities by the local population in Bidokht.16 However, before his return, in his 

absence, an event had occurred in Tehran that profoundly impressed the SoltancalI-

sahl order. This is how Rezacallsah's son, his successor <MahbQbcalIsah>, narrated it: 

[...] in the night of cASürd" in the year 1400Q (Azar 9, 1358) [November 30, 
1979], after the closing of the 'azadarl gathering.38 in about the middle of' the 
night, just as [happened to] the tents of Hoseyn,39 the Hoseyniya Amir 
Soleymani in Tehran became involved in a heavy fire, which caused the 
complete destruction of the building, as well as its equipment and furniture. 
During that time, in which my noble father was abroad for medical treatment, 
he, after hearing of this calamity, and expressing much grief, ordered for the 
'azadarl ceremonies not to be stopped under any condition and to continue them 
in the adjacent house. In the same way, he ordered: 'prepare the ground of the 
Hoseyniya for reconstruction from tomorrow proper, and in case financial 
possibilities will not be found, I will, if possible, sell my own house [....] so that 
assistance will come in the expenditure' [insertions mine].40 

55 "Oh God! 121. Taking leave. In the name of God [....] We hereby ask the honorable presence 
of the great and revered ayatollah ol-'ozma Khomeyni [...] for permission to embark on a short fo
reign journey, because of the agony of finding my heart in a non-tranquil state, because of rheuma
tism and other ailings, and we would by these means like to say goodbye to the high-placed gentlemen 
of the 'olama and the great clergy who display gratitude with respect to poverty, and to the honoured 
friends and noble brothers, and we ask of God for all of them good health and prosperity and we hope 
that the brothers in faith will accomplish the realisation of the duties of the Sari'a and the work in 
stipulations of religion [...] and constant development of the truly Islamic revolution. And greetings 
to the highest ones and to God's pious servants of'Ali, Faqlr Soltanhoseyn Tabande Gonabadi. Rabi' 
al-awwal29, 1401, Bahman 16, 1359" [February 5, 1981] (in HOMAYONI, 1371/1992:222). 

56 This reason is unofficial. An enemy of Sufism malignantly related an opposite version: "[The 
Sufis] were on the lookout [...] in Bidokht to check on any car coming in, for portraits of Imam Kho
meyni. When they found portraits, they smashed the windows of the car" (MADANÏ, 1376/1998: 155). 

" 'ASüra is the tenth day in the month of Moharram on which Hoseyn's martyrdom is mourned. 
" 'Azadarl gatherings in general are mourning sessions for deceased persons, and more in 

particular mourning sessions commemorating the martyrdom of Shi'ite notables and the imams. 
39 'The tents of Hoseyn' refers to fire set to Imam Hoseyn's military camp outside Karbala in 680, 

by the troops of Yazld, after which the political cause of Shi'ism was lost for centuries. See the 
sections on the Safi'alisahi order in this and the next chapters for their religious, Sufi significance. 

*' <MAHBÜB'ALÏSAH>. 1368/1989: 120 (note), cf. op. cit., p. 81: "in the night of 'Aïüra in the year 
1400Q [1979] the Hoseyniya Amir Soleymani in Tehran became involved in an arson attack, and as 
[<Rezacalisah>'s] biography will later show, he allowed for no delay whatsoever in the procession of 
the 'azadarl ceremonies [...], and he ordered the sessions to be continued [...]." 
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From the time that Reza'alïsah took up his permanent residence in Tehran, he would 

be fully occupied by his daily activities, which included first of all overseeing the 

reconstruction of the Hoseynlya Soleymanï. Furthermore, he presided over Sunday 

and Thursday evening and Friday morning sessions, and 'azadarï gatherings in the 

second lodge in the capital, the Hoseynlya Ha'erL The gatherings were shifted back 

to the Hoseynlya Amir Soleymanï after its reconstruction. The new building, which 

included a semi-public library that contains 12.000 books in many languages, was 

completed on July 12, 1982, and it was opened on November 7 the same year.41 

The calamity of fire set to the convent has been dealt with by Soltan'allsahl 

notables with an overall silence. If they are pressed to the point, one will hear them 

evasively declare that it was "the work of ignorant enemies of Sufism,"42 and refuse 

to be any more specific. Angry silence, as a token of avoidance or communication 

breakdown (qahr), is a recorded repertoire in Iranian ways of conflict resolution, 

which is held to clear the field for third-party mediation.43 Such mediation to have 

taken place, is suggested in a complementary scenario of co-optation: a widespread 

rumour claims the order has received 40 million nlman from the government after the 

fire, in return for silence about the event.44 Although I have been unable to ascertain 

the real course of events, the fact that Soltan'allsahl silence was melancholic in re

signation, deliberately not angry, excludes the reading that has the rhetoric of silence, 

in any power context, as a token of resistance.45 Whether or not mediation has taken 

place, silence here served accommodation. This reading is supported by the order's 

external activities in the Islamic Republic, which it tried to convert into a home.46 

41 AZMAYES, 1372/1993: 37. There is an extensive description of the building's religious archi
tecture and decoration in HAVAT-E TAHRIRIYE-YE KETABHANE-YE AMIR SOLEYMANÏ, 1367/1988 

«AZMAYES soberly remarked: "it is often said that it was a premeditated attack from the side of 
the prejudiced and the enemies" (1371/1992: 14). A Tehrani resident unrelated to the order but aware 
of the above events interpreted this verbal caution as a case of 'dissimulation' (taqixa) (conversation 
10/20/96). His story is plausible as one of the order's librarians lied to me about the real course of the 
event in asserting that it occurred somewhere during the Pahlavi era (conversation 11/19/96) 

43 ASSADI, 1982: 203. 
44 Interview Safi'alïsahï Sufi, 05/01/97. 
43 GAL (1995: 419) rightly stressed, in a critique of SCOTT'S exploration of covert forms of 

resistance (1990), that "silence can be as much a strategy of power as of weakness, depending on the 
ideological understandings and contexts within which it is used." 

4 ' ALGAR ("Ni'mat-Allahiyya", Encyclopaedia of Islam) rightly observed of the Gonabadi Sufis 
that "they have been for several decades the largest single group of Ni'mat-AIlahi descent in Iran" 
and that "it is no doubt because of the sober, tari'a-oriented nature of their Sufism that they have been 
able to retain this position even after the establishment of the Islamic Republic." 
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The double mission of social and religious integration, successfully accomplished in 

the Pahlavi period but now under renewed strain, was to be re-established. A new 

state context for religion had come to the fore in revolutionary definitions of Shicism, 

in which "rituals such as namaz-e jama'at (the congressional prayer) [were] 

reinterpreted as forums for expressing political solidarity of the Muslims."47After the 

revolution, it was observed that "lifecycle rituals provided mediums for the new 

messages. Funerals of village martyrs were turned into propaganda rallies, and at 

weddings girls chanted slogans like, 'Death to the opponents of welayat-e faqih'."48 

Analogous to these generic changes and in line with the Soltancalïsahïs' previous 

cultivation of clerical proximity, Rezacallsah now, in 1979, publicly announced 

mourning ceremonies in the lodge on behalf of Ayatollah Taleqani "who spent his 

life struggling in the way of Islam" and on behalf of Ayatollah Motahhari, who had 

obtained 'martyrdom' in the struggle with the (Pahlavi) 'regime of oppressors'.49 Far 

from making Sufism into a 'resistive space', these performances, in which one could 

observe that "through mimesis [...] the disadvantaged appropriate the power of the 

[...] dominant classes and make it their own", enhanced a public respectability.50 

From the second half of the 1980s, Rezacallsah's health deteriorated to such an ex

tent that he was forced to spend most of his time at home. The foqara came to visit 

in between his morning activities, which included responding to the abundance of 

mail from Iran and abroad that he daily received, and his afternoon activities that in

cluded labouring on his last treatise. Rumours circulated in foreign countries of the 

Soltancalïsahïs' persecution in the Islamic Republic, but Rezacalisah never gave up 

the stoical appearance that was so helpful in Sufism's socio-religious reintegration.51 

4"ALINEJAD, 1998: 11. 

«LOEFFLER, 1988:226. 
« Texts in HOMAYÜNI, 1371/1992: 221-2 (from Enela'at). The openness during the commemora

tions contrasted to the silence on anything that had to do with initiation, and the workings of the inner 
organisation. When I informed after organisational aspects of the order, such as its conspicuous real 
estate (among which a public hospital), my question was cut short by the leader's remark that "all of 
this is non-essential" (interview (Magzüb'alïsah), 05/07/97). He did admit the secrecy (with regard 
to initiation) and stated that it had to do with protection against the enemies. "If you'd ask the inventor 
of nougat what his invention consists of, he will not tell you. But you could experience the invention 
by tasting it." I came across this gnostic truth many times, as when the 'teacher of 'erfan <Ostad Bina> 
- who had tirelessly attempted to instil the basic principles of mysticism in me - was scorned for this 
by a critic: "He who finds a treasure, does not spread the word around" (interview, 06/19/97). 

50 WERBNER and BASU (1998: 8), citing Taussig and Stoller. and relating them to Sufism. 
51 Perhaps - but I have no evidence for this claim - the fact that Soltan'alisahis have been referred 
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The Iran-Iraq war represented agony and horror for Sufis as much as for other 

Iranians, but it also provided an occasion for the acquisition of legitimacy. In March 

1988, near the end, Tehran was exposed to the Iraqis' shelling of the civilian 

population. Iranianness was now at stake, more so than in the revolutionary heyday 

with the exclusive stress on political Islam, and the qotb contributed to the aid of the 

victims. Looking back at eight years of cruel war, a Soltan'alïsahï Sufi related with 

unconcealed pride that "Reza-allsah was among the very generous few in the religi

ous community."52 Sufis had not been exempted from the general mobilisation, and 

consequently, Reza'allsah could solemnly - and publicly - reflect that "the foqara of 

the [Soltan'allsahï] order are aware that a number from their ranks have become mar

tyrs in the way of God and on the war front and soul to soul they have suffered."53 

Van der Veer writes of religious nationalism that "it is the control over religious 

centres as material embodiments of beliefs and practices" that is crucial.54 The 

control over their houses of worship - Reza'akWs primary pulpit - has been crucial, 

too, in Soltan<alI§ahI performances of religious nationalism. However, Soltan'alïsahï 

houses of worship largely defy the premise of carrying any particular significance as 

'embodiments of beliefs and practices', other than those of mainstream, Shi'ite Islam. 

Reza'alKah did not resort to aliases in order to conceil mystic affiliations, but when 

he spoke in public, he spoke as a Shrtte Muslim, addressing Shi'ite audiences. These 

facts are indicative of a rather complex economy of meaning, in which religious 

nationalism is only one element and in which Sufi identity is maintained through its 

dissimulation. The Tehrani lodge being termed hoseymya, 'House of Hosayn' instead 

of hdnaqdh,55 defuses conceptualisations of the centre in opposition to the mosque. 

to as foqara. 'poor ones' (contrary to the Safï'allsahïs), has also aided the order in maintaining itself 
in the Islamic Republic. In the first years after the revolution, a left-wing rhetoric that juxtaposed 'the 
poor and the rich (§arwat-mandan) was dominant in the state ideology (see ABRAHAMIAN 1993-
26). Some Gonabadis were reportedly put in jail (various conversations; LEWISOHN 1998- 452) 

* Interview, 12/10/96. Differently affiliated Sufis (especially Safl'alSahls), commenting on the 
legend, fervently dented any such charitas. As is common in mutual denunciations, they accused 
<Keza<ahsah>, instead, of accepting money from the Sufis and thus being an immoral person 

» ID! HOMAYONI, 1371/1992: 222. Similarly, the Ahl-e Haqq leader Sayyed Nasreddin "per
sonally headed an Ahl-e Haqq militia, fighting side by side with the state-organized baslj [ ] to guard 
the only sector of the frontier that the Iraqi army failed to penetrate" (MIR-HOSSEINI 1994 (?)• 224) 

34 VAN DER VEER, 1994: 11. ' 

" Although hanaqah is inscribed on the SaffaliSahi lodge, its Sufis hardly ever use the word 
NURBAKHSH is the only Ne'matollahi leader who uses it without an apology, and his order's 
publishing house is still named EnteSarat-e Hanqah-c NCmatollahi. The Zahabiya were particularly 
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In mass meetings, its spatial significance is downplayed for the foqara, who are ad

monished that "the house of God is in man's heart."56 It has been as crucial for religi

ous nationalism as for any other Soltan'allsahl performance, to be staged from a pur

ged religious centre. This, in turn, defined a major premise of lasting control over it.57 

In March 1989, three years before his passing away, Rezacallsah made the contrary 

circumstances of wartime agony the topic of his speech in a gathering in the neutral 

Hoseymya, on the occasion of the national, Iranian, Persian New Year (nowrüz): 

Last year was among the worst this country has seen. The people were exposed 
to missiles and the friends and the foqara, from close by and far off, invited me: 
from Khorasan, from the North, Dubai, and Zahedan. But I said I will not move 
from among the friends and the foqara. In joy I was with them, in difficulty I 
will also remain, until God removes this blight. We have no remedy but to turn 
to God. Even if we do not get an answer, we have no other place to go. We must 
knock on that very door, knock that door to such an extent that in the end a head 
will appear from that door [....] Last year was the most calamitous year for this 
country [....] EnS&llah may God, from his mercy, absolve our land.58 

sensitive to public naming. After the revolution, their lodge in the South of Tehran was renamed 
Hoseymya Ahmadiya. When I first looked for it, I was told there were no hanaqahs in this 
neighbourhood. When I mentioned the Zahabiya. someone immediately took me to the hoseymya. The 
significance of hoseymya is its reference to Imam Hoseyn, the most loaded symbol of politicised, 
militant Shicite religiosity, and its neutralising value, as many Shi'ite buildings are called hoseymya 
too. When a mosque is called hoseymya, this theoretically invites believers to conceive of it as a 
signpost in holy war (although on September 17, 1996 (Ettela'at, Azar 27), Rafsanjani surprisingly 
referred to mosques as an 'esoterical decoration for the seekers of truth'). Shi'ite Sufism reserves a 
special reverence for the first Imam, and it is often heard from them that the hanaqah is the Place of 
Worship for Imam 'All. It is not predominantly the political history of the Imam's defeat by Mo'awiya. 
but his gnostic wisdom that constitutes the Imam as an object of Sufi worship. But whether or not 
Shi'ite Sufis manage to convince others of their reading of hanaqah, it does not have a clearly 
circumscribed Islamic meaning. There were constant worries in Iran with respect to declining atten
dance to Iran's estimated 70.000 mosques (According to Iran News, 06/04/97, there were about 2.000 
mosques in Tehran in 1997). One of the reasons was the existence of'unlawful mosques', "attendance 
to which equals heresy", and the hypocritical leaders of which "scared off the 'orafa and the faithful 
(mo'men) youth" ('ARABI-NEZAD, 1375/1996). These allusions most probably refer to hanaqahs. 

56 Usually, mosques are considered God's House (Ettela'at. Aban 15, 1375/November 5, 1996). 
57 Here, again, there is a parallel with the Ahl-e Haqq. "During the last stages of the Iran-Iraq war, 

the takiya [lodge, in Tutshami] housed and fed the fleeing Iranian soldiers, although the Ahl-i Haqq 
at the time were under pressure from the authorities" (MlR-HOSSEINI, 1994, (1); 283). 

5" In <MAHBÜB<ALÏSAH>, 1368/1989: 83 (note). What makes for a major difference in the Indian 
circumstances as described by Van der Veer and Sufi religious nationalism, is the nature of the politi
cal arena in which religious nationalism is staged. While in India two large communities are involved, 
here the 'contest' is between a rather marginal group and the state. Nowrüz had been used as a symbol 
of opposition against the Shah. In March 1963. Khomeyni called fora boycott of nowrüz in protest 
of the Shah's land reforms. The celebration was out of favour shortly after the revolution, but by the 
time of <Reza'alisah>'s speech it had regained its status as a national, and revolutionary symbol. 
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The SafFalïsahl order 

In 1982/3, it was written of the SafTalïsahï order that "actually, this selsele has now 

been destroyed, and its shrine is now a place where the Qur>an is read for the dead."59 

Neither part of the observation being entirely accurate, one suspects the observed 

decline to derive mainly from the revolutionary narrative that builds on the state 

persecution of Freemasonry - which had fused with Sufism in the Safi'alïsahï order. 

A Sufi in Safi<alïsah's lodge related that "during the revolution, a heavy conflict 

evolved between the new revolutionary leaders and the Consultancy Council, because 

Freemasonry became a target", and that "consequently, the Council's leadership fled 

the country."60 So, allegedly, did the surviving family of SafFalïsah. The former hatib 

of Saffalïsah's lodge, Sabzvari, was well related to the Society of Brotherhood, and 

some relation to the Shah was attributed to him. After the revolution, he for obvious 

reasons did not return to the lodge, reportedly became blind and died.61 Officer Nesat, 

a nephew of Saficallsah's granddaughter and a member of the Shah's royal guard, was 

executed.62 A Sufi recollected of the revolutionary times that "beards were set on 

fire", and that until recently, people repeatedly threw firecrackers and other burning 

objects into the yard. Every now and then, self-proclaimed guardians of Islamic 

purity would make a provocative appearance.63 But none of Safi'allsah's family, nor 

; , 'CAHARDAHI, 1361/1982-3: 183. 

"• In the heyday of the revolution many 'findings' concerning Freemasonry were published in the 
national newspapers. A typical title for such an article would be 'Dismantling of four Freemasonry 
lodges in Shiraz' (Ettela'at, Farwardin 20, 1358/April 9, 1979). Although if anything these articles 
prove that very little was found, they reverberate in Persian secondary literature as 'evidence' (cf. CA-
HARDAHI, 1361/1982-3). "Between the time of the establishment of the Grand Lodge of Iran (1969) 
and the Islamic Revolution there were 44 subordinate lodges in Iran" (communication 02/16/99 via 
the Supreme Council of the Northern Masonic Jurisdiction of the United States of America) 

<" Interview current hatib, 02/09/97. Sabzvari had reportedly left not only because of former ties 
but also because of the lodge's occupation. The new, prresent-day hatib referred to him respectfully 
"Sabzvari was very large, I am very small." The poisonous claim of proximity to the Pahlavi regime 
(cf. HASURI, 1375/1997: 8) also extended to the Oweysl order, that is generally held to have suffered 
from persecution. It is now led from the United States. A similar (hi)story, but less dramatic, applies 
to HomayOnï's Malekniya and Gangawiyan's Zahablya orders. Both leaders fled to England (cf 
CAHARDAHI, 1361/1982-3: 291). In 1996-1997, however, the Zahablya still had large buildings in 
working order as lodges, administrative centres and libraries, in the South of Tehran and in Shiraz 

62 Interview Safï'alïsahï sheikh, 05/19/97. 

«Interview Safi'alisahi Sufi, 12/05/96. The Leader of the Islamic Republic once remarked shortly 
before an intellectual was beaten up by self-proclaimed guardians of Islamic purity: "There is a limit 
to Islamic friendliness." No such warning was ever issued against Sufism. but several Sufis have - be
yond accommodation - obviously crossed the 'limit to Islamic friendliness' during and after the revo
lution. The Ne'matollahis tend to avoid the subject, but nevertheless related of quite some harassment 
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other Safi'allsahl Sufis are known to have been killed because of their being Sufis. 

The SafTalIsahïs could not hope to retain the control over their lodge, like the 

SoltancalIsahIs had after the fire, as it was immediately, "one night after the victory 

of the revolution" (Bahman 24, 1357/February 13, 1979), raided by the 'Committee 

of Black-dressed People' (Komïte-ye siyah-püsan). The Committee was one of the 

revolutionary ad-hoc organisations that had taken control in the streets. Safïcalïsahl 

Sufis said that Daryüs ForOhar led it: an old-time political broker, and a member of 

the National Front (Gebhe-ye melli) who was to become the Minister of Labour in 

Bazargan's provisional government.64 "How did all this happen?" I asked. "They 

came in armed with rifles, and [just] took over the hanaqah", my interviewee respon

ded in resignation. "How was all this dealt with by the Sufis?" Smiling, the eye

witness explained that "the Sufis responded by preparing them a meal. They stayed 

for only a few days, but then, their departure was followed by the entrance of another 

group, the Committee of Waliyabad." Sergeants of the Air Force took part in the Wa

liyabad Committee, which took its name from one of the appropriated houses of 

SAVAK in Waliyabad Street in which they had settled.65 They had allegedly refused 

orders to use their helicopters and shoot demonstrators, they so resisted the ancien 

régime and they took their 'directions' from the ayatollah Sayyed Mahmüd Taïeqanï. 

The Waliyabad Committee made use of the lodge's kitchen to prepare food for its 

guards. But as "the committee came to rob, being after its carpets and gold," Sufis 

also realised that "there were no political reasons." 'Big money' was made in the 

lodge, which was the produce of the mourning sessions in the Salon. Some resisted 

the proceedings. Asked as to what their action had consisted of, the eyewitness pon

dered and came up with 'tactical resistance', which resulted in the removal of rebel-

M Interviews Safi'allsahi Sufis, 03/09/97; 05/19/97, cf. Iran Almanac 1969. ForQhar was a leader 
of one Pan-Iranist Party that supported Mosaddeq, and after 1953 continued activities of the National 
Front in secret. He was imprisoned for the second time in 1965 (op. cit., p. 151). He became Minister 
of Labour under Bazargan, but distanced himself from the National Front when it increasingly 
criticised clerical rule (RAHNEMA and NOM ANI, 1990: 200). After leaving Iran, he nevertheless spoke 
for the opposition Party of the People of Iran in Paris (Echo of Iran, 50, March 1992). On November 
22, 1998 he was stabbed to death in his home in Tehran, which provoked an international outcry. 

65 A clash between differently affiliated airforce officers took place on February 10, 1979 at an 
airforce-training base in Tehran, which was the beginning of the army's final disintegration (RAHNE-
MA and NOMANI, 1990: 16). I am not sure if, but think it likely that my SafTalïsahï informant refer
red to this particular event. Nowadays the house in question is reportedly a centre of the Association 
of Militant Clergy (MJM), a very important faction in the Islamic Republic. Another obscure shred 
in the story held the Siyah-puSan to have been a 'homebase' of sorts for the Waliyabad committee. 
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lious Sufis from the lodge.66 But in the course of time, the Committee of Waliyabad 

disappeared too; it "dissolved like sugar in the tea.'-67 The lodge had by then been un

der occupation for nearly a year, and the zekr-sessions had been in suspension. Final

ly, after the invasion of revolutionary committees and before 1983, when the Tüdeh 

party was largely eliminated, "there was an infiltration attempt by Todeh-commu-

nists, in order to establish a basis." But this event too was short-lived in its effects, 

as a new order would be established on different grounds in the lodge of SafTalïsah. 

The Board of Trustees 

An informal group within the Saffalïsahï order for long opposed to the Freemasonry 

Council, took the upper hand in the shadowy contests for power. They appointed re

presentatives from their ranks, who reorganised the religious sessions after the disap

pearance of the Waliyabad Committee. The new leadership consisted of a council that 

contained (at least) two members of the order and one member of the Organisation 

for Religious Endowments (Sdzeman-e owqaf). It was said to offer an 'annual re

port' and it paid a ten percent fee of its income (harag) to the Organisation, annually. 

Their leader had gone to see the Sdzeman-e owqaf to make a request for 

registration. The new leadership principally wanted the lodge to be recognised as an 

organisation for certain ceremonies of mourning for deceased persons (marasem-e 

haf), sessions held the third, seventh and fortieth day after the passing away.68 These 

«'There is an alternative (and similarly unverifiable) version as well. According to one SafTalisahi 
Sufi, the Siyah-püSan were related to ForQhar only in name, while their effective leader was 'Fotohf, 
who, being 'a charlatan after the lodge's money' was thrown out by several Sufis (interview, 05/19/97)' 

61 Interview Safï'alisahï Sufi, 03/09/97. 
M Interview, 05/19/97. Depending on mourners' commitment, there are annual repetitions of the 

marasem-e haf, the fortieth one of which (that makes for the Helle) carries special significance. My 
personal observations and the above story, which several Sufis in the lodge confirmed rather contrast 
with some claims by LEWISOHN (1998: 456) that I hold, respectively, unlikely, untrue and misguided: 
"With the triumph of the fundamentalist regime in 1979, the Anjuman-i ukhuwwat was forced to 
change its name to 'Maktab-i 'Alt b. Abi Talib'. Although the actual Khanaqah building in Tehran re
mains in much the same state, the building is used primarily as a mosque, and the dervishes who still 
adhere to this branch of the Ni'matullahiyya seem to have given in to government pressure to partici
pate in formalities unrelated to Sufism." First, 'Maktab-i 'All b. Abi Talib.' referring to Shi'ism in ge
neral, is an unlikely description for any particular Shi'ite grouping. I do know for sure that Sufis who 
claimed they represented the Society of Brotherhood did not refer to their assembly as such. Nor were 
there any other written signs on posters, pamphlets or inscriptions on the lodge - that one would not 
have missed - that pointed to this. Second, <Safi<alïsah>'s hanaqah is not used as a mosque (and neither 
is the lodge of <Zahir od-Dowle>) - though sermons are given, as before the revolution, in advance of 
the zeir-sessions. Thirdly, (SattalBahVs hanaqah was never the Angoman's main centre (while the 
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ceremonies had been - several Sufis indicated - the lodge's major source of income. 

It had been depleted by the Committees, and it was now - as were the convent's other 

material assets - in a judicial limbo. Through registration, the material basis was 

legally restored. Not, however, public appeal. Contrary to the SoltancalIsahI order, 

which enhanced its Sufi reputation from a purged religious centre, the Safïcalïsahl 

order's traditional, Shicite mourning ceremonies were deliberately kept apart -

literally, in their spatial allocation (in the Salon) - from the lodge's Sufi activities. 

Sufi activities included Monday and Thursday night zekr sessions, in the room 

containing the grave of SaiTalisah, adjacent to the Salon. The gatherings would take 

about two hours and were preceded by some sixty minutes of generally Shicite 

sermons in the Salon. These were encapsulated in the larger Sufi event as the 

entrance of affiliates into the lodge, beforehand, went along with ritual, Sufi greeting 

(mosafaha), and before the revolution, too, they had accompanied Sufi gatherings. 

The leaders of the Board of Trustees would mostly be there, informally marking their 

authority through being seated together, occupying a central place (see figure 14) and 

by taking the lead and initiative in oratory and chanting. In addition, there would be 

regular Sufis affiliated to the order before the revolution as well, novices who never 

failed to be present, new visitors with an undefined Sufi affiliation and curious 

passers-by. Average Thursday night sessions would include in between fifty and one 

hundred persons, and no participant could be mistaken as to the centrality of these 

sessions among the activities of the lodge. It was the other, public activities, then, 

which made for the widespread and false opinion that there was no SafTalïsahï order 

anymore. These did nothing, therefore, to improve on Safïcallsahl Sufi legitimacy. 

More strikingly so than the SoltancalIsahIs, the post-revolution Saflcallsahls in 

Tehran were a new order. Many affiliates claimed - and this corresponded to the 

predominant presence of juveniles in the hanaqah - that they had come to the lodge 

of SafTalisah since about fifteen years, which is to say: they did not know the order, 

other than under the new command of the Board of Trustees.69 A general observation 

of Sufism in the Islamic Republic, applied in particular to the SafTaUsahl order: 

actual centres of the Society of Brotherhood have all the signs of Freemasonry intact (see chapter 6)). 
m For some elder affiliates claiming recent affiliation, a rhetorical purpose may be suspected, as 

the post-revolution order is the one dedicated to official, Islamic respectability. I spoke to an old affili
ate in the Tehrani lodge who had left Iran and now returned for a persoanl visit from the United States. 
"This is not Sufism", he said disapprovingly, "with all these celebrations for Hoseyn" (cf. chapter 6). 
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[...] Words are now carried in Iran by people who have recently embarked on 
the path, because the old plrs and morSeds and their representatives have for 
various reasons - such as their maintaining of relations with members of the 
previous royal family, or relations with international societies - either been 
eradicated, or they have moved to settle in other places in the world.™ 

The Board of Trustees had nothing to fear from what remained of the Society of 

Brotherhood, and the centre of gravity in the SafTalïsahï order definitely shifted back 

to the lodge of Safï'alïsah. But within the lodge, the Board was repeatedly con

fronted with dissent, that I hesitate to label 'internal' as it is doubtful if the Board ever 

effectively commanded the SafTalïsahï Sufis in the first place. In a Sufi's somewhat 

flamboyant recollection of these years, it was held that "there were 133 groups."71 

Sheikh Borhan, who claimed the possession of a written authorisation (egaze) by 

the late sheikh Mahmüd Sangesarl to continue his teachings (see figure 8), disagreed 

with the new order. The newly appointed ones themselves claimed that Borhan did 

not have anything like a written permission, but a 'handwriting' (dasthatt) at most, 

of a far more insignificant master (whom I was unable to trace). The struggle against 

Borhan on the part of the Board of Trustees involved a tested repertoire of character 

assassination for heretics. From the point of personal competence, it stressed, Borhan 

was unsuitable to lead any group, and from the point of morality, more effectively, 

he was a failure. The informal leader of the Board of Trustees once related to novices 

of the visit by a woman, full of complaints, who had asked Borhan for help. The 

pretender-sheikh had then accepted a conspicuously decorated ring from her, an act 

anathema to any Sufi ethos. "To ask for money is to destroy [the morality of] one's 

deeds", the leader interpreted, and implied that Borhan was but a miserable thief.72 

7 ÜHASÜRÏ, 1375/1997: 8. 
71 Interview Saffalisahï Sufi, 12/05/97. One of the charismatic pre-revolutionary sheikhs who 

continued to attract a spiritual affiliation was (Manzur'alisah). Stressing the artificial character of the 
Safï'alïsahï Board of Trustees, one of <Manzürtalïsah>'s fans mentioned that "he was a real Sufi." 

72 "We have [...] pointed to the marriage of Shah Ne'matollah's offspring with princes [....] from 
the rule of the Sufis who have [...], in raising the standard of their material wealth, filled their sto
machs [...], we have a complete sufficiency of information. It is not without reason that the axe (ta-
barzin) has become the sign of the Sufis. By what means have the likes of Shah Ne'matollah Wall 
lived up to today? [....] The Sufis of these days [...] try to tell one: If you clear your conscience and 
free yourself from worldly relations, then ultimate truths will become manifest to you. But they them
selves are engaged with means such as investments in trading firms [...], and they even give themsel
ves the right to receive gifts and unpaid sen-ices of the novices (moridan) [...]" [my emphasis] (HASÜ-
Rl, 1375/1997: 6). 'Investments' in combination to an earlier mention of 'the likes of Shah Ne'matoIIah 
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"He accepted money, and they have thrown him out," another Sufi summarised.73 

Borhan resided in a Saficallsahl lodge in Gilan and naturally cherished the inverse 

conception. His egaze - the most important classical argument in claims to spiritual 

authority, whatever its particular worth - favoured the rebel sheikh over the Board of 

Trustees, not any of whose leaders possessed such a document of authorisation. Seen 

through this historical mandate, they were to be considered illegitimate usurpers. 

In amazement of the contrast with the SoltancalIsahIs, I asked an old SafTalïsahl 

master: "What do all these conflicts stem from, why are they here?" He responded, 

in what seemed doctrinal imposition - a legitimisation of contingent disintegration: 

"They are necessary, because through them it appears who is the jewel (gowhar)."14 

For the SoltancalIsahIs, however, this contest was eliminated in advance. Two 

mechanisms in particular, accounted for this: i) initiation (taSarrof) was (among other 

things) conditioned upon recognition of the leader as head of the corafa, who in 

spiritual terms represented the twelfth Imam during his absence, and ii) the 'renewal 

of the covenant' (tagdtd-e ahd), with God, the Imams and with the flock, has been 

one of the most important acts required of a new leader once the old one died.75 

The current SafTalIsahï strife and disintegration, to the contrary, were reflected in 

a paradox. Although the egaze had been a fiercely contested asset, it currently lacked 

a clear definition: "With us, it does not have the strict meaning it has among the Sol-

tan'allsahls. It only generally denotes authorisation to grant advice and instruction," 

an affiliate reflected.76 The lack of an exclusive and unified structure in SafFalïsahl 

spiritual authority, in doctrine as in practice, made for its permanent contestation. 

Several Sufis in the SafTalIsahï lodge in Tehran shared Borhan's claim and felt 

that the sheikh was the lodge's legitimate heir. Others felt that whether or not he 

should be the lodge's one leader, he did have the right, as any qualified and charisma

tic Sufi had, to lead religious sessions. Borhan reportedly derived pleasure from un

announced visits every once in a while, and from a provocative presence during the 

Wall' refers to the Soltan'allsahT order that uniquely engages in real estate investments on some scale 
(interview, 04/16/97). Asked as to his motives, the author stated: "Well, it's obvious I hate the Sufis." 

: ' Interview, 05/01/97. 
74 Conversation, 05/01/97. 
75 Interview <MagzübcalIsah>, 05/07/ 97. From MIR-HOSSEINI'S account (1994, (2): 222, 224) it 

appears that the Ahl-e Haqq were faced with dilemmas to conform and survive after 1979, similar to 
those of the Soltan'alisahls, which similarly accounted for explicit leadership among the Ahl-e Haqq. 

76 Conversation, 05/01/97. 
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zekr. The sheikh from Gilan was an untamed challenge for the Board of Trustees.77 

An ousted sheikh named Wall DorostI resided at the foot of the Damavand 

mountain in northern Tehran, at a comfortable distance from the lodge. Nowadays, 

DorostI was conducting Sufism 'from his own', which is to say: he did not follow 

another sheikh, and he represented the starting point of a new spiritual genealogy, 

much like the Oweysl sheikhs who stressed the individual master-pupil relationship. 

The Board of Trustees dealt with DorostI as it had dealt with Borhan. In response, 

DorostI - who at my instigation confirmed he possessed an egaze by sheikh MahmOd 

Sangesarl, but contrary to Borhan made no legitimising point of it - mentioned ano

ther classical argument undermining the legitimacy of the Board. As the Sufi's need 

for an insightful Spiritual Leader had been central to most Iranian Sufi orders for cen

turies, "the [idea of a collective] Board of Trustees is completely alien to Sufism."78 

Why, then, was there a Board of Trustees? After being deliberately kept in the 

dark for months, I managed a Sufi to point out to me the existence of a financial 

committee. More visibly, it was obvious that the gas and electricity bills, dates, ab-

guSt meals, tea, rose water, printing of announcements, maintenance of the garden and 

other properties, required funding. In an interview with the informal leader, I 

innocently attempted to bring up the subject again: "How is finance provided for?" 

The SafFalïsahï leader silently stared at my shoes for about a minute, then turned 

his head to one of the novices, silently but visibly sighed, then coldly stared me in the 

face. "Money? There is no money whatsoever!" More calculated silence and a high, 

short giggle followed, but I still wanted to know. "How, then, are expenses covered?" 

He raised his hands and brought them down, avoided my gaze and said in his version 

of 'reliance upon God' (tawakkol): "We are being provided for in our daily needs." 

We were seated in the erstwhile library, which stored several of the treasures that 

had been on public display in the lodge before the revolution. There was a small table 

77 Interview old-time, regular Sufi visitor to the lodge, 03/09/97. The Board stressed personal 
qualifications as against formal legitimacy. It admitted to me that (Saffallsah) had himself been less 
qualified in formal terms than his Soltan'allsahi competitor. "<SafIcalIsah> was less qualified, but 
<Sacadat(calTsah)> was 'illiterate/stupid' {bï-sawad)\'\ it was held, in rhyme (conversation, 05/01/97). 

78 Interview, 04/03/97. One of the wildest conspiracy theories that I came across in Iran, held that 
Wall DorostI only had female affiliates, which proved the role of ahfinds in the foundation of his 
spiritual centre (that is: his house), who were out to undermine the legitimacy of Sufism. Another 
pretender-SafFalisahl sheikh, (Soltan'alTsah) (see figure 8). felt himself uniquely entitled to rule the 
lodge, but thought the time, political circumstances in particular, not ripe yet (interview, 05/01/97). 
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next to the leader's chair, and on it a little box. The leader looked me in the face again 

as if to measure the impact of his words. Novices, apparently shocked by the impiety 

of my questioning, were nervously observing the scene. Then, in a sudden move, the 

leader reproachfully turned the box upside down and produced a few coins. "This is 

all there is, nothing! Nothing!"79 This argument, I later learned in a conversation with 

a novice, was sufficient and conclusive. The novice had come up with definite evi

dence for the trustworthiness of the Board of Trustees, by mentioning that the kaikfd 

in the middle of the Salon - in which donations were made - was emptied in public 

once in every year, so that anybody could witness the leadership's yearly income.80 

The suspicion of the new leadership to have created their structure as a personal 

Board of Profit, was brought up by several of the Sufis who were in turn accused of 

financial immorality by the Board of Trustees. <MonawwarcalIsah>, late ManzOr-
callsah's son, his hanaqah only one street away from the lodge of Saffallsah, was one 

of the dissenting sheikhs. Just as Borhan reportedly did, Monawwai^allsah made his 

entrance in the lodge every now and then, causing a quiet consternation. His group 

organised rival sessions in the sheikh's private lodging, that centred around the 

recitation and exegesis of the oeuvre of SafTalïsah, which Monawwar'alisah claimed 

the ignorant Board of Trustees had no knowledge of and that had been completely 

lost under its command. More effectively than Borhan, he moreover managed to 

recruit new members for his group from Saflcalisah's lodge. Under the Board of 

Trustees, they echoed sheikh Dorostl's complaint, "there is no more Sufi order." 

78 One Safi'alisahi Sufi, to the contrary, was convinced that the leader of the Board of Trustees had 
"obtained his position via the Ministry of Islamic Guidance, and became very wealthy through it" 
(conversation, 07/24/97). This accusation was repeated by a self-proclaimed enemy of Sufism 
(interview Hasüri, 04/16/97), who compared the state's stipends to the lodge to those of mosques and 
mollahs. Several Safï'alïsahï Sufis contrasted their financial ethics to those of Soltan'allsahl leaders, 
who were held to receive - they themselves fervently denied this - a 'monthly income' (mahiyane). 

80 Conversation, 07/24/97. See Figure 15. For a photograph of the kaSkül. 
81 Dïge, lariqat ddde ne-mi-Savad (interview, 03/19/97). 
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Résumé 

The SoltancalIsahI order was confronted with oppression, but having switched sides 

before the revolution paid off. The Soltan'alïsahïs sought legitimacy through 

mourning sessions for deceased notables, and acted as a national patron of charitas. 

The Saffalïsahï order, to the contrary, was haunted by its Freemasonry reputation. 

The order lost the control over its lodge as it was occupied, and once it was reco

vered, the Saflcallsahls involved themselves in slander concerning financial morality. 

While the SoltancalIsahis enhanced their reputation through religious nationalism 

(externally), the SafTalïsahïs' public and traditional, Shi'ite mourning ceremonies 

were deliberately kept apart from the lodge's Sufi activities. They did not, therefore, 

improve on Saflcallsahl legitimacy. While the Soltancalïsahïs retained unquestioned, 

hereditary leadership (internally), the SafFallsahïs dissolved into small, rival groups, 

over which the Board of Trustees only retained a marginal weight. In spite of multi-

faceted adversity, however, Saficallsahl (hi)stories tell one not of jurist-led state 

persecution, but of accommodation. Through the lodge's registration as an official 

religious property and the committed continuation of Shicite Sufi tradition in the 

peripheral branches, the SafTalïsahï order, too, survived the revolution's purgatory. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Reform(ul)ations, 1989-1998 

After Khomeyni died in 1989, the Iranian state and society changed dramatically. 

State power weakened and gave way to a plethora of power centres, which benefited 

the resurgence of Iranian society. Another, related effect of these regime changes, 

consisted of an indirect and double rapprochement between Sufism and the state. 

On the one hand, the state broadened its definition of legitimate religiosity, which 

brought Sufism closer to officially sanctioned, Islamic respectability. Even where Su

fis remained passive, the regime changes were significant for Sufi practice: "trans

formations in the larger political arena in which [...] performance takes place result 

in changes in what [...] performance means" (VAN DER VEER, 1994: 82). The changes 

involved the state's appropriation of mystical notions, in definitions which had been 

laid down in Khomeyni's 'erfan. Through 'state mysticism', Sufi performance appro

ximated what SCOTT (1990) called the 'public transcript', of state Islam.' As discre

pancy between the hidden and public transcripts accounts for the level of domination 

(1990: 4), one may conclude that state mysticism lessened the domination of Sufism. 

On the other hand, "the position of religious regimes in political arenas is [...] ef

fected by the type of ideology [...] espoused" (THODEN VAN VELZEN, 1992: 203). The 

themes of social service, sacrifice and mystical martyrdom - state concerns as well 

- marked Sufi discourse in both NecmatollahI orders. But beyond this, the SafFalï-

sahls and Soltan'allsahls tapped different repertoires in relating to state mysticism, 

and they accommodated differently. For the Saffalïsahïs, bonds of allegiance to the 

clerical state elite - whether they existed before or not, being either imagined or real 

- did not restore the unified leadership. Sufis in the various branches reproached each 

other for either being related to the state, or for deviating from state Islam. There was 

' 'Hidden transcript' means "discourse [...] 'offstage', beyond direct observation by powerholders," 
the 'public' one "open interaction between subordinates and those who dominate" (1990: 4, 2). 

133 
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a 'double emulation' in one of the Saffallsahï branches: in its allegiance to (mystical) 

state Islam, it did not claim to embody, itself, any authority. But in an affiliates' 

'hidden transcript', it was the master's sovereign spiritual authority that mediated the 

state allegiance. The unified Soltan'allsahls, to the contrary, felt strong enough to 

publicly proclaim a division of authority between the mystics and the jurists. In 

contrast to the covert nature of spiritual authority in the above SafFalïsahl branch, the 

Soltan'allsahls' explicit authority division proved acceptable to some of the clerical 

elite, as they visited the lodge. For the Soltan'allsahls, who could trace their 

allegiance to Khomeyni and his 'erfdn legacy back to the Pahlavi period, state ties 

strengthened spiritual authority, and benefited the order's religious reintegration. 

In neither of these cases, however, would the meaning of Sufi performance be ful

ly grasped as a "smuggling of portions of the hidden transcript, suitably veiled, onto 

the public stage" (SCOTT, 1990: 157). The public stage, in spite of its dangers, was 

much more than an arena for dissimulation. It was also the place where Sufis could, 

through various strategies, attain 'authentically' wished for, Islamic respectability. 

6.1. State mysticism 

State interference into affairs deemed private was regarded a 'nuisance' (mozahem) 

by many Sufis. Individuals were targeted in their private realms, but state interfe

rence was most visible in publications and audio-visual releases that entered into the 

public realm. In June 1996, a musical cassette came out containing 'erfanï music by 

Azad ('free'). A store-owner in a Tehrani suburb mentioned that in his area alone at 

least eighty copies of the popular tape had been sold, which to him implied a multi-

2 Although it has been argued in the previous chapter that one would do better to focus on Sufism's 
accommodation rather than confine oneself to narratives of suppression, there certainly were great 
nuisances. LEWISOHN (1998: 461) mentioned that: "Harassment of dervishes by various armed repre
sentatives of the regime in various cities throughout Iran ranges from weekly interrogations by the 
police to varieties of psychological torture (such as surveillance by agents of the regime and verbal 
threats [...]." However, his mentioning the "threat of expulsion from civil-service jobs should mem
bers not be willing to renounce their affiliation to the order" is questionable. There may have been 
such cases, but it is unlikely that they were part of a co-ordinated policy. The public functions of seve
ral Soltan'allsahi notables provide counterevidence for that. My observation of several Baslgg in lod
ges (simply there to enjoy the congregation) and the reported popularity among the Baslgg of the Hak-
sar, moderate his statement that "the Islamic Republic's distrust of. and hostility to the dervish orders 
is reflected in the fact that members of the armed services in Iran are not allowed to belong to any Sufi 
tarlqa nor, indeed, to frequent khanaqahs, since the intelligence service of the government considers 
the hand of America [...] to be directly behind the present popularity of Sufism in Iran and the West". 
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tude of that number had been bought in the centre of town. After twelve days, it was 

forbidden.3 This was the year in which the 'war against the Western 'cultural invasi

on', which had become 'a pillar of official discourse in 1992', "peaked [...] with a se

ries of television programs and articles in the conservative press, titled 'identity' (ho-

vryyar)."4The climate had its effect on Mr Zangarl, rumours told. He was vaguely re

lated to a Sufi order. He could foretell people's future from the moment they walked 

through his door, effectively advice as how to circumvent it if bad, and was a sought-

after counsellor for these qualities. About March 1997, unexpected visitors made their 

entrance. It was the Revolutionary Guards, who held foretelling the future anathema 

to religion, and thus explained to Zangarl the cause for his arrest. Zangarl was for

bidden to take up counselling again, and spent ten days in the infamous Evin prison. 

More striking as an instance of state interference, however, was the slow and 

unannounced appropriation of mysticism by the state itself. Its effects were seen in 

1997, for instance, when the state felt uninhibited to proudly invite 22 foreign 

ambassadors, on a trip to Kerman, to visit the mausoleum of the 'famous mystic poet 

Shah Ne'matollah Vali' (in Mahan).5 In commemoration of his martyrdom, one news

paper referred to Imam 'All as the emam-e 'arefan. Another deplored his demise, 

exclaiming: "Oh, Leader of the Mystical World!" (Ey, moqtada-ye calam-e 'erfan.').6 

Just after Khomeyni died in June 1989, his son Ahmad had offered a mystical 

poem to the Iranian people as a token of gratitude for their massive presence during 

the funeral.7 The Imam's relations to mysticism then came under national and interna-

3 Conversation Zo'r-Reyasateyn Sufi, 12/04/96. LEWISOHN'S interview with the artist (referred 
to in 1998: 461) gave the context: "In June 1996, a cassette tape with music [...] by DawOd Azad, a 
member of the order, featuring Persian verses of DrNürbakhsh [...] was published in Tehran [....] It 
unexpectedly caught the attention of a wide public and 10,000 copies were sold within a week. In late 
June 1996, shocked by such unforeseen high sales and the public's welcome of this mystical music, 
the Ministry of Islamic Guidance recalled and banned the tape. The record company that produced 
it was then broken into by the Revolutionary Guards and all copies were erased. Permission for further 
sales was revoked and all the covers of printed cassettes were confiscated or defaced." 

4 MATIN-ASGARI, 1998: 59. MIR-HOSSEINI (1994, (1): 282) reported that in spring 1992, "in a 
national television program, a popular religious character condemned the Ahl-i Haqq dogmas and 
invited their youth to rise against their fathers' archaic beliefs and become true Muslims." 

5 Tehran Times, 04/09/97; see Figure 2. There had been earlier rapprochements as well: "In 1987 
a senior Tijani, Shaykh Dahira Usman Bauchi, was invited to Iran to attend the eighth anniversary 
celebrations of the revolution" and "some of the Tijaniyya in Tamale and Accra have become Shl'is 
with an 'Iranian-sponsored school of Shi'ite piety' being founded in Accra" (SlRRlYEH, 1998: 147). 

6 Keyhan, Resdlal, Bahman 11. 1375/January 3, 1997. The relaxation of legitimate religiosity was 
similarly evident in a recent congress on Sams-e Tabriz! in Hwoy (Tehran Times, 09/09/98). 

7 TER HAAR, 1995: 91.The poem included the lines "Open the door of the tavern and let us go 
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tional scrutiny. In winter 1989, Khomeyni's mystical letter to his daughter-in-law was 

published, written three years earlier, which again contained Sufi references: "Oh Su

fi, you have to polish the Armour of Love / and be faithful to the Promise you made 

/ as long as you remain yourself, you will not reach Union with the Beloved / you 

have to annihilate your self, in the Way of the Friend."8 Beyond intellectual debt, 

Khomeyni's relation to mysticism was ingrained in the collective Sufi memory of the 

Imam lashing out against the Hoggatlye Society - the staunchest ideological enemy 

of Sufism - when in Paris. There were more physical connections as well. One ob

server felt it was not "out of context to mention [that] Khomeyni's former residence 

and the place where he gave audience to his people in the north of Tehran [was] itself 

a Sufi mosque and sanctuary."10 Sufis moreover claimed Khomeyni's personal ini

tiation, which he reportedly spoke about on television shortly after the revolution." 

Khomeyni's carefully construed hagiography as Master of thtfoqaha - already in 

wide circulation during his lifetime - was thus revised in an unexpected, mystical 

there day and night / For I am sick and tired of the mosque and seminary." A commentator aptly com
mented (New York Times, 08/20/89) that on the one hand "These are classical images in support of 
religious fervour" but on the other, that "Such poetry had apparently not been prominent in the years 
since Khomeyni's revolution, and [that] the poem's appearance may even signal some kind of elabo
rate political manoeuvring among Khomeyni's successors." See below for confirmation of this view. 

8 Rah-e 'eSq, 1368/1989: 25. Mostly, as in KNYSH'S eye-opener review (1992), an intellectual 
debt was stressed. The documented relations between mysticism and the Imam may be historically 
summarised as follows: In 1921, Khomeyni studied 'erfan in Qomm. From 1929, he wrote mystical 
treatises (Pasdar-e eslami, 1375/1997, 182: 29, mentioned Sarh-e do'a-ye sahar, Misbah al-hidaya 
ild al-hilafa wa'l-wildya, and commentaries on the Fusiis al-hikam and Misbah al-uns), in some of 
which historical Sufis were positively referred to. Thereafter he taught 'erfan, but in the early 1960s, 
he cancelled his lessons, probably because political activities occupied all of his attention. But in his 
political lectures abroad, as in 1972, the Imam kept on referring to 'erfan. After the revolution, there 
were televised 'lessons' from Khomeyni's Tafsir-e süra-ye hamd (Pasdar-e eslami, 1375/1997, 182: 
30, erroneously claimed this was mentioned by Knysh). In 1983, a student in Hamadan found several 
of his mystical manuscripts (belonging to his collection raided by SAVAK in 1968), that the Imam 
allowed for publication the same year. In 1986, he wrote a mystical letter to his daughter-in-law. In 
1989, he wrote a letter to Gorbatsjov that contained new references to mysticism, and until his death, 
he wrote mystical poetry. Cf. VAJDANI, 1982; FAHIMI, 1989; PAKDAMAN, 1989; RAFSANJANI, 
1989, TER HAAR, 1995. Of KHOMEYNI'S political writings, Gehad-e akbar yd mobaraze ba nafs (The 
Greater Jihad or the Struggle with the Soul) particularly stands out as mystical. PAKDAMAN stated, 
with a bit of exaggeration: "He belonged to the lariqat [....] and on this path he, under the designation 
of 'moralities', spoke words left unsaid that transgressed the limit of apostasy [...]" (1368/1989: 3). 

9Interview revolutionary student, 02/27/97, cf. VALI and ZUBAIDA'S general account (1985: 161). 

HAERI, 1995: 93. This observation has not to my knowledge been picked up in other literature. 
The alleged 'initiation' refers to Imam Khomeyni's 'erfan education, for six years, by Ayatollah 

Mirza Mohammad 'All SahabadT (cf. Pasdar-e eslami. 1375/1997, 182: 29), whom Ne'matollahi Sufis 
referred to as a morSed, and Ayatollah Mirza 'All Akbar Hakem (cf. KNYSH, 1992: 633-4). 
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rapprochement to the 'orafa. It is probably accurate to interpret these changes as 

events allowed to come into the open by some, which were nevertheless not foreseen 

by the regime. Rafsanjani, in any case, was quick to capitalise on them politically: 

In November 1989, Rafsanjani presented a long eulogy in which he played 
down Khomeyni's role as the charismatic leader of the down-trodden masses. 
Rafsanjani depicted him instead as a first-rank theologian and philosopher, 
especially on mysticism, as a major scholar who had given 'a new lease on life' 
to the Oom seminaries, and as a world-famous figure who had restored Iran's 
national sovereignty [italics mine]. 

However, the emergence of state mysticism knew more preconceived regime expres

sions as well. In the last months of the Iran-Iraq War, a Tehran University student and 

Baslgg war volunteer sent his family a letter from the front that was published in the 

summer of 1989, under the title 'Red Mysticism. A Baslgg student's literary-fer/S« 

letter from the front'.13 The Islamic Propagation Council (Sürd-ye tablïgat-e esldmi), 

an ideological watchdog, published it "on the occasion of the honouring of the week 

of victorious resistance and eight years of sacred defence." The pamphlet's definiti

ons of 'erfan melted mysticism with the revolution and republican Islam. The title re

ferred to the blood of Shi'ite martyrs who had died in the cause of a 'higher knowled

ge'. Ultimately, the student held, higher knowledge was obtained by 'dying in God' 

(p. 7), and its examples were, literally, provided by the 'martyrs of Karbala' (p. 8). 

Poets explored the relation between martyrdom and mysticism on a regular basis 

in various newspapers.14 Baslgg volunteers were reported among the Haksar. But 

12 ABRAHAMIAN, 1993: 134. On November 25, 1996, Tehran hosted a congress on 'mysticism 
and Justice'. When the Source of Emulation Reza Baha al-DTnl died on July 19, 1997. Tehran Times 
(07/21) praised his "devotion to spirituality and lofty mystical stations [that] he had mastered." 

13 SALARI, 1368/1989. 'Erfan-e sorh. Name-ye adahï-'erfanï-ye dane$gü-ye basïggi az gebhe-ye 
gang. In February 1997,1 was told at the Islamic Propagation Council that Salari's Letter was out of 
print and that there were no back-issues. A copy was fortunately kept at Tehran University Library. 

14 Resalat published Sathiyat, ecstatic or even blasphemous utterances of divine inspiration for 
which Sufis had historically been executed (for instance: Mehr 15. 1375/October 16, 1996); Keyhan 
published poetry under the title kofran-e 'eiq, 'heresies of love' (Hordad 8, 1376/May 29, 1997). 

15 Cf. GIELING'S 1998 study of 'The Sacralization of War in the Islamic Republic of Iran'. I arrive 
at my conclusion of the 'erfan-war linkage's unicity (among all other ideological linkages between 
the war and religious themes) because of the fact that Gieling hardly mentioned anything that could 
be interpreted in this direction. There is one mention of a wartime poster carrying the text sangar-e 
'eSq ('trench of love') (op. cit., p. 82), the evocative significance of which doubtlessly derived, in part, 
from sang (blood, as part of sangar-e 'eSq). Somewhat related, the afterlife was referred to as diyar-e 
haqq, 'the realm of truth' in Salam newspaper (A/.ar 29. 1375/December 19,1996). 
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Red Mysticism was careful to distinguish between Wise Men and Sufis on the one 

hand, and militant mystics on the other. While "[Khomeyni's] cerfdn did not seek iso

lation and seclusion",16 the sages and Sufis were reproached for "taking into hiding 

and intellection" instead of "choosing the open field of martyrdom" (the highest 'sta

tion', maqam, and 'rank', manzelat). This designated their 'yellowness' (preface).17 

A newspaper instead commemorated a war volunteer in its rubric The Green Voice 

of the Basigg.™ The label was descriptive of the martyr's 'eifan, in evoking the image 

of Islam having grown inseparable from his body. He had courageously defended 

Islam as if it were his own body, and finally sacrificed his body, with equal vigilance, 

for Islam. The prototype martyr for obituaries such as these, was Hoseyn Fahmlde, 

the sixteen-year-old whom Khomeyni had declared Iran's real leader, and who had 

sacrificed himself before an Iraqi tank. Fahmlde, Sufis recollected respectfully, had 

carried an c eifan text on his trousers that spoke of his longed for reunion with God.19 

As martyrdom was all encompassing, it extended beyond the warfront when the 

war ended. "The war with Saddam", Khomeyni had proclaimed, "was only a part of 

this struggle. Our struggle was the fight between Truth and Falsehood, which has no 

ending [...]." Salarfs pamplet on Red Mysticism had similarly stressed - in a post

war preface - that "although today, our eight-year war with all its ups and downs [has 

16 PAKDAMAN, 1368/1989: 4. 
SALARI'S treatise was not straightforwardly in the radd-genre, however, and Sufism's subjection 

to the higher scale of Red Mysticism by Salary was only a matter of degree, not principle. More 
importantly, he explicitly took historical Sufis such as Bayezld Bastami as role models for 
contemporary Islamists. Another of these models was the Sufi martyr SohrawardT, who ironically died 
at the hands of the Jurists, the Jurists in whose name the Basigg fought their war of 'sacred defense'. 

18 Ettela'at-e hqftegi, Esfand 15-22, 1375/March 5-12, 1997, 'Eifan. Seda-ye sabz-e basigg. Ano
ther indication of the state's appropriation of mysticism was the deliberate historical ignorance with 
which 'erfdn-gazal-poetry was written about: "this [...] poetry is not completely confined to the [...] 
seminaries. It is rather a current through which the majority of the poets have, after the success of the 
Islamic revolution, shown their own face", Ertela'at, Azar 27, 1375/December 17, 1996. The predo
minance of 'eifan in public discourse, was alluded to in a book-review: "Alas, in these days the poetry 
of Sepehrl has become a means for an emotional 'eifan interpretation" (TEHRAN!. 1375/1997: 19). 

19 In Etiela'at (Hordad 8, 1376/May 29, 1997) it was held of a 'lover of martyrdom' ('aSeq-e Saha-
dat) that "they had blended his being with love for the People of the House (ahl-e beyt)." On Behest-e 
Zahra I spoke to a Pasdar-officer who had lost his brother in combat. Upon learning I engaged in Per
sian Studies, he stressed I should pay special attention to 'eifan. "I've had quite some experience with 
'erfan-e nazarï wa 'amah {'eifan in theory and praxis). My brother appeared before me in a dream. 
He said: 'I am able to have contact with you, on condition you don't drink and do not have unlawful 
relations with women'. I did neither. When I stood at his grave, contact was established" (06/07/97). 

PAKDAMAN (1368/1989: 6), citing a message of Khomeyni's, which was delivered to the clergy 
(on Esfand 3, 1367/February 22, 1989), and printed in Keyhan, Esfand 6, 1367/February 25, 1989. 
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come to an end], one should not render the values of this Way (rah) [...] into 

oblivion".21 Mystical martyrdom, that is, was to be sublimated into moral acts, a mi-

litantly cooperative spirit towards the leadership of the revolution and social sacrifice 

in Iranian society - the greater gehad?1 When Iran's spiritual leader, Khamene'i, 

praised the mystical quality of 'asceticism' in Imam 'All, he explained that 'lack of 

worldly attachment' had been accompanied by his active seeking of 'social justice' 

and as such was to be seen as an attribute of'All's involvement in (worldly) rule.23 

While rumours spoke of draconian and unremitting repression, 4 concerning, for 

instance, the closing down of a Qaderl lodge in Tehran in August 1996, many Sufis 

managed to accommodate to the new regime religiosity. A new, post-revolutionary 

climate was witnessed among Sufis, inversely, in that several affiliates and observers 

held Sufism to be immersed in a process of réveil: mystic, Shicite religiosity not only 

offered but was itself on the 'Way of (ethical) Reform' (rah-e eslah). When confron

ted with the enemies' traditional reproach of (idle) 'asceticism' (zohd), one Sufi res

ponded in irritation that "worship does not go without service to the people" (cebddat 

he-goz-e hedmat-e halq nlst).25 Traditionally, 'social service' was a Sufi act that 

21 SALARI. 1368/1989: 10. 
22 Iran's martial arts magazine Razm-awar, for instance, which was dedicated to "knowledge of 

the true values of sport in Islamic Iran" (1375/1996, 18: 5), contained articles that addressed 
'militancy' and 'the fighting mentality' in a largely metaphorical sense. It was critical of sports in their 
conventional meaning, as "it is one of the functions of showing sport contests, particularly in third 
world countries, to keep the people ignorant of their political fate and political currents in their 
countries" (1375/1996: 37), while 'imperialist politics'exploited sports economically (1353/1996: 18: 
8). Razm-awar, therefore, paid attention as to how sports could communicate the message of the revo
lution (1375/1996, 18, pp. 8-9). One of Iran's leading karate experts, a Basigg commander, "demon
strated his skills [...] commemorating Tehran's 36,000 martyrs of the imposed war" (Iran, 06/29/97). 

23 Tehran Times, 11/26/96. 
24 An undated overview by Malik Cam contains important but sometimes unsubstantiated or erro

neous information (dowloaded on 12/31/99 from www.wco.com/~altaf/sufipers.html). It claimed that 
in 1997, the Intelligence Ministry presented a video with coerced confessions and alleged evidence 
of to-fa-violations to the Leader, asking for his anti-Sufi fatwa. Thereafter, Ayatollah Raga'i de
clared that "anyone who kills a sufi student will go to heaven." Tehrani informants spoke of the Qade-
riya as a politically charged and persecuted, ethnic Sufism - because of its ties to the Kurdish guer
rilla. Mideast Minor reported that "The sheikh of the Naqshabandi Sufi tariqa, Othman Serajeddin, 
was forced into exile" (09/0 9/94 (Section: The Arab/Islamic World), vol. 8, no. 174), but did not spe
cify when. The Dutch Safi'alisahi leader claimed his lodge in Isfahan had been destroyed by the state. 

25 Interview, 12/17/96, cf. SAHABI, 1375/1996: 9. <NE<MAT'AI_I> attributed the saying to Bayezid 
(1999: 218). Generally speaking, it derives from an old Sufi repertoire: Some Sufis "waren berühmt 
fur die Hilfsbereitschaft, mit der sie sich ihrer armen und leitenden Mitmenschen annahmen" (MEIER, 
1976, (1): 125). Given that Iranians have been reminded by posters in the streets that they 'ought to 
use time wisely', and that Sufism represents in many ways the opposite ethos, it was surprising to en-

http://www.wco.com/~altaf/sufipers.html
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would especially serve one's individual, spiritual progress. Here, however, it assumed 

an ethical quality in itself, separate from the goal of spiritual progress, and concerned 

with Iranian society at large. It derived from the politicised injunctions of the Sarfat -

not the spiritual requirements of the tar'iqat - and it went a long way, in particular, from 

Saficallsah's aristocratic maxim that said "in Sufism, the foundation of deeds is 

service to the spiritual leader" (dar tasawwof asl-e cfmal hedmat-e pir ast).26 

Sufis sought to join the heart of the 'public transcript' - that built on Khomeyni's 

mystical charisma - in presenting Sufism as a law-oriented Path, both mystical and 

militant. A Haksar Sufi showed me a series of liturgical objects. He presented his axe 

(tabarzln) - otherwise a metaphor of spiritual combat - as if it were a material weapon 

in the holy war, the double-edged sword ofcAll (zo'l-faqar) not as a symbol of spiritu

al chivalry but of communal defence. The hom (büq) that used to warn fellow Sufis of 

enemies,27 blew in defence of Shi'ism for him.28 Transcending 'yellowness', a Sufi who 

claimed heroism as a revolutionary explained that 'becoming not, in God' (fana'ollah) 

- mostly conceived of symbolically - was to be taken literally; as Sufism in essence.29 

counter a Sufi's sardonic wisdom that suggested ethical réveil: "the people of Iran, we are Professors 
in the Killing of Time" (mardom-e Iran, ostad-e waqtkoS hastim) (07/10/97). The place of 'service' 
in the Islamic Republic is for instance seen in the views of "Beheshti, the chief architect of the Consti
tution [who] argued that the Koran and the Shi'i traditions protect legitimate wealth [...] for the simple 
reason that human labor was the source of all such property. This labour, he explained, was physical 
work, mental work, such as accountancy, or public service (khedmat)" (ABRAHAMIAN, 1993: 43). 

HOSEYNI. 1377/1998: 16. The context for this citation proves that the translation must be 
'service to', not 'service of. Things had been similar in the Ne'matollarri order before <SafTaIïsah>'s 
rise to fame. In 1851, Lady SHEIL wrote, on the basis of her experiences with Sufism in Tehran, that 
"Among the Niamet-oollahees the novice must present the moorshid, in addition to the sheereenee 
[sweets], with a coin called an abassee, on which are engraved the words "La illah illallah" (There is 
no God but God). The moorshid repeats to him an ayah, or verse, of the Koran, to be recited daily. 
In performing every act, the mooreed, or disciple, must meditate on the moorshid" (1856: 195). 

Galall Sufis in eighteenth century Isfahan blew trumpets to celebrate the ruler's defeat (ROYCE, 
1979: 137), but in the Islamic Republic, any practical uses of liturgical objects were wisely avoided. 

In AZADE'S 'New Perspective on 'Erfan and Sufism' (a post-mortem edition of 'Abdollah 
Entezam's newspaper articles), one witnesses another technique of accommodation, which has been 
employed by many other Sufis in the Islamic Republic as well. (The publisher of) AZADE criticised 
the unlawful use of Sufi symbols, and subsequent misconceptions regarding the true nature of Sufism: 
"That faulty rumour which has made the Sufis known for their laziness is the work of [...] parasitic 
beggars posing as dervishes, who presented themselves for pretense, in appearance, in the clothes of 
the dervishes. With wine and [...] the begging bowl (kaSkfil) they were pretending to spiritual poverty 
(faqr) and Sufism. What do these impostors have to do with the world of Sufism?" (1363/1984: 112). 

Interview Safï'alïsahï Sufi, 03/09/97. AHMADI held the Sufi concept offand' (among others) 
responsible for the lack of individualism in Iranian society (1375/1997: 52), which explains precisely 
why 'dying in God', in its literal reformulation, was such an apt doctrinal support for martyrdom. 
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Khomeyni had been influenced from an early stage by Ibn Arabi's mystical concept 

of the Perfect Man (ensan ol-kamel). Several Sufis, in their turn, projected into 

Khomeyni an immaculate qotb, who had been surrounded, however, by evil 

courtmongers. These had kept him from revealing his true identity. Wretched and 

ignorant courtmongers, they said, accounted for Khomeyni's silence during the era 

of revolutionary violence and repression.3 Echoing Amoll's 'true Sufi Shicite', they 

stressed the difference between the mosalman, i.e. the outwardly conformist Muslim, 

and the mo'men, the believer who touches upon the essence of religion.31 They 

represented themselves to be, as Khomeyni was, a part of Shicism's mo'meriin. 

In written response to a set of questions on Sufism that I put to him, the (office of) 

ayatollah ol-cozma Naser Makarem-SirazI held Sufism generally to consist of illegiti

mate aberrations.33 The (office of) Source of Emulation ayatollah ol-cozma 'Abdolka-

rlm Musawl-Ardablll, however, responding to the same set of questions, wrote that: 

jurists who are not without interest in these sciences, who have sufficient know
ledge of them, and have worked in them, they criticise the 'orafa and the Sufis 
less: except for some of their issues which cannot in any way be brought in ac
cordance with the mahkamat-e Sar* [parts of the SarPa not admitting of allego
rical interpretation] they do not oppose the rest of their words [my insertion]. 

30 Interview Saficalïsahï Sufi, 12/19/96.1 asked this Sufi whether much had changed since the re
volution. He said: "Yes, nowadays it is about cleaning one's soul (pak kardan-e gan), about ultimately 
becoming an ensan-e kamel, and I feel much cleaner now." In a newspaper defence against an attempt 
to delegitimise mysticism, it was written that "[Khomeyni] says, in his Hamd Sura exegesis, that 
•prayers and the Qur'an are one; 'orafa and 'aref poets and philosophy, etc., all speak of one subject, 
[...] only the [...] languages are different" (öomhüri-ye eslamï, Mehr 8, 1375/ September 29. 1996). 

31 Interviews independent (unaffiliated) Sufi. 10/29/96; Safi'alisahi Sufi, 03/06/97. 
32cAbdollah Entezam/Azade's Nazari laze be 'erfan wa tasawwof( 1363/1984) had been a precur

sor of the ethical reform(ul)ations: "The breaking of promises [...], being recalcitrant [...], dominating, 
shortcomings in the accomplishment of obligations and hundreds of other unpraiseworthy characteris
tics are the agents of decay [....] Dervishhood and Sufism do not mean laziness. In all eras, Sufis have 
been men of work and in the Holy War they have not refrained from sacrificing their lives [....] The 
Ministry of Culture [...] could [...] in co-operation with radio and television, offer educational pro
grams in support of the thought of Sufism" [my emphasis] (op. cit., pp. 113, 112, 113). Furthermore, 
the text stated that "I am certain that if this school [of Sufism] finds expansion, in such a way that 
from various classes of people a number worthy of consideration will turn to following it, then it will 
change the sort of morality and thought [now current] in our society" (op. cit, p. 8). Not everybody 
was convinced of 'eifan's legitimacy. Ayatollah Azad held that "in the meaning of Knowledge of God, 
it is fine. But in these last years a different kind of 'erfan has come to the fore that has non-Islamic. 
Christian and Greek roots, and we cannot, therefore, accept it in this form" (interview, 06/07/97). 

33 Correspondence, 09/22/97. 
34 Correspondence, 08/23/97. 
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The Safïcallsahï order 

The Board of Trustees retained its nominal rule over the SafFalïsahï order. It sought 

legitimacy in SafFalïsah's charisma, while the rebellious satellites remained dedicated 

to traditional, sheikh-centred spiritual authority. Both the SafPalïsahï centre and its 

peripheries, however, absorbed mystical regime religiosity (though in contrary ways). 

The informal leader of the Board of Trustees had no pretensions whatsoever of 

being a sheikh. He dressed soberly, as is ideally required of Muslims, and he abhor

red the Sufi regalia that some of his more traditional subjects carried. Rebel sheikhs 

pointed at this not only to condemn the Board of Trustees's illegitimate innovation 

of Sufism, but they also interpreted it as a sign of secret state affiliations. One of the 

board members, they pointed out, had been a Revolutionary Guard during the revo

lution, and later on become an employee in the Ministry of Education. A member of 

the Endowments Organisation was on the Board, and there were financial transac

tions between the two. When I pointed at a damaged painting in the erstwhile library, 

the informal leader told me a state institution (the Sazeman-e ersad) was called upon 

to repair it, and many suggested the lodge's property was now owned by the state. 

Given these relations, there would be no room for alternative spiritual authority, 

independent of the state. The absence of any sheikh on the Board corresponded to its 

claim of being void of any spiritual authority itself. However, the presence of a so

vereign spiritual guide had traditionally been thought of as a necessity, both cosmo-

logically and for individuals. Blessing could come from the master only, as without 

him, the world would lose its balance and novices ran the risk of great spiritual harm. 

Among the larger and older Sufi orders, spiritual authority, although mediated by 

sheikhs and holafa', had often come to focus on a legendary founder. Among the 

NecmatollahI orders, the Zo'r-Reyasatayn have most explicitly revered Shah 

Necmatollah Wall. The SoltancalIsahI order upkeeps an extensive spiritual genealogy, 

but concentrates affiliates' devotion in the figure of the present, living pole. The rede

finition of spiritual authority under the Board of Trustees, however, represented a uni

que development in between these types. Religiosity changed its focus, from the nar

ration of Ne'matollahï and SaiTalïsahï traditions through a medium-sheikh, towards 

an unmediated focus on the life and works of SaiTalïsah himself. "We are just", a 

regular visitor explained to me, "a religious circle for the devotion of Saflcallsah." 
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In 1995, the Board of Trustees unexpectedly found a source of legitimisation when 

one of the granddaughters of SafTallsah. Safiya-ye Nesat, returned to Tehran from 

Switzerland. While she disliked "narrow-minded mullahs who deny people their right 

to cry", she expressed admiration for the tellement sympathique Sufi, monsieur 

Khomeyni, who had read all of SafTallsah's oeuvre and whom, she claimed, she had 

visited several times in Paris before the revolution, when she lived in Geneva. 

In an historical reparation of relations between the lodge's leadership and the heirs 

of SafTalïsah, she reportedly contributed to the Board of Trustees, financially, to 

some considerable extent.36 But she was important for other reasons as well, as 

SafTalTsah's spiritual authority radiated through to the present day. Despite the 

unitary enforcement of state-Islam, one street away from the lodge one walked in 

'lodge-alley' (küce-ye hanaqah). The lodge itself, situated along boulevards and 

squares the names of which were 'cleaned up' during and after the revolution, the 

lodge remained in 'SafTallsah-street' (hlyahan-e SafTallsah)?1 Young Sufis carried 

plastified pictures with them, not of some qotb, but SafTallsah. Despite the fact that 

he detested Sufis, a Tehrani Hoggat ol-Eslam felt that SafTallsah, who had uniquely 

composed a Qur'an Commentary in rhyme that several in his day and some to this 

day found blasphemous, had been "a great man."38 It was the tafslr that the Board of 

Trustees had been after, first demandingly and then, when Saflya-ye Nesat did not 

give in, politely. After initial reluctance, Nesat gave her permission for a new print. 

In the last instance, the religious significance of SafTallsah derived from his 

rapport to the Imams. An eye-catching poster adorned the outside wall of the prayer 

space in the courtyard. Its significance was unmistakable for outsiders as for insiders, 

as it embodied 'raw, melancholy passion' (südcP-ye ham). It depicted Imam Hoseyn's 

military camp, surrounded by Yazld's hostile troops. Hoseyn was about to be marty

red. The idea of martyrdom's religious significance was nothing of a novelty, but 

35 Interviews 03/09/97; 07/20/97. 
36 Interview Sufi affiliate and friend of Mrs Nesat, 03/09/97. 
37 Only a bookstore named <SaficalRah> (mentioned by GRAMLICH, 1976: 148) has disappeared. 
38 Interview, 02/10/97. (Monawwar'alisah» felt it was a 'pearl for the speaker of Persian' (gowhar-e 

farsi-zaban) (inteniew, 04/04/97). Tafslr was respectable, and thus good for the image of Sufism. But 
one Sufi warned me not to attach too much importance to 'form', as "the first tafslr came from the 
devil", and "Semr too [the murderer of Imam Hoseyn] was an interpreter" (inteniew, 02/09/97). In 
the Anfcoman-e ohowwat, Hosravl had produced a tafslr as well, which, a Sufi in <ZahIr od-Dowle>'s 
lodge said, "of course does not match the greatness of <Safï<alïsah>'s tafslr" (interview, 05/11/97). 

39 <Saficalïsah> had already spoken of the 'secrets of martyrdom' (asrar oS-Sahadal) in his Zobdat 
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it had not before replaced the centrality of'All in SafPalïsahï religiosity. One affiliate 

who had left Iran after the revolution and had now returned from the United States 

said, disapprovingly: "This is not Sufism, with all these celebrations for Hoseyn." 

However, on January 30 and 31, 1997, 'All's centrality was temporarily restored. 

January 30 was the Thursday night session immediately preceding the commemora

tion of cAlI's martyrdom, on the 31st. The usual sermon in the salon which preceded 

the zekr, was exceptionally tense. The hatib cried incessantly, alternating pretense 

sobs with genuine tears, interspersing laments, hitting his chest and successfully 

moving his crowd. In front of his pulpit, the audience was moved to convulsions. The 

massive drone of chest beating (sine-zanl) made the stained glass windows tremble. 

The 31st brought some estimated 1000 people to the hanaqah. Not everybody had 

come solely for CA1I. This was also the day on which Khomeyni had returned to Iran, 

and, more importantly, it was the first day in a series of ten, which commemorated 

the Fagr-offensive against Iraq. The day after, martyrs' coffins were being paraded 

in the streets. On the 31st, several soldiers had made their presence, too. The subtext 

which was being performed on these days, as forceful as any 'celebration for Hoseyn', 

pointed to mystical martyrdom, under the surface of traditional Sufi/Shicite laments: 

Cedd-ye to I fadd-ye to I bi nava-ye to I yd 'All 

(I am) your beggar, (I am) your devotee, 
(I am) helpless without you, Oh cAli 

* * * 

Man-am, man-am, geda-ye to I man-am, 
man-am, geda-ye to I geda-ye bi nava-ye to I 

'All 'All 'All 'All I 'All 'All 'All 'All! 

It is me, your beggar / (I am) 
your helpless beggar / (Oh) CA1I! 

'All gan-am I 'All gan-am I 'All gdn 

'All (is) my soul - my dear 'All / dear 'All40 

ol-asrdr (cf. WAHIDNIYA, 1352/1973: 254; CAHARDAHI. 1361/1982-3: 5). "Die sogenannte 
Genügepflicht des heiligen Krieges haben manche SQfiyya freiwillig erfüllt" (MEIER, 1976, (1): 125). 

GRAMLICH (1981: 33-8; 1976: 405-8) gave extensive general descriptions of Safl'alisahl zekr, 
but did not mention these texts, which suggests they were specific to this commemorative occasion. 
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Regeneration in the Society of Brotherhood 

Although the Angoman-e Ohowwat could historically document its legitimate repre

sentation of SafTalïsah's line, the Board of Trustees had nothing to fear from the dis-

reputed Society of Brotherhood. When asked, Tehranis would tell of some formerly 

influential, pre-revolutionary organisation afterwards closed down. Freemasonry 

charges having stuck to it, they considered it a relic of the past. Enemies, including 

differently affiliated Sufis, moreover conveniently projected the Freemasonry history 

upon the order at large.41 But the Society had survived the purgatory of revolution. 

On my way to the old quarters of the administrative centre, I was unexpectedly led 

from a busy street into a quiet hallway. What first met the eye was neon-advertise

ments. Behind them, clearly visible, was a cast-iron gate displaying unremoved Sufi 

stigmata: Crossed axes, a begging-bowl and the founding date of the Society of 

Brotherhood. Behind the iron construction, a stained glass plate was in place, broken 

in some places and patched up with pieces of wood. Behind the gate was a yard that 

contained the living-quarters of, reportedly, the sole survivor and keeper of the 

Society of Brotherhood.42 The centre in arrears was only one of its heirs, however. 

After the revolution, various Freemasonry centres had been closed down, but not 

any of the branches of the Angoman-e Ohowwat were reported among them. Several 

went on independently.43 Zahir od-Dowle's Saffalïsahï lodge in northern Tehran - the 

third most important place for the Society of Brotherhood, after the administrative 

centre and the lodge of Safi'alisah - assumed a second life. The present leader 

stressed spiritual, genealogical continuity from the Society of Brotherhood without 

apologising, and upon a first visit in May 1997, the sheikh's brother assured me that 

41 The Soltan'alïsahïs considered <Safï'alïsah> an illegitimate usurper, and (Zahir od-Dowle> re
sponsible for the order's final degeneration. Of (Zahir od-Dowle> it was claimed that he i) married Su-
fism and Freemasonry and ii) never appointed a successor as he understood <Safï'alïsah> himself had 
made a false claim (EsFAHANi, 1372/1993: 26; 47). Although the Soltan'alïsahïs were the only party 
to engage in historical publications, they denounced the 'war of writing' (gang-e haul, op. cit., p. 29). 
A rebel sheikh in <Safï'alïsah>'s main lodge said venomously: "We have nothing against <Zahïr od-
Dowle>'s lodge, only it goes without saying that it is not a hanaqah in the first place, but just a burial 
site, and its qotb is obviously an impostor who accepted money" (interview, 05/19/97). 

42 Interview Sufi in (Zahir od-Dowle>'s lodge, 05/24/97. From the fact that Sufis in the lodge knew 
of the administrative centre's continued existence but were not in any regular contact to its keeper (an 
old affiliate), I infer that the Society of Brotherhood has split into many centres as well. 

43 Interviews Safï'alïsahï Sufis, 06/19/97; 04/18/97. My interviewees were long-time affiliates of 
the Society of Brotherhood, who accepted the lodge's post-revolution leadership as legitimate. 
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I had been right to come, as this place - small to all standards - was 'the national 

centre of the Real Sufism' (in Iran). The last pre-revolutionary leader, cAbdollah 

Entezam, had been succeeded by 'father' (baba) Rezacallsah SafaT, <DarwIs Reza>. 

Reza'all came from a famous family in Yazd. He had two paternal uncles who 
were wandering dervishes (qalandars), Darwis Hoseyn and Darwis Horram, one 
of whom planted a tree in Saficallsah's hanaqah. Being attracted to Sufism from 
an early age, and seeing the example of his uncles, he came to Tehran, on foot, 
to meet the foqara. He made the journey seventeen times. Rezacali was spotted 
by Zahlr od-Dowle and allowed to live in his house. He developed into a 
prominent Sufi in the Society of Brotherhood, and became its sheikh in Yazd. 
During the seventeenth journey, Rezacali had become a man of age, and he 
decided he would permanently reside in Tehran. After the revolution, he 
assumed the leadership, and his two uncles remained ever faithful to their 
inspired nephew, and they kept on treating him respectfully.44 

After Reza'all died in about 1988, he was succeeded by his son Ahmad Safa'I, the 

present pir, who was in possession of his father's egaze. His rule of Zahlr od-Dowle's 

lodge visibly contrasted with the lodge of SafTalïsah under the Board of Trustees. 

It was common knowledge among the followers of Zahlr od-Dowle that "they say 

the mosque is the House of God, while for us the House of God is in the heart." How

ever, one would misread this adage if conceived as an attempt to take away the legi

timacy of the mosque, and in this sense they compared to the SoltancaIIsahIs. The for

mulation highlighted Suftsm's proper religiosity, simultaneously downplayed its ma

terial referents, and so lessened vulnerability. There were other safety-valves as well. 

There was a little wooden frame, stuck to the lodge's entrance, which contained 

a sheet of rules specifying - in addition to the sheikh's spiritual authority - that no-one 

was allowed in who did not observe the social order. At first, nobody wished to 

discuss the rules, trying - despite their eye-catching display - to convince me they 

meant nothing. Later on, the official reply held that: "if people come from the 

outside, ignorant as to what goes on inside, they have to be informed as to what 

constitutes proper behaviour." In the end, however, and in private, a Sufi told that 

basically the rules were for protection. 'Protection' was for outsiders - for them not 

to project into Sufism anything like anti-regime religiosity - as for insiders, "the real 

44 Interview Sufi in <Zahir od-Dowle>'s lodge, 05/11/97. 
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adab are a matter of the heart."45 Contrary to the lodge of Safl'allsah, which was 

proverbially open all day and night, the gate of Zahïr od-Dowle's hanaqah usually 

remained closed until the preparations for the rrtagles started: cleaning the yard, 

sweeping the congregation room, checking the stereo, and preparing tea and sweets. 

In the lodge of Zahïr od-Dowle, in other words, there were many things to guard. 

People in SafTallsah's lodge usually kept a low profile. While freely accessible, 

and visible from all sides, a Sufi proudly remarked that "only a few of the 

neighbouring people are probably aware of the existence over here of a lodge." In 

a bird-eye's view of the yard from one of the surrounding flats, one would indeed 

meet with little Sufi stigmata, except for ritual greetings (mosafaha) and only 

incidentally full Sufi dress.48 In Zahïr od-Dowle's lodge, however, the Sufi stigmata 

and regalia were more fully, though still cautiously, observed (as they were among 

Wall Dorostï and the followers Monawwai^alïsah). During 'ASüra, a guest singer had 

introduced his performance with a moving 'pointe' (nokte) on transhistorical 

charisma: "some time ago I crossed the street and I saw three little boys playing, 

staging Karbala. And I asked myself: Who is this Hoseyn, who, 1000 and something 

years later, still manages to enrapture young boys." In an outfit that bore public 

witness to a double, Sufi Shi'ite affiliation, a black-dressed affiliate continuously 

moved to tears because of the guest singer's Karbala-narration incessantly rolled the 

beads of his 'Sufi rosary' (tasbih-ye siifiydne), which held two tabarzins and a kaskül. 

The lodge was only once open all day, during a religious commemoration that 

provoked amazement and curiosity. "Why does Khomeyni's portrait hang over here?" 

I asked. Due retribution for a stupid question, it was responded: "Because we 

commemorate his demise." That was perfectly reasonable, but what did his demise 

have to do with Sufism? "Nothing," my interviewee said, "but we just have a special 

session, and through these external things, the spirituality transpires that we are really 

all about."49 Two years ago, another visitor told me, the leader had, in a similar act 

45 Interview, 06/19/97. 
46 A Sufi told me that the gate used to be open all day. He unconvincingly claimed there were no 

political reasons for the closure: it had to do with protection of the graves (conversation, 05/06/97). 
47 Interview Safi'allsahl Sufi, 03/06/97. 
48 There was a mor'td of Haggi Dadas in the lodge ('sheikh Rohsar') - with axe, cap, manteau, 

begging bowl, and small zo'l-faqar - whose provocative outfit was on everyone's mind (05/01/97). 
49 Interview, 06/19/97. 
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of accommodation, changed customary dress by ordering the stigmatising white 

kafans for the closet. Now I understood the impeccably dressed man, who, to my sur

prise, had started to undress in the lodge. He had first taken of his shirt, then his trou

sers, and underneath had appeared a folded, long, white robe. He saw me watch him 

and explained: "I couldn't do this in the street." Just to make sure, I asked: "You're 

wearing a kafanV "No", he said, "just the dervish clothing (püSeS-e darwiï)."50 

A glimpse of the things that were being avoided once became visible in advance 

of the religious sessions - which were invariably preceded by generally Shicite prayer 

(namaz) - when a politically charged debate ensued in the yard. A novice unaware of 

danger, said: "We don't agree with the way things are now, this [the Islamic Repu

blic] is not real Islam."5' Then someone from the lodge - only recently purged with 

respect to clothing - probably worried about my observations and quickly corrected, 

by arguing with sweet reason: "No, no, please: things are not that simple. If the state 

closes down lodges because women don't wear the hegab, then this is legitimate."52 

The master reinterpreted history to the demands of ethical réveil by mentioning 

Zahlr od-Dowle not as a Freemason - as some affiliates, many differently affiliated 

Sufis and any non-Sufi continued to do - but as a "renewer of Sufism who placed 

morality at the centre of it." Furthermore, one had to reckon that his assembly simply 

had a 'Congregation for cAlI (Hafat-e 'All ibn-e Abï Taleb).'53 But the most striking 

element in the yard in which we had our conversation, was the unremoved 

Freemasonry stigmata on the grave of Zahlr od-Dowle. The master's innocuous 

discourse - prescribing general, mystical Shi'ite religiosity, in neglect of the Free

masonry signs, the contestations of illegitimate innovations in the Pahlavi era, or the 

Society of Brotherhood's proximity to the Monarchy - had left its mark on the world 

outside the lodge. In response to the question what brought him on the track of 

Sufism, one faithful affiliate - always present in the lodge - decided to entrust his life-

history to me, which did not contain any reference to these stigmatising backgrounds: 

50 It was reported of the pre-revolution Zahabiya, inversely, that they "tragen in [...] Ver-
sammlungen nur Derwischhut und Mantel [...] über der Zivielkleidung (GRAMLICH, 1981: 3). 

51 Conversations, 07/10/97; 06/19/97. 
" As all public or semi-public lodges, <Zahïr od-Dowle>'s hanaqah had a separate women's 

section, which was reached from the men's section (by the sheikh) through a microphone and spea
kers. In advance of the sessions, however, men and women rather freely mingled (as in other lodges). 

53 Conversations, 07/10/97; 07/17/97. Similar stories probably underlie LEWISOHN'S claim (1998: 
456) that: "the Anjuman-i ukhuwwat was forced to change its name to 'Maktab-i 'All b. Abï Talib'. 
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My ending up here has a story to it. I was in a theatre-school, where I met with 
a woman that I grew very fond of. It was not being in love, just being very fond 
of her. Then I began reading Hafez and Mowlana, who touched me very deeply 
as well. But then I got into trouble and I ended up in prison. I was desperate, 
until hazrat-e Hafez appeared before me. This gave me an enormous strength. 
When I was released from prison, I made the pilgrimage to Mashhad. Once 
again, Hafez appeared before me and he told me that there was an organisation 
in Tehran named Angoman-e ohowwat, opposite Melll Bank. Having reached 
it, they told me that I should get it all out of my head, but I held tight and finally 
they said: 'All right, go to the North of Tehran'. I went to take a look, I went 
from house to house and every time I asked, people told me it was not there. But 
I did not give in and after a long time I again asked someone: 'Aqa, where do the 
dervishes meet over here?' He pointed at a spot right in front of him, and that 
was the hanaqah of Zahlr od-Dowle. That was eleven years ago. 

The most important contrast between the two SafTalïsahï branches, however, invol

ved spiritual authority. Contrary to the Board of Trustees, the striving after respecta

bility in Zahlr od-Dowle's lodge did not include an abstention from alternative 

spiritual authority. Only, it was mostly outside the formal, ceremonial life, in in

formal gatherings in the yard, that inhibitions concerning its expression would lessen. 

The master and his affiliates made a point of his spiritual authority. As soon as he 

made his entrance, people humbly rushed forward and bowed to kiss his hand -

which, an affiliate said without hesitation, "compares to the oath of allegiance to 

Imam CAH" - and take any order from him.54 "I am a sick old man now", a Sufi stated 

in advance of religious sessions, "but if the revered qoib requests my presence, then 

of course I will appear."551 asked a Sufi why he had not married - a religious expec

tation for young men his age - and he explained that "one of the reasons is: the sheikh 

has not yet given me a sign to do so." Then he cited the Sufi dictum that the affiliate 

should be towards the sheikh as "a corps to the hands of the washer of the dead." 

54 Interview Sufi in <Zahir od-Dowle>'s lodge, 05/16/97. MEIER (1976, (1): 24) claimed of the Go-
nabadi (Soltan'alïsahï) order that "Der Leiter [...] fühlt sich als Vertreter dieses zwölften Imams und 
nimmt sogar Huldigungseide fur ihn ab." Given the date of publication, this must have referred to <Re-
za'allsah). It should be noted, however, that <Reza'alIsah> promoted a strict division of realms of spiri
tual authority between the jurists and the Gnostics, in the Pahlavi dynasty as well as in the Islamic Re
public. He was very explicit in favouring jurist rule (indirectly if not directly) in worldly affairs, and 
did not conceive in any way of his mystic authority as an infringement on jurist authority (or vice ver
sa). More inclusive conceptions were rather found in the above cited Sufi in <Zahïr od-Dowle>'s lodge. 

55 Interview, 10/22/96. Taqlid, a masterless Sufi once told me laughingly - that which ordinary 
Shi'ites owe the clergy - "is the mogtaheds dog's leash for mo'menin." In the 1950s, some Iranians 
had named their dogs 'Kasanf, after the infamously corrupt and opportunist Ayatollah Kasani. 
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Complementing the master's public, Shi'ite respectability, a visitor privately lectured 

on the fine points of reincarnation, one person admiringly mentioned his wife's 

Roman Catholicism, another felt a direct spiritual tie to 'the first real Iranians, the Zo-

roastrians', and one Sufi confided he tried his luck in magnetism and hypnosis ses

sions.56 It was in Zahir od-Dowle's graveyard that Sufis expressed the significance 

to the collective memory, taking me along the graves and relating their good deeds, 

of Zahir od-Dowle, Aqevll, Entezam, and their discredited Society of Brotherhood. 

A martial arts specialist and Baslgg survivor joined in the discourse of state mysti

cism with ambivalence. "The essence of higher knowledge is realised once bodily in

tegrity is beyond one's care." This had applied to Owrangiyan, the militant war sin

ger, hated by many for inducing their sons to martyrdom on the battlefield, but here 

held in high esteem.57 The comparison was also embodied in Hallag, the tenth-centu

ry Sufi martyr, who had proudly reddened his face with blood from what had remain

ed of his arms after his hands had been amputated. Allegiance, Hallag had shown to

wards God alone. Allegiance, the martial arts specialist stated, he too owed to God 

alone, but only through his master's mediation. Here, a double emulation defined Su-

fism in essence. "Nothing transcends the Sarfa," he said in a voice that left no room 

for doubt, "but if the qotb orders me to drink wine, I will do so without hesitation." 

"I don't say that all other Sufi orders are completely wrong," another affiliate said. 

"But some of the Ways circle and circle and hardly reach their destination. This way 

of ours is the Straight Way to God". He then showed me a book held precious by all 

who shared in the NecmatollahI legacy (Serwanl's Riyaz al-siyaha). He felt this parti

cular configuration of Sufis in northern Tehran, however, to be its exclusive spiritual 

heir, because it contained "the answer to the world." To Sufis in Zahir od-Dowle's 

lodge, this Tehrani congregation was, rather literally so, the Axis of the Universe.58 

Nevertheless , it was reported in TOs newspaper on August 16, 1998, that "the garden 

and the graveyard" of Zahir od-Dowle had been "registered under nr. 2001 on the Na

tional heritage [...] catalogue," which implied that the lodge had been brought under 

the state control of the National heritage organisation (Sdzeman-e mïras-e farhangï). 

In Safi'alïsah's lodge, to the contrary, a novice had exclaimed (this corresponded to some extent 
to general sentiments throughout Iranian society) that Magnetism and Spiritism are British plots!" 

Interview, 07/17/97. "This power transcends all technology, it is the power of the heart." 
HODGSON (1974, 3: 40) described early Safawid concepts of Sufi power as a 'secret ruling of 

the whole world', which perhaps applies to Islamic Sufism at large - but certainly Shi'ite Sufism. 
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The SoltancalïsahI order 

It was written in 1997 that "disputed lodges confiscated during the revolution [...] are 

now continued under the supervision of the state, and other lodges have, bit by bit, 

obtained their second life."5 While the reproach of state supervision worked to the 

detriment of the Safïcallsahï order's legitimacy and unity, the Soltan'allsahï masters 

remained in undisputed command through consolidating their order's accommodation 

to state Islam, the foundation for which had been laid, since 1968, by Reza'allsah. 

(6) Hagg CA1I Tabande <MahbübcalIsah> 

Mahbübcallsah (1945-1997) was widely appreciated as 

a friendly person. Sufis in the Hoseynlya often stated 

their allegiance to him more emphatically than they did 

towards his somewhat more distant and severe father. 

Despite the fact that he did not possess much 

religious status (he "only had a loose sleeveless cloak, 

'aba, and no turban, 'ammama"), he was as 

respectable a Sufi as the order could wish for: "Unity 

[...] around the flag of Islam", he had admonished the 
r - „. .. 1 . 1 i c i J Figure 9. Mahbüb'alisah 

foqara, is the sole bulwark of salvation in today s 

world."61 He had published several 'memoranda', which had advocated "the 

unification of the ordinations of the SarVa and the tarlqat." ' Joining his sessions for 

the first time, it took me a while to realise I was not in a mosque. The opposite of the 

Sufis' popular image of ecstatic dervishes, the SoltancalIsahIs had their 'silent zekf, 

the 'zekr of the heart' (zekr-e qalbi). In the lodge of SafTallsah, notables had claimed 

59HASURi, 1375/1997:8. 
60 Interview Soltan'alisahi Sufi, 10/09/96. He did study religious subjects privately, under the 

guidance of the order's sheikh Gazbl, (Sabet'ali), but apparently did not achieve any official degree 
(see biography, in <MAHBÜB'ALISAH>, 1376/1997: 71). 

61 In PAZOKÏ, 1997: 6. It may have been this undeniable legitimacy which explains why the 
researcher of Sufism Cahardahi, who had been especially critical of the Soltan'alisahis as a pupil of 
the 'excommunicated' sheikh Keyvan Qazvïnï, had written a 'letter of remorse' (towbe-name) to 
<Reza'alIsah> and apologised to the order as a whole for his unsympathetic writings (a copy has been 
published in Tlq-e Boranda, p. 94). Qazvin! is fiercely resented to this day by both the Safi'alisahls 
and the Soltan'alisahis: The sheikh in <Zahir od-DowIe>'s lodge told: "They don't ever mention his 
name and we don't either, our predecessors considered him dead and so do we" {interview, 07/17/97). 

62 Biography in <MAHBÜB<ALISAH>, 1376/1997: 74. 
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a similarly respectable 'mental zekr (zekr-e pendarï), but their sessions were a 

struggle to contain rowdiness. Some had cited the maxim of SafFalïsah that "during 

the zekr one ought to focus on the figure of the qotb." Given the general Shicite 

conception that all legitimate prayer must have God as its object, the SafFalïsahï 

zekr-e pendarï was infinitely more dubious than the regular and quiet SoltancalIsahI 

zekr-e qalbi under Mahbubcallsah.63 The SoltancalIsahIs' undisputed, hereditary lea

dership structure remained intact and there were tens of thousands of affiliates in Iran 

and world-wide.64 Under Mahbüb'alïsah, the order consolidated its 'second life' -

after Reza'alisah's troubles in Bidokht, the arson attack on the Tehrani lodge, and a 

third incident of grave implications that reportedly took place in the early 1990s.65 

A recent hagiography provided the outside world with his life history. 

Mahbüb'alïsah had pursued 'religious and literary sciences' at secondary school, 

which resulted in graduation in 1963. The following year was marked as his entrance 

on the Sufi path, and in 1966, he had undertaken the Hagg. He then took up studying 

in Mashhad and Tehran, and graduated in Persian literature {adabiyat-e farsï) in 1969. 

In order to pay for his livelihood and education, sources obliquely mentioned, he 

taught in primary schools. After university studies, in 1976, he visited the Iraqi Shicite 

holy places in the service of his father and in order to meet with the Sources of 

Emulation. Being judged a worthy Sufi in stable progress, his father allowed him to 

lead the SoltancalIsahi Sufis in congregational prayer in 1981.66 In 1985, he obtained 

a general authorisation to lead the Sufis, and his Sufi cognomen <MahbubcalI(sah)>. 

After university graduation, in 1972, Mahbüfrallsah had joined the National 

Iranian Oil Company, "to earn his livelihood from his own labour." He remained in 

Zekr-e pendarï, in turn, strikes one as firmly orthodox in comparison with traditional Ahl-e 
Haqq doctrine as documented by MlR-HOSSEINl (1994, (2)). She held the sect had to be viewed 'in 
the context of defiance of orthodoxies' and outlined that the Ahl-e Haqq stress m'yaz-supplication not 
as a complement - as most Sufis hold zekr to be - but in stead ofnamaz (prayer). They "call themsel
ves People of Niyaz, and other Muslims, whether Shi'a or Sunni, People of Namaz" (op. cit., p. 218). 

4 Although I gave up determining exact figures fairly soon, 'tens of thousands' seems realistic to 
me because of the order's many lodges in Iran and abroad. Prosperity is enhanced through gifts. 
During a session, someone donated 500.000 nlman for the Charitable Salehïya Polyclinic 
(Darmangah-e heyriya-ye sdlehiya), which was over USD 1000 {congregation, 07/03/97). The 
polyclinic was opened on Dey 16. 1371/January 6. 1993 (in <MAHBÜB'ALISAH>, 1368/1989: 254). 

"In the early 1990s the main Gunabadi cemetery in Tehran which housed the grand mausoleum 
of Salih 'All Shah, as well as many other historical buildings [...] were entirely destroyed [...] 
according to the ayatollahs to make more space for public worship" (LEWISOHN, 1998: 452-53). 

66 The documents were officially published in a public letter of the order (only) in 1365/1986. 
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its service up to 1989, when "he wanted to direct all his attention to [...] the order." 

Rezacallsah had by then become a man of afflictions, and the motive for resignation 

attributed to Mahbübcallsah is therefore perfectly plausible. But it remains unclear 

why he came to work for the oil company in the first place, as there is nothing in his 

education to suggest he had an interest in oil, economics, business administration or 

geology, or obtained knowledge relevant to his job. The eighteen-year interlude dealt 

with in two lines, then, is enigmatic. One may, however, try to interpret it in the 

context of Rezacallsah's management of the order. Religious integration had been 

served by introducing MahbOb'allsah to the Iraqi maragé-ye taqlïd and to various 

Iranian, Shi'ite jurists, among whom was Imam Khomeyni.67 It was the oil company 

that is likely to have served the other professed aim of Rezacallsah - societal 

integration - and he had chosen a particularly strategic locus. The Oil Company 

embodied the Iranian nation, for both anti-royal nationalists and the Shah at first, and 

then for any Iranian, during the revolution and the Gulf war - when its infrastructure 

was being shelled. Secondly, various affiliates had high ranking jobs in the oil 

company, and it was at the invitation of one of them that Mahbüb'alïsah joined in. 

In 1986, Mahbüb'alïsah was appointed to the order's viceregency (helafat). His 

father's decision had been informed by divine sanction, but its narration also 

evidenced worries about whether his precautions had been enough to protect his son: 

One night in Kashmir, I had a dream. I was with Saleh'alïsah and with hot 
temper he said: 'Why do you not authorise cAlï [MahbübcalTsah]?' I responded: 
'I authorised him by naming him <Mahbübcali>.' He said: 'Yes, I know that. But 
why don't you write the authorisation for the viceregency?' I answered that 
perhaps they will act with hostility towards him and there might be dangers of 
the soul lying in wait for him. He stated: 'God and the twelve Imams and the 
Friends of God and We ourselves are his protectors' [insertion mine]. 

Thereafter, Reza'alïsah on several occasions, in speech and writing, proclaimed 

Mahbübcalïsah his successor.70 Nobody, consequently, could object when MahbOb-
calisah succeeded his father as qotb on September 9, 1992, when Rezacallsah died. 

^Correspondence Soltan'alisahi order. 07/19/1999. 
68 Correspondence Soltan'alisahi order, 07/19/1999. 
69 Biography in <MAHBÜB<ALÏSAH>, 1368/1989: 854-6. 
70 Biography in <MAHBOB<ALÏSAH>, 1368/1989: 859. 
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After the funeral, Mahbubcallsah travelled to Bidokht, to introduce himself anew as 

the Soltan'alïsahl master, lead various religious sessions that marked his assumption 

of the leadership, and accept oaths of allegiance by sheikhs and affiliates. These 

initiatory sessions were repeated in Tehran, and finally, Mahbubcallsah proclaimed 

a series of fourteen (new) rules. Except for the above mentioned call for 'unity around 

the flag of Islam,' these included general prescriptions that were - like the edicts of 

his father and grandfather - hardly distinguishable from other, non-Sufi calls to Shi-
cite piety. Their main points included permanent remembrance of God (yad-e hoda), 

kindness to God's creatures {Safaqat-e halqollah), care for the body from one's own 

labour, meditation and reflection (zekr ofekr), according the light of reason (nur-e 

<aql) a central place, taking the ordinations of the holy law (ahkam-e Sar?at) before 

one's eyes as a model, reading Pand-e Saleh, avoidance of conflict (ehtelaf), care of 

one's family, and the faithful execution of all of these points.71 Little was known 

among the affiliates - and neither did hagiography help in this respect - about the 

period between his assumption of power and untimely death on January 16, 1997. 

However, it was generally felt by the foqara - hagiography confirmed - that Mah-

bub'allsah had been "kind and polite with his own, and moderate with the enemies."72 

Attraction to Mahbübcallsah's personality played into the consternation that 

evolved after he died. "All great Islamic personalities die a martyr's death, and 

Mahbübcalïsah surely was a martyr", an affiliate wept. A Sufi took me aside and 

whisperingly proclaimed: "Mahbüb'allsah was killed!" A week before, foqara 

hummed, he had been visited by Nïrü-ye entezamï, order troops. They had beaten him 

and assured they would deal likewise with all Sufis. The story had been broadcast on 

a Swedish radio station the day after, and would be repeated in various versions in 

foreign media. Gruesome details began circulating among the believers. "When 

Mahbübcalïsah was buried, people saw blood dripping from his mouth. This could 

not have been, had he died from a heart-attack, as the official versions have it."73 

One of Mahbübcalïsah's confidants then confirmed that indeed, the Leader had 

been visited by the Nïrü-ye entezamï, but not for any of the reasons assumed by the 

foqara. His living quarters lay opposite a large military training camp and as religi-

71 Biography in <MAHBÜB'AÜSAH>, 1368/1989: 867-68. 
72 Biography in <MAHBÜB<AÜSAH>, 1376/1997: 69-77, citation on p. 73. 
73 Interview, 03/02/97. 
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ous sessions were held in it, early in the morning, twice a week, and many Sufis 

would flock the alley, the commander felt they constituted a safety-danger. He re

quested Mahbübcalïsah to relocate them. Mahbübcalïsah answered he understood the 

complaint but could not meet it, as this was the House of the Pole (hane-ye qotb). 

This, request and denial, had occurred twice, but the boundaries of politeness had not 

been breached. Another, coincidental event, had been the accusation of 'immoral 

activities' leveled against the order by the police.74 MahbObcalIsah's confidant never

theless smiled through his grief for the deceased master when I put the murder story 

to him. "No", he said, sighing calmly in denial, "ihefoqara will make up anything." 

The day after Mahbübcalïsah's demise, his body was carried amongst a crowd of 

inconsolable mourners, and then he was buried in Bidokht, in a grave next to his 

father's.75 Subsequent events bring to mind the legends of SoltancalIsah and 

Nür'alïsah, who had predicted their own martyrdom in, respectively, 1909 and 1918.76 

Several weeks before he died, Mahbübcalïsah had reportedly announced - foretold 

- his own death, and written the text for six telegraphs to various sheikhs in and out

side Iran, which explained his condition and contained instructions for the sheikhs' 

acceptance of a successor (ga-neSïn).11 These documents, which had been "delivered 

to one of ihefoqard in two closed and sealed packages to be dispatched after his 

death," now became public. They authorised a smooth leadership transition, and a re

production of the Soltan'allsahl organisation - Soltan'allsahl order. The telegraphs' 

instrumental function had moreover mixed flawlessly with doctrinal concerns. The 

disaster of MahbObcalIsah's untimely demise had found its place in a Sufi plot-

structure prevalent among the affiliates, which postulated an historical continuity of 

saintly, Islamic martyrdom, foreseen and predicted by their victims, in the Soltan'all-

sahi order. Conveniently adding to the depth of sentiments, it also included a political 

subtext, for some, who took the prototypical figure of Islamic martyrdom literally. 

74 LEWISOHN (1998: 453) for instance cited London-based Nlmrüz (Bahman 5, 1375/January 24, 
1997): "Approximately two weeks prior to his heart-attack, in order to curb the growing popularity 
of the order, police [...] concocted the excuse that, inter alia, the dervishes were engaging in immoral 
activities (lahw wa la'b). This is an entirely new tactic used by the Islamic Republic to subject the 
Gunabadt dervishes to psychological pressure and thus expel them from the public arena." A 
prominent Soltan'allsahl confirmed (correspondence, 07/19/99) that such had indeed been the case. 

"Biography in <MAHBOB'ALI5AH>, 1376/1997: 77. 
76 Cf. <SOLTANHOSEYN>, 1350/1961: 139-40; MILLER, 1923: 354. 
77 The event is referred to in <MAHBÜB<ALÏSAH>, 1376/1997: 76. The telegraphs' texts, kindly put 

at my disposal, have up to the present remained unpublished by the order. 
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Figure 10. MahbQbcalisah's letters of succession 
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(7) Nü^allsah Tabande <MagzübcalIsah> (1997 - ) 

157 

Figure 11. Magzüb'alïSah 

The Soltancalïsahïs forcefully denied that the matter of 

succession had become a family business, a reproach 

against them heard from non-Sufi and Sufi outsiders 

alike. "We are not a Monarchy", the new leader's bro

ther explained, on the defensive.78 But whether it was 

for a lack of suitable candidates or other reasons (Mah-

bflb'allsah's two sons were not at a suitable age to suc

ceed their father), it was Mahbubcallsah's uncle, Reza-
calïsah's brother, the closest Sufi family member, who 

assumed the leadership. Unlike his predecessor - who 

had according to the telegraphs assigned Magzubcall-

sah as his successor - the new leader's personal piety radiated from a physical stigma: 

A small, purplish spot on his front, that evidenced many years of unabated prayer. 

Magzübcalïsah was generally known for his proximity to the Nehzat-e AzadI, 

Bazargan's Freedom Movement,80 and his activism during the Islamic revolution. 

However, he went at length to moderate the connection to the Freedom Movement. 

"I've never been a member - being a judge in public service - but just on good terms 

with some of its personalities." His public function in the Pahlavi era and his societal 

career, he explained, had been severely limited because of his connections. Never

theless, these had been primarily ideational. They also extended to Sufism: "Ebrahlm 

Yazdl once held a speech in which he reproached 'idle dervishhood' (darwïSï wa qa-

landari). I fully agreed with him, because we ourselves are on the track of cerfan." 

Whatever its precise nature, the connection dated from the pre-revolution era when 

Magzubcallsah's brother Rezacallsah had sought allegiance to Khomeyni, and it re-

s; 

78 Interview, 01/31/97; Interview differently affiliated Sufi, 04/04/97. 
79 This physical stigma, caused by the small, inscribed prayer stone to which believers bend in 

prayer, is a general Islamic sign of piety. But it is especially associated with those who exaggerate 
religiosity, those who are "dry by religion' (hoSk-e mazhab). In explaining to me why she feared the 
presidential candidate Nateq-NQri, an Iranian woman pointed to his spot. 

8(1 MADANI, 1376/1997: 162, mentioning what was common knowledge to many. 
81 MADANI, 1376/1998: 159. 
82 Interview <Magzub<alisah>. 05/07/97. (Magzüb'alïsah) had met several times with Corbin in 

France, which had helped Corbin compose his Hagiographie de Hadj Molla Soltan Mohammad [...]. 
(FJAY'AT-E TAHRÏRÏYE-YE KETABHANE-YE HOSEYNÏYA-YE AMlR SOLEYMANl, 1367/1988: 102-3). 
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minded of an outlived SoltancalïsahI dual containment. There was no reason left for 

MagzObcalIsah in 1997 - in undisputed, unitary command of the SoltancalIsahI order, 

in a well-established Islamic Republic - to boast of the rather marginal, 'liberally-Shi-
cite' Nehzat-e AzadI, which, since Bazargan, had been opposed to welayat-e faqihP 

The new leader's first public act, the day after his nephew's death, was the 

proclamation of a decree with five rules for Sufi conduct, based on his grandfather's 

Pand-e Sdleh, to which he felt it constituted transhistorical continuity. Two elements 

strike one in contrast to the rules of Mahbüb'allsah. First, they contained very speci

fic prescriptions. Magzübcalïsah thus took care of accommodation by closing the in

terpretive space between general SoltancalIsahI rules and specific socio-political re

ality. Secondly, the rules also contained a worked out division of spiritual authority:84 

1) [...] the observation of the Islamic hegdb [...] is a necessary condition for 
individual and societal chastity, and, likewise, pay abundant attention to the 
honouring of piety for men. 

2) [...] for the first time for over one hundred years ago, SoItancalIsah forbade 
the use of illicit drugs, and even opium addicts [...], and he did not favour 
cigarettes [...]. 

3) The fixed obligations (wazd'if-e moqarrare) in the holy Islamic religion 
have, by the high-placed 'orafa, been implicitly divided according to kind. 
Rulings (ahkam) of the holy law [...] one must emulate from the [...] 
mogtahed [....] Rulings of the tarlqat [...] are received from the Great One 
of the Age, and cerfan instruction has also been deposited in the books of 
the Great 'orafa. 

4) [...] involvement [...] in social issues is not within the jurisdiction of the 
tarlqat and the foqara must not expect the Great Ones to direct them in this 
sense [....], non-involvement in social issues will be observed as it was 
before. 

5) The observation of social order and respect and watchfulness with respect 
to the law, we must historically learn from Socrates [....] The observation 
of the communal law is respect for oneself and for others. Pay weighty 
attention to this. 

In a 1988 pamphlet. The Explanation and Analysis of the Absolute Governance of the Jurist, the 
Freedom Movement had equated Khomeyni's innovation in the doctrine of welayat-e faqih - to inclu
de the jurist's 'absolute' mandate - with kofi; heresy, and Serq; blasphemy (cf. ALINEJAD, 1988: 41-6). 

84 A translation of the rules in English (PAzüKI, 1997), kindly sent to me in January 1997, is 
about to be published. Apparently to ensure Soltan'allsahi respectability abroad as well, the rules have 
also been published in Nlmruz (Bahman 12. 1375/January 31, 1997) (LEWISOHN, 1998: 453). 

85 According to LEWISOHN (1998: 451), <Nür<alisah II> had lauded "the virtues of smoking 
opium". But his treatise Zo'l-faqar dar hormat-e keSidan-e taryak actually forbade it for the 
Gonabadï-Ne'matollah! affiliates (correspondence Soltan'alisahi order, 07/19/99). 
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Whether SoltancalIsahI affiliates privately agreed of not, it would not under any cir

cumstance be publicly heard from their ranks, as a sheikh belonging to a different or

der once nonchalantly proclaimed, that "the Qur'an is (but) a language of images that 

lacks a referent in the material world."86 In an interview, the SoltancalIsahI leader de

fined as his two respectfully Islamic, and worldly future tasks: 'erfan instruction (tar-

biyat-e ceifdnï) and 'service to the people' {hedmat be mardom) (cf. rules 3 and 5).87 

The SoltancalIsahI stress on the order's fundamental continuity regarding respect 

for the social order, from Pand-e Saleh to the present, was to some extent justified. 

But as the social order changed its shapes, the rules' content changed as well, as much 

as the meaning of performance changes through transformations in the political 

sphere. 'The observation of the Islamic hegab' for instance, was a new prescription 

(though old practice) that one encountered in about any restaurant or post-office as 

well. In comparison, Pand-e Saleh contained a short section on 'clothes'; a minimal 

prescription only, and nothing on the hegab: "And [the believer] should not be 

extravagant with his clothes, nor should he be too spartan with himself' (p. 88). 

Even more striking, however, was Magzüfralïsah's division of spiritual authority. 

Another sheikh unrelated to the SoltancalIsahIs once privately told me: "What bothers 

us is welayat-e faqlh, in which there is no place for the 'orafa. Many ayatollahs 

themselves disagree." The corafd, he meant, not mogtaheds or foqahd constitute 

legitimate power. Whether or not SoltancalïsahI conceptions were privately similar 

in essence,88 there were no public statements that could pin down the order for it. 

While the corafa constituted the legitimate succession to the twelfth Imam in spiritual 

'6 "If you tell a six year old child something is 'impure', it will ask: How, what? If you are then 
unable to explain that 'impure' is a symbolical construction, it will ask: Where are the microbes'? If 
it then sees you cannot produce them, then this is the way religion is lost" (interview, 03/13/97). 

"interview <Ma|zQbtalïsah>, 05/07/97. Control was another central concern. When I asked him 
about the zekr and its organisation, (MagzQb'alisah) said: "If the faqir is unable to contain himself, 
then the zekr is not a good one." In its definition and practice, the Soltan'alisahi zekr corresponded 
flawlessly to a recent publication on zekr Allah from the Theological Seminary in Qomm (TAQAWI, 
1375/1996). How then, I asked the Leader, is it possible that the leaflet omits any reference to Sufism? 
"A treatment of zekr Allah without Sufism", he responded from a position in between the hidden and 
the public transcript, "is a sign of the fundamental fear which reigns in Qomm." Only in one respect 
could I find a semantical difference between Sufi and non-Sufi commemorations, that was to my 
knowledge not held against Sufism however. <Magzüb<alisah> explained that through repetition, the 
zekr is internalised, so that remembrance of God is realised through God (he spoke of a 'Pavlov-
reaction'). Eltelffat, however, warned that "prayer is not repetition" (Horddd 1, 1376/May 22, 1997). 

A Sufi without a function in the Soltan'alisahi order stated: "Originally the foe/aha were just 
scribes for the Imams, but they took the power at the expense of the 'orafd (interview, 07/17/97). 
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terms, the foqahd were to be followed in worldly affairs (rules 3 and 4). Respect for 

the social order - which happened to be determined by foqaha - was a religious obli

gation (rules 1 and 5). Despite the fact that all of this sounded perfectly obedient and 

respectful, the rules simultaneously marked a daring innovation. They publicly carv

ed out, for the SoltanfalTsahI order, for the first time in the Islamic Republic, a spiritu

al realm in which it alone could legitimately claim sovereignty (rule 3). In compari

son, such open assertion sharply contrasted to 'double emulation' in the lodge of Za-

hlr od-Dowle, and with the Board of Trustees' 'circle for the devotion of Saficallsah'. 

There were setbacks: Magzüfrallsah was once requested by the Islamic Republic's 

Islamic Human Rights Commission to send a copy of Rezacallsah's treatise, from the 

late 1960s, on Islamic human rights (Nazar-e mazhabi be e'lamiye-ye hoqüq-e baSar. 

NegdreS-e Soltanhoseyn Tabande Gonabadi). When the state commission found out 

about the source, i.e. that it came from 'those people', it was sent back.89 

Nevertheless, SoltancalIsahI respectability under Magzübcallsah, who kept the order 

from darwiSI wa qalandarl and reimposed his grandfather's edict against drugs (rule 

2), allowed for mullahs to come and visit the morning sessions in his private house.90 

Some of the foqara had an additional reason, a secret history to account for 

clerical rapprochement: "Magzubcallsah's brother - Rezacalïsah - had requested the 

authorities' permission for a visit to the foqara in Isfahan. This was refused. Then 

Ahmad Khomeyni had stepped in and written a letter which said: 'Do not hinder these 

people in any way, because me and my father, we have been 'dervish people' (ahl-e 

darwïS)."9* Like Mahbübcallsah, Ahmad Khomeyni had been the object of many 

reverential rumours in Iran. A few days before he died, these rumours said, he had 

threatened to speak out publicly, naming names, on corruption and other excesses of 

government. Therefore, a Sufi confirmed, he had been poisoned, in March 1995, 

dying a martyr's death. In a recent defence of the order, ayatollah Khomeyni's 

legitimisation of (SoltancalIsahI) mysticism was once again emphatically referred to: 

89 Interview <MagzObcalisah>, 04/19/97. A fan of Sufism not related to any Sufi order told me: "I 
knew Mr. Tabande. The words of the hoqüq-e baSar-documenl cannot possibly have been his, because 
he was a very gentle and humane person" (conversation, 11/12/96). I have not met with a statement 
during fieldwork that more forcefully demonstrated the effectivity of Soltan'allsahï policy. Striving 
after regime religiosity was no doubt a sincere aim, but other views proliferated under its cover. 

90 Personal observation, 07/03/97. <Ma|züb<alïsah> cited an old cliché: "Islam is a house with 
many rooms, and from each one attains a different perspective, and 'erfan is the spirit (rüh) of Islam." 

91 Interview, 02/21/97. 
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[...] They base themselves on the treatise of [...] ayatollah ol-'ozma Mr Kho-
meyni, claiming he criticised the cognomina MagzQbcalIsah or Mahbür/alïsah. 
One must pay attention to who had the cognomina MagzQb'allsah or Mah-
bubcallsah when he wrote on this matter. He aimed at that [particular] group and 
those [particular] persons. His eminence Mr Khomeyni bestowed honour upon 
the late Hagg Mollasoltan and he cited him often in his books, and in the Tafsir-
e süra-ye hamd he often spoke appreciative words about his Qur'an tafsir?1 

During the new leader's second public act - presiding over his nephew's burial - one 

event bore unambiguous witness of Mahbüb'alïsah's consolidation of SoltancalïsahI 

legitimacy. The mourning affiliates were accompanied by the presence - publicly an

nounced in the lodge - of Ayatollah SarFatmadarl and the son of Ayatollah Pasandïde 

- a nephew of Khomeyni, the 'aref and personification of weldyat-e faqïh in one.93 

Khomeyni's brother Ayatollah Pasandïde, a SoltancalIsahi affiliate held, had been 

a Sufi in reality, "but he could not speak about this in public, for they would have 

killed him for that." His son's attendance to Mahbübcalïsah's funeral, however, like 

Sarlcatmadarl's presence, could hardly be interpreted other than as an unconcealed 

legitimisation of the SoltancalIsahI order. While hostile rejections were certainly not 

a thing of the past, the two notable clerics' presence bore witness to the effects of a 

broader, regime context of state mysticism, which had allowed for its occurrence. 

92 PARISANZADE, A. 1377/1998. GoSayeS-e Raz (Pasoh be kelab-e <Rdz-goSa>-ye Keyvan 
Qazvini). This book contained a refutation of Keyvan Qazvlnl's recently republished Rdz-goSa, which 
attempted to delegitimise not only <SoltancaIisah> and «Nüi^alïsarn, but also the present Soltan<alisahi 
leaders. This sheds light on the contemporary relevance in the historical discussion (in both treatises) 
of (MahbUb'alïsah) and <Magzüb'alisah>. 

Personal observation, 02/21/97. Khomeyni's elder brother Ayatollah Hoseyn Mostafawi, or 
Sayyed Morteza, Pasandïde died in November 1996 {Gomhüri-ye eslami, Aban 28, 1375/November 
18, 1996, Salam, Aban 24, 1375/November 14, 1996). Sari'atmadari is not to be confused with the 
famous Azarbaijani marga'ye-taqlid Ayatollah Sari'atmadari (d. 1986). PAKDAMAN mentioned 
Khomeyni as an 'dref-faqih (1368/1989: 4) and fascinatingly suggested a mystical element in welayat-
efaqih, the ideological core of state Islam: "it is not clear whether [...] any marga'-ye taqlid is fit to 
occupy the position [...] or if the privilege is confined only to that group of the ahl-e 'amdma who are 
inclined to emulate [both] Sarl'at and the tarlqat" (1368/1989: 7, cf. TER HAAR, 1999). 'Abdolkarim 
SORÜS, too, stated that 'erfan is part and parcel of welayat (in Kiyan, 1375/1997, 6, (34): 58, cf. 
MATIN-ASGARI, 1997: 109). In contradiction to his order's official doctrine, an affiliate held there 
was no meaningful difference between 'eifan and Sufism {interview, 02/21/97). There is an interesting 
parallel here with an observation of the order in the early twentieth century. One affiliate then felt that 
the leader had "a divine side and a human side just like all prophets; at times he feels he is God, at 
times he cries to God for pardon [...] Of course this was a personal opinion expressed in private; I 
suppose it would have seemed rank heresy to the majority of the Sufis" (MILLER, 1923: 354-5). 



REFORM(UL)ATIONS 163 

Résumé 

After 1989, there was an ideological rapprochement between Sufism and the state, 

through the emergence of state mysticism and Sufism's continuous ethical réveil. 

The SafFalïsahï Board of Trustees saw itself devoid of spiritual authority and 

focused, neutrally, on the image of SafTallsah. Its public, external performances 

pointed to the politicised context of mystical martyrdom, under the surface of 

traditional Sufi/Shicite laments. In Zahlr od-Dowle's lodge, outward behaviour was 

prescribed by rules that demanded respect for the socio-political order. In informal 

gatherings, Sufis upheld continuity in remembrance of the discredited Society of 

Brotherhood, and sovereign sheikhal authority. Spiritual authority in the lodge of 

Zahlr od-Dowle was, therefore, marked by an ambiguous, 'double emulation'. 

Among the SoltancalIsahïs, internal order remained uncontested. The leadership 

of Mahbübcallsah had been authorised by divine sanction and by his father's 

meticulous preparation for it. His death presented itself in an historical continuity of 

saintly, Islamic martyrdom, which in turn credited Mahbüb'alïsah's visionary letters 

of appointment (and vice versa). Magzübcalïsah's new proclamation of allegedly old 

rules - for external as much as internal consumption - outlined a meticulously 

detailed socio-political modesty, but - as if in exchange for it - it also circumscribed 

an exclusive realm of Sufi spiritual authority. A barometer of strength and 

confidence, the formality of these assertive SoltancalIsahI rules tellingly contrasted 

with the silent ambiguity of 'double emulation' in Zahir od-Dowle's lodge. The Sol-

tan'alïsahïs effectively argued the legitimacy of their spiritual realm in references to 

Khomeyni. Their success, and the effects of state mysticism, were witnessed in 1997, 

when Khomeyni's nephew, Sarfatmadarl and several other clerics paid their respect. 





PART FOUR 

Afterthoughts 





CHAPTER SEVEN 

Sufism, Civil Society, and the State 

The following seeks to bring the explorations of comparative social development and 

cultural performance on a broader theoretical plane, through confronting them with 

discussions concerning civil society. Regarding the classical definition of civil socie

ty - civility and associational life beyond primordial attachments, significantly inde

pendent from the state - the mystic regimes have not been a clear referent.' Once one 

takes the historical emergence of Western civil societies as a comparison, however, 

various parallels become evident. In as far as Sufism partakes in the emerging Iranian 

civil society, it does so because of competition for spiritual authority with the state. 

7.1. Civil society in the second and third republics 

The Islamic Republic has often represented itself as a total power, but it has hosted 

many conflicting bases of domination that have diminished effective centralisation. 

Factionalism, a keyword in many analyses of the Islamic Republic under Khomeyni,2 

was a strategic asset enhancing divide and rule, but more important, pervasive in the 

state machinery, it testified to the limits of centralisation. Factionalism remained 

endemic after the Islamic Republic Party's dissolution in 1987 and Khomeyni's 

demise in 1989. Thereafter charismatic state authority waned and Iranian society saw 

signs of civil assertion that prompted analysts to speak of a 'second republic' in which 

"dialogue is the key word."~ State mysticism was another aspect of regime change. 

Rafsanjani furthermore introduced a 'business cabinet' and there was a broadening 

of freedom, which has exponentially expanded in the 'third republic' under Khatami. 

1 I am referring to the long tradition of thought whose origins lay in antiquity and whose modern 
representatives included thinkers such as Montesquieu, Smith, Hegel and Weber (cf. SHILS, 1991). 

2Cf. AKHAVI, 1987; SIAVOSHI, 1992; BEHROOZ. 1992. 
3 ROULEAU, 1995:6. 
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"Though not always easy to perceive in Western news reports", it was claimed, "the 

absolute monarchy and the terror that followed it have gradually given way to a 

system that tolerates peaceful political and economic struggle."4 It was felt that 

"associational life is reviving and elections are technically fair, if still ideologically 

constricted." In 1992, the thriving of associational life was seen to cause a situation 

where "power is not concentrated enough in the hands of the government to liberate 

it from the influential sectors of civil society."6 Civil society was conceived of as a 

plethora of non-governmental organisations, and observers of the Second Republic 

identified many secular as well as Islamic ones.7 A testimony to their significance, 

they were not referred to as leisure groups or friendly societies, but 'interest groups'.8 

In 1994, it was held of the Second Republic that "while the law permits no 

criticism of Islam, [...] Khomeyni, or his successor as Iran's religious leader, on all 

political [...] points there is freedom of religious worship, freedom of speech, and 

freedom of the press." The reported freedom was seized primarily by intellectuals 

who were loosely united in a network of magazines and newspapers,10 the forum for 

their 'different thought' (andlSe-ye dlgar).n A major, new publication was Goft-o-gü, 

'Dialogue', founded in 1993, whose ambition was "triple dialogue: between Islamists 

and secularists, among secularists of diverse ideological currents, and between 

representatives of civil society and the state." Among the issues debated were 

"various freedoms [...], pluralism, and multi-party politics [....]" It attracted the 

sectors of (civil) society "which rail against censorship (journalists and publishers), 

fand] pressures, intimidation and harassment (intellectuals and academics) [...]."12 

Public criticism of the regime did not always shy away from addressing the sensi

tive issue of The Rule of the Jurist. The Freedom Movement, Iran's only political 

party up to 1997, Magzubcallsah's former affiliation and an intellectuals' refuge, 

openly opposed exclusive jurist power. In the religious hierocracy, welayat-e faqih 

4 ASKARI , 1994: 51; cf. ROULEAU, 06/19/95. 
'NORTON, 1995:2. 
6SIAVOSHI, 1992:49. 
7 ROULEAU, 1995: 6., cf. SIAVOSHI, 1992: 28, 30; KAZEMI (1996). 
8SIAVOSHI, 1992:28 
'ASKARI, 1994: 52. 
"'Cf. ADELKHAH, 1995. 
"Cf.HooGLUND, 1995: 1. 
12 ROULEAU, 1995. 
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was opposed from the early day Republic by leading jurists such as ayatollah 

Sarl'atmadarï, while renowned ayatollahs such as Montazeri and others under house 

arrest, have for long called for reform. Public criticism of state Islam was often level

led from jurist networks that conveyed the voice of an old, silent clerical majority. 

When c Abbas KiyarostamI won the Film Festival of Cannes in 1997, attention to 

the role of artists in the Iranian civil society refocused in the international media. In 

1996, 200 movie directors had signed a petition against government interference, and 

there were various attempts to re-establish the old artists' unions. In 1995, 85 intellec

tuals had petitioned for an extension of the freedom of expression, and had so striven 

to extricate art from the double Pahlavi heritage of censorship and symbolism. In 

1994, 134 writers had protested censorship. These events were seen as an awakening 

of dormant civility, and observers referred to it as an Iranian glasnost. Tehran's ma

yor KarbascT, who founded Tehran's daily newspaper Hamsahrl ('citizen') and wor

ked to rationalise and to some extent secularise city government, enthusiastically de

clared: "We want to teach people what it means to be in possession of citizenship." " 

Mohammad Khatami, an old friend of KarbascI and an exceptionally liberal 

Minister of Culture up to his removal in 1992, made civil society a central issue in his 

presidential campaign, up to May 1997. His 20 million votes derived in large part 

from youth and women, two of the major groups to benefit from the civil society. In 

his first speech in office the new president pledged, later on frequently echoed by the 

Minister of Culture and Islamic Guidance MohageranI, that he would keep his pro

mise and see to the development of a civil society. In September 1977, the new Mi

nister of Foreign Affairs, HarrazT, "emphasised the theme of civil society" during his 

first address to the United Nations.16 The euphoria in Iran was witnessed in the emer

gence of new magazines and newspapers that further stretched the margins of legiti

mate publicity, and organised a vigorous political debate. Some in the clerical es

tablishment subsequently brought their views in line with the new religious climate. 

13 If one accepts oppositional acts and attitudes by jurists - such as the above - to be part and parcel 
of civil society, then, contrary to GELLNER'S notion (1991), they support the view that an "example 
of the historical legitimacy of civil society is the role played by ihe'ulama" (MOUSSALLI, 1995: 84). 

14 Cf. BOROUJERDI, 1996: 49. 
15 NRC Handelsblad, 09/20/95; De Volkskrant, 09/30/95. Millions of Iranians secretly watched 

American soaps, and a special kind of often wild juvenile party called Mehmiine became very popular. 
I 6MATIN-ASGARI, 1998:57. 
17 In November 1997, Ayatollah Azari-Qommi (d.02/11/99). who had staunchly supported regime 
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7.2. In a state of bliss 

In spite of a certain Western intellectual consensus on the Iranian civil society's sig

nificance, several leading Iranian intellectuals (in Iran) have not shared in the enthu

siasm. Whether or not cultural magazines hosted certain confined discussions, an in

tellectual complained that "the political order in Iran [still] thinks itself to be the so

ciety."1 Intellectuals have been up against unabated attempts at state centralisation 

in cultural affairs - the content of which is a fervently debated issue in the Iranian po

lity that testified to the overall illegitimacy of a 'civic culture' vis-a-vis state-induced 

'mass-culture'. The societal opposition that proponents of a civil society were up 

against, was proportionally strong. It invariably strove to incur anathema on the 'dif

ferent thought'. In shrewd reference to Weber, who "regards civil society and the citi

zens' community [...] as exclusively Western phenomena", an outraged editorial held: 

What sort of a gift is the civil society, that we would need it now? The real 
nature of the Western civil society is revealed in the Vietnam war [....] American 
blacks [...] and the victims of atomic bombardments in Hiroshima have expe
rienced with their own bodies the real logic and the true nature of 'civil society' 
[....] From the Constitutional Revolution onwards, we have ourselves been the 
victim of the achievement of'civil society'; the Islamic Revolution [...] was a 
fundamental protest against [...] westoxication and its manifestation, which is 
to say bourgeois society [...] Our surprise concerns a part of those who claim to 
be revolutionaries, and make claims to religious thought, and claim to be 
'followers of the imam's line', and who have made civil society their motto."20 

Besides taking into account ideological opposition, one would do well to scrutinise 

the reported civil associations.21 First, the boundaries of legitimate social organisation 

positions, publicly questioned the 'absolute rule of the jurist' (which led to his house arrest). 
18 MOHAMMAD!. 1375/1997: 35, cf. ASRAF, 1375/1996; KAZEMI, 1996: 122, 125. 

For the distinction between 'civic culture' and 'mass culture' in Iran, see MOHAMMAD!, 
1375/1997: 35. For the political significance of 'culture' in the Islamic Republic, see BUCHTA, 1995, 
cf, Ettela'at, 12/11/96, on the "Command of the High Leader of the Revolution for the Foundation 
of a Centralised Leadership in the Nation's Cultural Affairs." Enthusiasts were wrong to see the vi
gilance of civil society in the number of publications (cf. KAZEMI, 1996: 141). The invalidity of this 
criterion is amply illustrated by the fact that the former vice-president ROhani referred to their number 
to support his claim that human rights are safe in Iran (Tehran Times. 11/17/96). Several Iranian 
newspapers often shared this quantitative approach to argue the strength of the Iranian civil society. 

~ Sobh, 1376/1997, 3, (69). It was written before the presidential elections, and targeted Khatami. 
"In practice, most independent organizations are banned, co-opted by the Government, or mo

ribund" (U.S. Department of State, Iran Country Report on Human Rights Practices for 1997, p. 9). 
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are reflected in that the larger part mentioned is still named 'Islamic association' 

(angoman-e eslaml), as the state decided for them in 1979.22 This is not to argue an 

intrinsic contradiction between Islam and civil society, but to indicate the reported 

larger part of civil life in Iran does not allow one to identify unambiguously 

independent ideological space." Local, economic civil life that is not directly organi

sed under the banner of Islamic associations often derives legitimacy from the values 

of state Islam (see figure 13) rather than from intrinsic social or economic identities. 

Secondly, for paradigmatic mutual-interest organisations such as trade unions -

which according to Teran Times were among 'the most advanced in the world' in Iran 

- it has been largely unlawful to organise strikes, while their corporate leadership has 

been state-appointed.24 While the Egyptian civil society found a forceful repre-

senative in the lawyers' union, the role of lawyers in the Iranian judicial process, and 

society at large, has been as insignificant as the role of trade unions in the economy. 

Thirdly, several organisations are what Althusser called 'ideological state 

apparatuses' at best. The 'independent' Panzdah-e hordad Foundation was (made) 

responsible for the maintenance of Khomeyni's shrine; the 'private' Islamic 

22 Cf. KAZEMI, 1996: 150, and MOHAMMADI'S insightful analysis (1996). State intervention in 
civil associations, is characteristic of a larger historical pattern in Iran. FLOOR (1971: 69) wrote of the 
Qajar era that "Persian guilds were not voluntary associations based on the assent and willingness of 
their members. Contrary to the situation in Europe where guilds grew into a force which has helped 
to build up a social structure by which they have been superseded [...] the Persian guilds were passive, 
loosely organized associations fostered and controlled by the government. Persian guilds therefore 
resembled the Roman classes rather than the European craft guilds in their hey-day, being only an 
extension of the urban bureaucracy. This being so, they had little access to political power." 

23 There have been, of course. Islamic associations that acted independently. The Angoman-e 
eslami-ye daneSgah-e Tehran, members of which supported intellectuals opposed to welayal-e faqih, 
provides an early example (HOOGLUND, 1995: 3) that remains a powerful case to the present. 

24 Tehran Times, 11/25/96. The High Council for Guilds was a partial exception in the Islamic 
Republic, although it did not, because of state co-optation, play an active role that would make it 
comparable to the guilds in the Western civil societies (ASRAF, 1996: 41-3). "Although the Labor 
Code grants workers the right to establish unions, there are no independent unions. A national 
organization known as the Workers' House, founded in 1982, is the sole authorized national labor 
organization. It serves primarily as a conduit for the Government to exert control over workers. The 
leadership [...] coordinates activities with Islamic labor councils, which are organized in many 
enterprises. These councils also function as instruments of government control, although they have 
frequently been able to block layoffs and dismissals. Moreover, a network of government-backed 
guilds issues vocational licenses, funds financial cooperatives, and helps workers find jobs [...] The 
Government does not tolerate any strike deemed to be at odds with its economic and labor policies. 
In 1993 the Parliament passed a law that prohibits strikes by government workers [....] Workers do 
not have the rights to organize independently and negotiate collective bargaining agreements" (U.S. 
Department of State, Iran Country Report on Human Rights Practices for 1997, p. 15). 



172 AFTERTHOUGHTS 

Ayatollah Khamenei, the Great Leader: 

Basij is the manifestation of 
people's active presence in the scene 

Congratulations on 

BASIJ 
WEEK 

to 
Basiji 

Warriors 

A R t , 

Propagation Organisation was "created 

with large assets based on confiscated 

property."25 Many of these respectable 

organisations - from the point of view 

of state Islam - were moreover su

pervised by the 'representative of the 

jurist' (nemdyande-ye walï-ye faqlh). 

Measuring with a classical definition, 

these features would discard them as 

members of the Iranian civil society.26 

Beyond the formal, institutional life 

that many observers of the civil society 

focused upon, an Iranian newspaper 

cited a moderately phrased reflection 

on the last, thirteenth day of nowrüz 

(shdah-bedar), when families collecti

vely leave their houses to picnic and 

socialise in parks: "I always consider that the people, in festivities such as slzdah-

bedar, unconscious of themselves and their motivations, establish a temporary civil 

society (gamée-ye madanl-ye mowaqqat)."21 Informally and beyond the reach of co-

opted institutions, Iranian society facilitated sporadic civil eruptions - no enduring, 

public civic culture. The formal legitimacy of the reported civil society was, even in 

the Third Republic, fiercely contested, and its associational life to a significant ex

tent, either materially or ideologically, dependent upon the state. Sufism's relations 

to the state and civil society are explored to the background of these dependencies. 

Yazd Bastan Carpet Company 
Tel: (0351) 53456 

Figure 13. Tehran Times, 11/26/96 

" K A Z E M I , 1996: 144. 

It was claimed that "anyone wanting to know what has been happening over the past few years 
in [...] the civil society, should start by visiting Qum" (ROULEAU, 06/17/95). A computerised research 
centre documented Shi'ite texts and its director ayatollah ol-Kowrani declared it 'totally autonomous' 
(cf. Time, 03/22/93). Since the revolution, clerical centres in Qomm have, however, stood out as 
champions of Islamic state education, ideologically (if not materially) tied to the state. Contesting 
Iranian civil society, it was also observed in 1995 that "[s]ince the collapse of the Soviet Union, Iran 
is one of the few countries to maintain a special department for the indoctrination of the young - the 
Institute for the Intellectual Development of Children and Young Adults" (The Economist, 07/01/95). 

11 Iran, Farvardin 16, 1376/April 5, 1997 (free translation). MOHAMMAD! similarly referred to 
the 'learning of everyday-life' as the 'cradle for the formation' of civil society (1375/1996: 37). 
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* * * 

Sufism's position vis-a-vis the state in the Islamic Republic has radically altered in 

comparison to the Pahlavi period. No Sufi leaders are known to be intimate with the 

Islamic Republic's leaders. Rather, the two parties are on a hostile footing or relate 

in attempted co-optation or accommodation (but not patronage). The mystic regimes 

are ideologically marginal, as whether or not they forward themselves as an An-

goman-e eslamï (as most do), most Iranians do not primarily recognise them as such. 

Simultaneously, Sufism's unabated popular legitimacy is witnessed by the position 

that the dervish assumes as a cultural icon (and in this sense Sufism relates to Iranian 

culture as pars pro tofo).28 Many feel attendance to Sufi lodges has increased since 

1979 (at the expense of mosques), while ever new ones have been constructed. The 

Ne'matollahl orders therefore appear to be - as carriers of generally perceived, al

ternative religiosity, significantly independent from the state - a part of civil society. 

Upon closer inspection, however, appearances turn out to be problematic. Kiyan 

magazine addressed cultural obstacles for the development of a civil society. It spoke 

of 'historical imprisonment', the substitution of the past for the present and the future: 

It works merely in members of traditional organisations with historical roots 
(religious sects and circles, Sufi groups and their likes) [...] These organisations 
are independent and membership in them is voluntary. But internal relations are 
based on affection and they do not have a straight and transparent social 
outcome as concerns the interests of the individual. In part, these organisations 
are not against the society (and they have lots of positive works) but the 
exclusivity of relations between the individuals in them, and their being hidden 
or changed into exclusive societies, make them anti-civil" [italics mine]. 

28 BATESON ET. AL. designated 'inner purity' (safa-ye batin) as a shared ideal, made up of heroism 
(lutlgan) and spirituality (darwBtt), embodied in a "semi-mythic figure who is purely Persian, Pürya-
yi Vali, a medieval champion and hero who later became a süfi" (1977: 263). FRYE spoke of the 
"inherent predilection for the mystic in Persian culture" (1957: 187); cf. NAFÏSI, 1332/1953: 7-8: 
"Sufism has [...] been completely adopted from the day it appeared. All thinkers, poets [...] from Iran 
and India have, whether they want to or not, been Sufi-natured [...] up to today. This wisdom has 
settled so deeply in the [...] peoples of these two countries, that they themselves do not know to what 
extent they are Sufi." The dervish often functioned as a cultural icon in the satirical Gol aqa. MEIER 
(1992, (4): 113) spoke of "eine reine Vermutung, eine Möglichkeit, die ich zu erwagen gebe, wenn 
ich meine, daB der eigenartige, zum mindesten schwankende Gebrauch des arabischen Wortes fiir 
"Wirklichkeit, Wahrheit", haqïqa, in der profanen Sprache der heutigen Zeit, sowohl im Arabischen 
als auch im Persischen, stark von der Wirklichkeitsauffassung der Sufik bestimmt ist." 

29 MOHAMMADI, 1375/1996: 36. IBRAHIM, 1995: 30, and MOUSSALLI, 1995: 86-7, mentioned 

Sufi orders as representatives of pre-modern Middle Eastern or Islamic civil societies. 
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An historical generalisation of the mystic regimes' external relations to the state adds 

to the qualification. The renaissance of (NecmatollahI) Sufism in Iran during the 

Qajar-era occurred through the Qajar-dynasty, in the wake of local Iranian rulers' 

competition for the crown, and state centralisation, which enhanced Sufism's royal 

patronage. Although the public preponderance of Sufism diminished in the late Qa-

jar-days and during the early Pahlavi-period - when the NecmatollahI path once more 

split in three and the Safïcallsahï and SoItancalïsahï orders came into existence - regi

me connections remained, both materially and ideologically. Most notably, the Sol-

tancallsahl 'book of rules' Pand-e Saleh - more than an internal, disciplinary device 

for affiliates - had reportedly come about through the royal request of Reza Shah. 

The late Pahlavi-period ushered a new era of royal patronage for Iranian Sufis, in 

both material and ideological senses. While the SafPalïsahï order blended with Free

masonry and became absorbed in elite networks of royal patronage, SoltancalIsahI 

'dual containment' enabled a switching of sides, so that the order could join the ranks 

of the clerical state to be. In the Islamic Republic, the mystic regimes again sought 

legitimacy, this time not only to integrate and prosper, but survive, through expoun

ding regime religiosity. The mystic regimes' comparative social development as seen 

from the external aspect of regime connections is depicted in the following graph: 

Table 1. External regime relations of the Saficallsahl and Soltan'alisahi orders 

Political regime 

SafTalï-
sahls 

Soltan-
'alïsahis 

[Qajar Dynasty] 

+/+ 

+/+ 

power 

+/+ 

+/+ 

value 

Pahlavi Dynasty 

+ 

+/-

power 

+ 

+/-

value 

Islamic Republic 

-/-

-/+ 

power 

-/+ 

+ 

value 

socio-political relation 

(*) The findings for the Qajar-period are between brackets because the SaffalisahTs 
and Soltan'alïsahïs were not yet, for most of the period, established as independent 
orders. 'Power' denotes objective (outward) socio-political regime relations, 'value' 
denotes Sufi ideology on regime relations (in general, not on the strength of the 
actual relations). Relative values for power and value range from +/+ to -/-. 
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In the Qajar-era, powerful regime relations were matched by manifestly positive 

evaluations. In the Pahlavi-era the power of regime relations lessened, as did their 

evaluations. In the Islamic Republic the Ne'matollahl orders nearly inverted their 

former evaluations of regime ties, which was caused by changed power relations in 

Islamic Iran. Nevertheless, the mystic regimes' contemporary transformation into 

socially neutral and/or politically insignificant organisations (to the civil society and 

the state at large) has paradoxically been matched by the unabated deriving of 

identity from state linkages - not independent, social assertion - whether these 

linkages have been ideological or material, wishful thinking or real. The state has 

remained, in the three political regimes, a crucial parameter of legitimate identity. 

This is to say: modern Iranian Sufism as represented by the Ne'matollahi orders 

has been characterised by internal and external relations that constitute a mirror 

image of the classical civil society. Internally, relations have been primordial - in the 

sense of (affective), exclusive and hidden face-to-face interaction that does not mea

ningfully extend beyond the proximity of direct communication. Externally, Sufi 

relations have been characterised by either ideological or material state affiliations. 

The following further explores these internal and external relations, and their bea

rings on the question of civil society. First, Sufism's relations to socio-political aims have 

now been severed, despite ideological state affiliations. Secondly, there have been crucial 

similarities in the spiritual authority structures of Sufi orders and the state. In this respect, 

that is, mystic regimes compare to the Iranian state rather than to civil associations. 

1. 

Although an ethical reinterpretation of Islamic mysticism characterised both regime 

religiosity and Sufism in the late Islamic Republic, the orders' long-kept mystical 

depositories also represented a different tradition that juxtaposed cerfan and corfan, 

civil law. A similarly traditional concept distinguished social from mystical, inner 

freedom. A non-NecmatollahI master who had only informally established himself, 

said: "Sufism does not go with the universality, it is the inner way" {tasawwofba 

game'iyat nist, rah-e katern ast).30 While in the Qajar and Pahlavi-periods claims to 

30 Iran, Farwardln 16, 1376/April 5. 1997; interview, 03/31/97; cf. MEIER, 1992, (4): 110: "Das 
höhere Wissen [...] ist in gewisser Weise unsozial: es gill nur für den Empfanger. fiir diesen aber 
unbedingt, und unterliegt keiner Erörterung auf der Basis des Denkens und keiner Beweisfiihrung." 
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mystical otherworldliness were contradicted by (proximity to) social and political 

power, the rules of Magzubcalisah - especially rule 3, that left social affairs to the 

jurists - testified to its reality in the Islamic Republic. All rules, in all Sufi assemblies, 

in various definitions pointed to a social space which was outside their jurisdiction. 

Many of the dichotomous terms that positioned mysticism vis-a-vis other disci

plines, notions and groups, described complementary relations. However, these were 

often cast in a hierarchical, triangular scheme, in which the third term synthesised and 

overarched the others. The NecmatollahI orders respected 'orfan and accommodated 
cerfan to regime religiosity. But the overarching spiritual way (rah-e mcfnawl) 

belonged to the inside - in persons as in Sufi orders - in which things were hierarchi

cally valued to the extent that they were secret. There was no doubt in any of the 

Sufis that I met, that ultimate reality/truth (haqiqat) - the overarching term in a wi

dely respected trinity with had the holy law (Sar?a) and the Sufi path (tariqat) as its 

bases - belonged to their realm in particular, whether or not others could share in it. 

"Mystics and jurists do not understand one another's languages", an 'erfan teacher 

said, in reconciliation.31 But Sufis stressed a contradiction in terms in this man's 

being a 'teacher', because "that which is worthy of attention is secret and not for 

general transmission" (which implied he had no secrets to share). After all, "he who 

finds a treasure, doesn't speak of it."32 A Sufi less interested in crediting jurist claims, 

gave me a rather subversive hermeneutical reading of Shicite history to argue that the 

'olama had illegitimately appropriated the Hidden Imam's authority, it having been 

up to the 'orafa to distribute Imam cAH's 'friendship/guidance': "The source of 

Shicism was not theology (kalam), it was not jurisprudence ifeqh), but 

friendship/guidance {walayat). It is not about being a religion (mazhab), but being 

an emulator of 'All." I then asked: "But surely this would have radical social and 

political consequences?" He responded: "Yes, and I can not write it down like this."33 

31 Interview, 02/10/97. 
Interview, 06/19/97. "Whom they taught the secrets of Truth, they instructed by [...] sewing his 

mouth" (TEHRAN!, 1351/1953: 24). The latter saying seems to derive from a repertoire shared by the 
Ahi-e Haqq as documented by MlR-HOSSEINI (1994, (2): 213): "It was believed that whoever learned 
the 'mystery' as embodied in kalam [here in the sense of 'sacred litany'] had their lips 'sealed' (muhr)." 
MILLER (1923: 349) stated of Gonabadi initiations that "The Qutb [...] discloses to [the initiate] a 
mystery which he may never reveal to anyone. And he is told that if he does so his head will fall off. 
So greatly do [initiates] fear this awful fate that even the Sufi apostates never dear to reveal the 
mystery to their most intimate friends." 

33 Interview, 03/07/97. 
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What distinguished Sufi from jurist Truth, was methodical and experiential 

'witnessing and bearing testimony': "cErfdn is the truth. That which Mowlana writes 

is no nonsense, I myself have witnessed so many events that were 'impossible' (geyr 

momken). It is all about testifying and being a witness to haqq, while the colama only 

'know'."34 In their testimony of witnessing, Sufis derived spiritual authority from 

dreams, which eluded the jurists' textual authority.35 Inversely, a cleric felt that "these 

Sufis are just singing a bit, la ildha illalldh, but they have no idea what it means." 

The dichotomy of mystics and jurists was also structured in a hierarchy of 

knowledge, which distinguished the 'name' (esm, or material appearance), the 

'feature' (sefat, having to do with its formal properties), and the 'essence' {zat, or first 

principle).37 Progressing from the first to the last element, one would move from the 

exoteric disciplines of the 'olama to the esoteric realms of the corafd. It was moreover 

felt by a rather scornful affiliate that "although a mogtahed can become an earef, this 

occurs in the highest regions only. When he becomes an 'dref he is not a mogtahed 

anymore, because that stage is lower [...]" Safi'allsah, firmly dedicated to the trinity 

of truth, Sufi path and holy law, had worried about the legitimacy of his taf sir for 

which, through royal intervention, he had nevertheless acquired a margcfs seal. But 

he had also spoken, a SafPallsahl affiliate reminded me, of the 'olama's 'playing with 

the (literalism of the) holy law' (safbdzi) that kept the seeker from gnostic Truth.38 

However these notions and their frames were articulated historically - in political

ly assertive or subordinate modes - they all pointed to a mystical inner world that em

bodied the ultimate source of legitimacy, wholeness and Truth. The (outside) world, 

inversely, was a sphere of injustice, hardship and compromise, in which souls were 

cast, alienated and lost. A critical review of Iranian civil society testified to the wide 

distribution of these dichotomies (and the trilateral concepts by implication), to their 

embedding in traditional Islamic mysticism, and to their negation of civil society: 

34 Interview Safi'aliSahi Sufi, 01/02/97. 
35 Generally, "Visions of the Hidden Imam in a dream are acceptable in Twelver Shi'ism as a 

source of guidance on religious matters" (ALOAR, 1973: 220). EwiNG considered Pakistani Sufi 
dreams of initiation from many angles, among which "how the interpretation of the dream facilitates 
the establishment of a new self representation and associated social relationships" (1990: 56). Because 
of this social power mediation, dreams are particularly crucial to Sufism, in Iran as elsewhere. 

36 Conversation, 02/10/97. 
3' Interview Saffalisahi Sufi, 01/02/97. 
38 Interview, 02/09/97. The Qajar king was Naser od-DIn Sah (Zobdat ol-asrar, 1361/1982: 6). 
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In our culture, the oppositions of inside and outside [...], the self and the stran
ger, have always had a heavy presence. From [...] 'erfan our culture has taken 
the wish, very evident in daily life, of returning to one's house and refuge [...], 
as a safe hiding-place of sorts, and also its counterparts, which is to say fear of 
the strange, emigration and homelessness [....] The outside world becomes the 
arena for the operation of power and bitter harshness, for insecurity and fear of 
the other and others, the arena of scepticism and mistrust for the wise ones who 
retain their silence, and of deception and dissimulation for the opportunists.39 

Socially, the mystic regimes have taken refuge into their inner world in the Islamic 

Republic. In their Sufi political economies of meaning, formal and external aspects 

of communicative interaction - such as rules - became a play of either silence, 

dissimulation, or 'authentic' displays of Islamic repectability. But what was being 

shielded in any of these cases, was the higher, informal and internal, spiritual life.40 

While in the Qajar-era they did not shy away from explicit claims to worldly 

power, and in the Pahlavi-dynasty they shared in it through royal patronage, Sufis 

now had a sui generis existence that was hardly stretched to the accomplishment of 

socio-political aims. Although Soltan'allsahls engaged in charity during the war with 

Iraq and so enhanced social integration, and SafFalïsahïs aspired for political accom

modation through regime religiosity, these activities did not extend social or political 

aims beyond self-preservation. They brokered Sufism in the Islamic Republic, but 

they did not mediate it towards the state as a component of the Iranian civil society. 

In the Pahlavi era, antagonism in relations between Sufi affiliates, masters or 

orders was largely the result of 'horizontal' competition for spiritual authority. In the 

NecmatollahI orders, there has been no self-representation as a part, section, stratum, 

group or sect within the larger community of Sufism. Rather, Sufism has been held 

to manifest itself in essence in the particular part, section, stratum, group or sect that 

the speaker belonged to. "Yes, there are different hanaqahs but there is only one 

selsele", a contemporary, Tehrani ZahabI leader said, in a definition that should not 

39 FARHADPUR, jn Kiyan, 1375/1996, 6, (33): 6. SAHABI added, in reference to 'erfdn's sources: 
"In Neo-Platonism [the] idea [of civil society] has not been developed." AHMADÏ reckoned the Sufi 
concept of mortifying the soul a hindrance for individualism (in Kiyan, 6, (34): 52). 

These differences figured in an interesting conflict of interpretation. A Tehrani acquaintance 
said: "I feel at a distance from myself these days." I nodded and responded: "Like in this poem." He 
took a copy of Hafez's Dlwan, found the poem he thought I referred to and said: "It is about this very 
rotten state which causes its subjects psychological problems." Then his friend, a Zo'r-Reyasateyn af
filiate, corrected his reading with tortured features: "No! The Master interprets 'loss of self in connec
tion to the zekr" (indicating its opposite, non-political and positive meaning) (conversation, 01/17/96). 
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be mistaken for pluralism: "We do not agree with the other groups, who say that they 

are Sufis while they are not even Shi'ites."41 Magzübcalïsah said: "We are the repre

sentatives. Of most selseles, we do not know if they are legitimate, but obviously se

veral have gone astray. One has to treat other selseles respectfully, for people go 

around in them who claim activity on the holy path. As the Prophet said: 'of the 

geyba I have no knowledge', so perhaps there are legitimate others. But for as long 

as this is not clear, one ought not to join hands/intimacy (mosafahd) with them".42 

In the Islamic Republic, however, intra-Sufism antagonism has been staged in a 

triangular set of relations, whereby spiritual authority was to a significant extent 'ver

tically' derived from regime definitions of legitimate religiosity.4 Thus, compliance 

to state religiosity entered the formerly horizontal competition as a criterion for spi

ritual authority. In this way, the requirements of survival have deepened mutual anta

gonism, enhanced Sufism's social fragmentation, and held it aloof from civil society. 

MOHAMMAD! rightly suggested Sufi orders to be mutual interest clubs whose in

terests did not, contrary to civil associations, transcend the confines of the lodge.44 

When they did come in the open, they did so to retain the intimacy of the private 

'retraite' {halwat). Haggï's confession of opportunism and disappointment indicated 

he had been after salvation in the halwat, not socioreligious representation outside: 

I went to the hanaqah to find methods for success in business, and to acquire a 
high social position. But after years in the lodge, I still haven't felt a thing. And 
most people don't. Perhaps it works for the sheikh and his friends. I hoped for 
miraculous blessing (karamat) but I haven't seen any of it. I asked the sheikh to 
teach me something, to give me a good thought, for success, but all the sheikh 
keeps on saying is: 'Patience!' (howsele), and 'concentration!' (tamarkoz).A 

41 Interview, 12/29/96. Inversely, "most of the later Ni'matullahï sources deride the Dhahabis 
[which] reflects the sectarian mxn-tariqa rivalry which, unfortunately, still mars the relations between 
these two great orders" (LEWISOHN, 1999: 47). NURBAKHSH, who made no effort to treat Soltan-
'alisahis and Safïcalïsahïs as Ne'matollahi equals, wrote: "sufi orders are but branches of a single tree 
of loving-kindness. If one order denies or repudiates another, it only repudiates itself' (1980, preface). 

42 Interview, 04/19/97. 
43 MIR-HOSSEINI (1994, (2): 221) described a mind-blowing case where in 1989 conflicts related 

to spiritual authority among the Ahl-e Haqq resulted in one group sending a letter "to the office of the 
President of the Islamic Republic and to the leaders of Friday Prayers in all major towns of the coun
try." In earlier clashes, in 1980, the government reportedly intervened not by a backlash against Su-
fism, but by taking sides in the conflicts (op. cit., pp. 215-6). After renewed clashes in 1989 in Sah-
neh, arrests were made on both sides. A local MP finally helped resolve the dispute (op. cit., p. 223). 

44 MOHAMMAD!, 1375/1996: 36. 
45 Conversation, 03/13/97. This is not to suggest opportunism is the only motive to join a Sufi 
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2. 

Haggl's complaint bore witness to Sufism's insularity, but it also pointed to a field 

of resemblances connecting Sufism to the world outside the lodge. Claims to power

ful and exclusive spiritual authority have characterised both Sufi orders and the state, 

and this analogous ideational structure has been mirrored in social organisation.46 

Conceptions of spiritual authority in Iran have historically divided it into religious 

and royal components. The religious component built largely on the ethical or spiri

tual brokerage of the Prophetic and Imamic messages, while kingship's 'divine splen

dour', more than God-ordained, mainly derived from thisworldly values of force and 

might. As ideal types, religious authority derived from representation, while royal 

authority equalled the self-contained value of power. Idealtypically, the revolution 

has brought religious charisma to the place formerly occupied by royal authority, to 

the fusion of both.48 While for the clergy this has been a recent development, in Sufi 

orders there has for long been a natural fusion of royal and clerical spiritual authority. 

order. However, the quest for personal salvation in an intimate, face-to-face relation, is a constant. 
46 Literary representations of the state and of Sufi orders in, respectively, the Islamic Republic's 

Constitution and in Sufi rulebooks, are misleading with respect to spiritual authority structures. 
Constitution Article I.6.C. that stipulates "negation of all forms of oppression" (ARJOMAND, 1988: 
375) is superseded by the institutional primacy (and practical charisma) offacfih power; the (horizon
tal) divisions between the world of the lodge and the outside world, the realm of the jurists and the 
realm of the mystics, tariqat and Sarl'at, etc., are mostly subordinated to (vertical) hierarchies which 
assign primacy to walayat or sheikhal authority. Thus, except for the positive comparisons of au
thority structures, there is a comparison between Sufis orders and the state in their representation, too. 

47 Cf, for instance, ARJOMAND, 1988: 6-7 (on Safawid caesaropapism and Qajar dualism); BEH-
NAM, 1986: 17-36, 117-54 (on monarchical and clerical authority); MCDANIEL, 1991: 14-47 (on the 
historical legacy of authoritarian rule in Iran); FRYE, 1957: 186-7, 1964: 36-54 (on the mystique of 
Iranian Kingship). The significance of royal authority was contested by ABRAHAMIAN. 1978: 29, 
who saw in it a Western projection in the Oriental Despotism tradition. For a useful summary of dis
cussions on Shi'ite clerical authority, see BAKHASH (1991). Sufism is no exception: "in Shiite orders 
such as the Ni'matullahiyya and Dhahabiyya, the head of the tarlqa is always considered the supreme 
qutb, the sole and unique Pole of the Muslim saintly hierarchy, so that his cosmological role is physi
cally and politically temporalized. One socio-political consequence of this doctrine has been that the 
Persian Sufi murshid is considered not only an absolute monarch over his disciples - quite in ac
cordance with ordinary pir-murldl tenets and teachings found in other areas of the Islamic Sufi world 
- but also the only genuine ruler in the invisible and visible worlds of being" (LEWISOHN, 1999: 51). 

This is not to say that the Islamic Republic's leadership would embellish some form of 
Monarchy. But one does notice an inspiration - in formulations of leadership, and in the way people 
address it - which stems from farr-e izadi, the ancient royal attribute. In this sense, the Islamic Re
public institutionally reproduced royal charisma, although in different jargon. When a diplomatic row 
broke out between Germany and Iran in November 1996, newspapers wrote of the "offence to the 
sanctities of the Islamic Republic." This concerned blasphemy of an order completely different from 
'insulting a foreign head of state', which carries connotations not of royal splendour but raison d'etat. 
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Sufis' claims - or enemies' attributions of such claims - to clerical spiritual authority 

have been evident in the functional doubling of the mogtahed and the qotb (as 

representatives of the hidden Imam),49 the f'oqahd' and the corafd, the mollah and the 

sheikh (as spiritual guides), and in many related structural oppositions (whether or 

not these find subordination to a modus vivendi socially, or a higher synthesis con

ceptually), such as the mosque and the hanaqdh, SarVat and tarlqat, ahl-e zaher and 

ahl-e baten, or, when relations turned irreparably sour, the faithful and the heretics 

(see above).50 Possibly the strongest indication of functional doubling, however, 

concerned guide-flock relations. There has been no provision in the 'emulation' 

(taqlid) by the 'imitating believer' (moqalled) of his mogtahed, for a complementary 

or alternative, independent spiritual realm. Such a sovereign spiritual realm has been 

institutionally sealed in the 'oath of allegiance/initiation' (ba-fat) of Sufi to sheikh. 

Sufism's royal spiritual authority has been evident in the absolute obedience re

quested of affiliates, as an ideal and to some extent as a practice, which transcended 

representational values. One SoltancalIsahi affiliate's humble task consisted of watch

ing the gate and welcoming visitors. I asked him, after Mahbütfalïsah died, if he had 

personally known the master. He turned to me in amazement of such ignorance and 

said: "Me? No! I am the dog of dogs."51 Allegiance, the martial arts specialist in Za-

hlr od-Dowle's lodge explained, he owed to God alone, but only through his master. 

"Nothing transcends the Sarica, but if the qotb orders me to drink wine, I will do so 

without hesitation." Most masters in the NecmatollahI orders have carried 'shah' in 

their cognomen, which has historically meant disembodied 'spiritual kingship', but 

could also reflect literal claims to worldly power. In the Qajar-era, Sufism's acceptan

ce through royal patronage was preceded by competition for worldly power between 

Sufis and the monarch.52 In the late Pahlavi era, the Sufis' sharing in royal charisma 

through ideological and institutional royal patronage was matched by their mystical 

49 "Hence the hatred of the mujtahids for Sufis" (TRIMINGHAM, 1971: 164). 
50 "The functions of the [...] Imam, in Shi'i beliefs, include the authoritative explanation of [...] the 

Qur'an, the authoritative interpretation and even extension of Islamic law, the guidance of the 
individual in his spiritual life in a fashion akin to the murshid [...] in Sufism" (ALGAR, 1983: 10). 

51 Interview, 01/31/97. Another Sufi reported his quest to be 'to become not' (interview, 11/27/96). 
52 A citation from chapter 2.: "The power of the Qutb is obviously greater than that of any ruler 

[....] Salvation in this world and the next depends on obedience to the Qutb of the time, 'who, in our 
era, is Sayyid Ma'süm 'All Shah'. If a ruler attacks the Qutb. he must come to ruin, not only because 
the cosmic balance has been threatened, but because the dervishes themselves will his ruin" 
(POURJAVADI and WILSON, 1978: 117, citing (Nu^alTsafD's Letter of Guidance (Hedayal-name). 
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variations on Plato's concept of a philosopher-king,53 in whose power Mohammad 

'Anqa left little doubt he wished to share.54 In a general observation of Islamic, 

"saintly' authority, it was remarked that "in folklore the pir maintains respect much 

as a sultan might: through the use of brute force."55 In the examples from this study, 

the last part of the observation may be taken metaphorically: as unmediated power. 

In the Islamic Republic, the clerical component has remained unimpaired in 

definitions of spiritual authority: both clerics and Sufis claimed representation of 

Imamic authority, or the leading of their flocks in its name. The refined SoltancalIsahï 

doctrine that designated a worldly realm in which obedience to the foqaha' was a 

religious duty, and signs of its clerical acceptance, were important for the 

containment of incongruous competition. In Saficallsahl congregations, the contain

ment of tension was managed by masters who downplayed the significance of autho

rity claims to the outside, but on the inside upkept allegiance to the spiritual genealo

gy - which generally found its legitimisation in the twelve Imams, most notably CA1I. 

The royal component in spiritual authority claims has lessened for Sufi orders -

from outward and manifest it has become inward and latent - and increased 

(inversely) for the clerics. This has respectively meant increased and decreased 

political assertion on the part of the clerics and the Sufis. However, the Sufi orders 

and the state now both embodied royal and clerical elements, which brought them 

face to face, in direct competition for by and large exclusive, spiritual authority. 

Competition resulted not from differences - civil associations demanding a social 

space of their own from an overbearing, monolithical state - but similarities - the Sufi 

orders and the state both embodying claims to royal and to clerical authority. In one 

of the defamatory pamphlets that was allowed to come into the open in the Islamic 

Republic - for Sufism to be tarnished - a contemporary enemy restated traditional, 

historical reproaches, the venom of which now had a new political significance: 

"In Persian Sufism, the 'pole' [...] was meant as an interior quality, the realization of the so-
called [...] I of the I-ness'. This is the 'pillar of light.' [...] that connects Heaven and Earth through the 
Perfect Man personified by the ruling king" (FILIPPANI-RONCONI, 1977: 62). 

"[One] manifestation of the other self (man-e digar) (in the station of controlling the lower self) 
consists of the relation between the ruler and the ruled. Politics and the legal machinery are areas in 
which the particulars of this kind of relations become clearer. In Iran, kings have always been counted 
as the representatives of God [...] In this regard [...] one could consider the king as that «higher 
power», whose existence is a symbol of the other self. That is to say: a symbol of the self controlling 
the lower [bestial] soul (nafs-e sofli)" [my insertions] (AHMADI, 1375/1997: 55). 

" L I N D H O L M , 1998:223. 
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If the existence of the Sufi lodge in front of the mosque [now largely embodying 
state religiosity], the taking of the face of the sheikh into one's mind 
[constituting, besides blasphemy, competition for state appointed prayer leaders] 
and the assumption of the honorary title of 'king' [ultimately denying any pre
tender ruler's and particularly jurists' worldly claims to spiritual authority], if all 
of this is not against the Islamic foundations, then what is? [my insertions]. 

The analogous structures of clerical and Sufi spiritual authority have been expressed 

not only in ideational similarities but also various resemblances in organisation. 

From its invocations of Iranian society, one can deduce that the clerical state has 

largely conceived of it as an amorphous mass of adepts in need of charismatic, 

religious leadership. Khomeyni said: "The guardianship of the Islamic jurist [...] is 

the same as the appointment of a tutor for minors. The tutelage of the nation 

regarding responsibility and authority does not differ at all from the tutelage of the 

under-aged."57 Some sectors of it were subject to special care: there was subsidised 

schooling and pilgrimages for martyrs' families, and there were educational and 

literacy campaigns for tribal areas. However, the revolutionary care for the 'disin

herited' was gradually transformed into permanent and general appeals to the Iranian 

nation's Islamic solidarity. Beyond the privilege of any group, the clerical state's 

charismatic elite set out to achieve a permanent mass-mobilisation, for which it made 

use of popular symbols - the infallible Imams, their Gnostic wisdom, martyrdom's 

exemplary values, the expectation of the Mahdi - ingrained in Shi'ite-Iranian culture. 

Whenever there were state-organised political rallies in Tehran, one would read in the 

newspapers the next day that 'people from all walks of life' had participated. Thus, 

the Islamic Republic has been aptly analysed in terms of its 'populism' (whether or 

not this offers a viable alternative to 'fundamentalism').58 The televised Friday 

56 CAHARDAHI, 1360/1981-2: 5.The "taking of the image/face (sürat) of the sheikh into one's 
mind" had been an explicit demand of <Safï'aIisah> (cf. CAHARDAHI. 1360/1981-2: 62). 

57 Citation in AHMAD! and AHMADI, 1998: 167. 
58 HALLIDAY pointed out the weakness in juxtaposing populism and fundamentalism in Iran 

(1995: 256-7). ABRAHAMIAN (1993: 17) cites as populism's features: "A movement of the propertied 
middle-class that mobilizes the lower classes, especially the urban poor, with radical rhetoric directed 
against imperialism, foreign capitalism and the political establishment. In mobilizing the 'common 
people', populist movements use charismatic figures and symbols, imagery, and language that have 
potent value in the mass culture. Populist movements promise to drastically raise the standard of 
living and make the country fully independent of outside powers. Even more important, in attacking 
the status quo with radical rhetoric, they intentionally stop short of threatening the petty bourgeoisie 
and the whole principle of private property. Populist movements, thus, inevitably emphasize the 
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sermon (hotbe) has stood out as a major genre and institution at the state's disposal, 

in constructing, through the Iranians' mass-mobilisation, an amorphous clientele.59 

A similar hierarchy has operated in the mystic regimes, in which various genres 

and institutions constructed an amorphous following of affiliates. The salvation of 

these affiliates invariably depended on their following of the masters.60 The Saffallsahl 

order had many sheikhs, but not any of them under the command of the Board of Trus

tees. Rather, each sheikh recreated his microcosm of what had once been the orders' 

central authority. There were levels of closeness to Monawwarialïsah, but none of the 

participants in his gatherings could mutually claim superior religious status. Monawwar-

'alïsah too, however, although critical of innovations under the Board of Trustees, was 

moderate in his claims to spiritual authority. In the end, all legitimacy derived from Sa-

flcallsah - and through him from the Imams and the Prophet - to whom Monawwaî all-

sah and the participants in his gathering, in turn, constituted an amorphous following. 

In order to retain an amorphous following and contain dissent, NecmatollahI 

leaders had to testify to their ('royal') might from time to time - their possession of 

blessing, which was witnessed through the performance or the narration of 

miraculous deeds. But they also had to appeal to the affiliates by invoking a popular, 

Sufi construction of Shicite history through which they testified to representational 

('clerical') legitimacy. Superseding the power of any contemporary master, the cha

risma of Shah NecmatoIlah Wall, the founder of the order, radiated through to the pre

sent in all NecmatollahI gatherings (magdles), and the spiritual chain that traced back 

his legitimacy to the first Imam, also pointed forwards to the contemporary masters. 

The size of the Soltan'allsahl order, the variety in its real estate property, the num

ber of its affiliates, and their wide geographical spread, corresponded to hierarchies 

more complex than the Saficallsahl ones. The qotb disposed of three varieties of 

sheikhs: one 'sheikh of sheikhs' (Seyh ol-maSayeh) who shared in many of the mas-

importance, not of economic-social revolution, but of cultural, national, and political reconstruction." 

I have been deliberately selective in my citation as the middle-class element is not relevant to the 

present discussion, and class in Iran in general and particularly in the 1970s has, in my opinion, been 

less relevant than "the specific religious project [...] in the Iranian revolution" (that Abrahamian rather 

neglects, cf. HALLIDAY, 1995: 257), to which charismatic authority and leadership have been central. 
59 The Islamic Republic "elevated the Friday prayers [...] into a key state institution for [...] in

doctrination, and mass mobilisation" (KAZEMI, 1996: 140, cf. RAM, 1994; EICKELMAN, 1992: 646). 
TRIMINOHAM stated that "The foundation of the orders is the [hierarchical] system and 

[initiatory] relationship of master and disciple" (1971: 3), cf. DENNY, 1985: 77; DEJONG, 1984:487. 
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ter's attributes and had the right to install lesser sheikhs; the 'restricted' (mahdüd) 

variety, who were installed at specific places at specific times; and the 'independent' 

(motlaq) ones, who could be detached to any place, at any time. ' These layers of 

sheikhs in between the master and his affiliates did not, however, attain authority in 

themselves. The sheikhs had a representative identity, bestowing the master's grace 

on the affiliates, and reproducing their dualism. Sufis in both NecmatollahI orders 

repeatedly stressed - in a formulation which was politically convenient but 

simultaneously 'authentic' to the Sufi orders' collective conceptions of the self - that 

the affiliates had no particular identity and included 'people from all walks of life.' 

In a pre-revolutionary definition of Islamic prayer, 'Allama Tabataba'I divided it 

into the 'canonical' type (saldt), 'supplication' {do'cP), 'litany' (wird) and 'invocation' 

(zekr).b2 He did not, then, define these in any hierarchy, and he could not have 

foreseen canonical prayer as a state institution in the Islamic Republic. On banners 

and wall-paintings in the streets one read: "prayer is the sun of hearts" (namaz 

hworSld-e delha ast), and "enjoining the good is obligatory like prayer is" (amr be 

macrüfmesl-e namaz wdgeb ast). In the lodge of Saffallsah, one obstinate Sufi who 

thought prayer was unnecessary and felt that all one needed to do was 'thinking of 
cAlf, was sharply corrected: "When was CA1I succesful?", he was asked, and then 

given the answer: "It was when he prayed."63 Post-revolutionary NecmatollahIs would 

certainly not equate zekr with namaz. Namaz preceded the Sufi meditations in both 

of the NecmatollahI orders, circumscribing their encompassing realm of legitimate 

religiosity. If there was any fundamental unity in these varieties of Islamic prayer, 

beyond being complementary, it was to be found in their communicative structures. 

Sufi religious ceremonies compared to the Friday sermon sessions in that they, 

too, were hermeneutic exercises in which the right of interpretation was monologi-

cally sealed. They featured similar, esoteric interpretations of reality, in a collective 

endeavour to uncover meaning hidden deeply under the surface of manifest pheno

mena.64 They attributed common purpose to instances at first sight isolated, and read 

the world for signatures that related it to the holy book. These collective interpretive 

61 Interview (Maizub'alisah), 05/07/97. 
62InTABATABA'I, 1982:91. 
"Conversation, 12/01/96. 
64 I am here using a definition by FOUCAULT (1994: 29): "Let us call the totality of the learning 

and skills that enable one to make the signs speak and to discover their meaning, hermeneutics." 
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efforts had spiritual progress and becoming a better Muslim as their aims;65 two 

religious purposes which, for many Shi'ite Iranians, were largely interchangeable. 

More important for the present discussion, amorphous audiences were constructed 

and rallied through the congregations' hierarchical features. Both the Friday sermon 

and the Sufi ceremonies were hierarchically authoritarian in that they created two lar

gely undifferentiated strata - the faithful and the affiliates versus the prayer leader and 

the master - the one defined in its attribute of 'following' to the other. In Tehrani 

Friday sermons, hierarchy would be physically stressed in the speaker's speaking 

from a pulpit and his audience being seated on the ground. The NecmatollahT orders' 

physical arrangement had both parties seated on the floor, but all affiliates facing 

their master in the centre. The SoltancalIsahIs visibly marked the master's place, while 

the Board of Trustees was only informally in the centre of attention (see figure 14). 

These spatial hierarchies were paralleled in the generic dominance of monologue, 

which defined the first party through passivity and repetition / listening and silence, 

and the other by its activity and initiation / speaking and voice. Through these hie

rarchical features, both Sufi gatherings and the state Friday sermon enhanced not a 

'civic culture' - based on self-conscious, plural and assertive identities - but, instead, 

the 'mass culture' that belonged to an amorphous following. In terms of these crucial 

similarities to the Islamic Republic's spiritual authority structure, the Sufi orders have 

compared to the state regime rather than to civil associations. Functionally, the orders 

differed from the state mainly in the absence of taxation and a monopoly of violence; 

the two differences that in general prevail between religious regimes and modem 

states.66 In many other respects, however, the orders and the state engaged in 

competition for exclusive spiritual authority, not because of fundamental differences 

but, instead, numerous resemblances, in their evocations of collective states of bliss. 

65 Cf. BAYAT, 1982: 11, 13, 15. 
BAX, 1987: 3. Although even here, there is a comparison. The orders collect religious revenues 

on some scale; the state has a central office for homms collection (sanduq-e ahmas). The difference 
is the voluntary and informal nature of the first, and the compulsory and fixed nature of the second. 
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Figure 14. 
Spatial hierarchy in four Sufi lodges 
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7.3. Paradoxes of civility and Sufism 

Or la perpetuation et la transmission de ce message spirituel des Imams sont 
indépendantes de la question de savoir si telle ou telle société islamique rejettera 
ou acceptera, pour 's'adapter au monde moderne', 1'introduction du code civil.67 

The mystic regimes do not easily fit the model of associational life and civility, 

circumscribed in the classical definition of civil society. Recently, however, seve

ral anthropologists have cast doubt on the definition's descriptive and conceptual 

value, holding it inapt to grasp cultural variability. They objected to the classical 

idea that it is "too narrowly circumscribed by modern western models of liberal-

individualism", and that "the recent use of the concept to differentiate states 

according to their potential for democracy and civilisation [...] carries on [...] 

using rationality and individualism [...] to measure the distance between the civi

lised individual and the collectivist barbarian."68 They considered it, in short, a 

Western artefact to be ideologically deconstructed. If it was to offer any meaning

ful perspective, they argued, "the exploration of civil society requires [...] careful 

attention be paid to [...] informal [...] practices overlooked by other disciplines."69 

The first series of critiques takes the descriptive, classical model of civil 

society for a prescriptive one. The critiques moreover strike one as political, more 

so than conceptual, and they do not, therefore, significantly problematise Western 

origins in the concept of civil society. The second appeal, however, points to a 

real conceptual problem. The image traditionally evoked of associational life, ap

plies to well-established groups, mutually well-connected and socially powerful, 

in which interactions and transactions take a formal, registered and regulated, or

derly course. The informal processes through which such groups evolved, fall out

side the scope of civil society's classical definition, which is, essentially, syn-

CORBIN, 1971, (1): 90. The 1804 code civil has been one of the historical markers of the 
Western civil society: "Mit den groBen Kodifikationen des biirgerlichen Rechts wird ein 
Normensystem entwickelt, das eine im strengen Sinne private SphSre, namlich den von 
standischen wie von staatlichen Auflagen tendenziell befreiten Verkehr der Privatleute miteinan-
der sichert" (HABERMAS, 1993: 144). Before the Islamic revolution, Daryush Shayegan conceived 
of the relations between civil society and religion, beyond Corbin's view that they were simply un
related, as mutually exclusive: "the West has been losing its spiritual trustworthiness since the six
teenth century when it substituted civil society for religious order" (in BOROUJERDl, 1996: 150). 

68HANN, 1996: 3: RABO, 1996: 155. 
6 9 H A N N . 1996:3:6. 
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chronic. In a process-oriented, diachronical search, however, one would be able to 

explore civil society's emergence and development. Conceiving of the Iranian 

civil society as a process, one could make comparative sense of its 'emergent' 

character, which has been often observed but also left theoretically unexplored. 

The following explores two instances in which Sufism meaningfully, though in 

paradoxical, implicit, passive, informal ways, relates to the Iranian civil society. 

First, Western civil societies originated from literary and artistic circles and 

debating clubs, not from politically assertive mutual interest groups. Non-asser

tive societies have moreover made implicit, exemplary contributions. An impor

tant new strain in Iranian intellectual discourse in which Sufism figures passively 

as a recurrent reference - as a beacon of legitimate religiosity - provides a parallel. 

Secondly, public space, in advance of any full-fledged civil public sphere, was 

first established in societies not only mute and inward looking, but also secretive 

and closed, and confined to selective memberships. Sufi orders have maintained a 

shielded religiosity of their own - and thus non-state religiosity, no matter to what 

extent they accommodated to the public transcript. Through non-state religiosity 

they confronted, if largely willy-nilly, the state 'colonisation of the lifeworld'. 

1. 

In his historical study of Western public space, HABERMAS (1990 [1962]) identi

fied its embryonic forms in advance of any institutionalised, state guaranteed 

public freedom. Confined, public space was first established in salons, clubs and 

coffee-houses, partly co-opted by the court, from which developed the 

associations of citizens that have given shape to the classical, Western civil socie-

70 Paraphrasing, 'colonisation of the lifeworld' refers to the extension of 'systemic' economic 
and bureaucratic criteria to private realms (Lebenswelt refers to "der transzendentale Ort, an dem 
sich Sprecher und Hörer begegnen; wo sie reziprok den Anspruch erheben können, daB ihre Au-
Berungen mit der Welt (der objektiven, der sozialen oder der subjektiven Welt) zusammenpassen; 
und wo sie diese Geltungsanspriiche kritisieren und bestatigen, ihren Dissens austragen und Ein-
verstandnis erzielen können" (HABERMAS, 1988, (2)), undermining freedom and consensus-
based, communicative rationality (op. cit., p. 293, in an argument that begins at p. 273), enforcing 
systemic assimilation (op. cit., p. 522). The analogy consists in the Islamic Republic having 
extended its reach over Iranian society and individuals, physically as well as ideologically, further 
than the previous twentieth-century regimes, and in it having conceived of and imposed its regu
lations exclusively. It is not implied, by this historical comparison, that the Iranian, Islamic world 
as a whole would now be in the developmental stage that Europe was in in the eighteenth century. 
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ty. It was public debate, beyond the reach of court society, which marked the tran

sition from a 'representative' public space - the public representation of rule and 

rulers - into a 'civil' public space - the civilians' proper realm that won over the 

public stage. The process is described in the transformation of predominantly in

ward, literary (eighteenth century), into outward, political (nineteenth century) pu

blic space.71 It was possibly this developmental perspective, which led Habermas 

to recognise organisations that did not directly engage in the public debate as part 

of the civil society, in as far as they provided exemplary models that enhanced pu

blic debate.72 The intellectuals' discourse in which Sufism figures as a recurrent 

reference, represents a similarly inward, public space in the process of expansion. 

The philosopher 'Abdolkarïm Sorüs is one of Iran's most prominent 

contemporary intellectuals.73 He was educated in Iran and abroad and initially he 

was a fervent supporter of the revolution and the Islamic Republic. Gradually, 

however, he came to realise a contradiction between his Islamic values and the 

state that purported to execute these. The Iranian philosophical discourse that 

Sorüs embodied, has been pervaded by European categories of thought - through 

the translation into Persian of Kant and Hegel as much as Heidegger and Foucault 

- the most important of which for Sorüs has been the concept of relativism. He 

argued that the revelation was sacred, as its meaning remained unchanged in time. 

But readers were not, hence the need for interpretation.74 Interpretation was a 

secular matter, for the legitimisation of which no meta-secular arguments were 

HABERMAS, 1990: 46, 116. The French revolution became "Auslöser eines Politisie-
rungsschubes einer zunachst literarisch und kunstkritisch gepragten Öffentlichkeit" (op. cit., p. 14). 

72 HABERMAS (1990: 46) wrote on civil associational life: "Es handelt sich also um meinungs-
bildende Assoziationen. Sie gehören nicht wie hochgradig verstaatlichte politische Parteien zum 
administrativen System, erzielen aber iiber publizistischen EinfluB politische Wirkungen, weil sie 
entweder direkt an der öffentlichen Kommunikation teilnehmen oder. wie z.B. alternative Projekte, 
wegen des programmatischen Charakters ihrer Tatigkeiten durch ihr Beispiel einen impliziten 
Beitrag zur öffentlichen Diskussion leisten. Ahnlich schreibt Offe den Assoziationsverhaltnissen 
die Funktion zu, geeignete Kontexte zu bilden für eine politische Kommunikation [...] ". 

Another intellectual writing within the jurist community and similarly influenced by mysti
cism, was Mogtahed Sabestari. "Shabestari differentiates between faith and the religious law, asso
ciating faith and the essence of religiosity with religious experience rather than with the religious 
law (fiqh). In this, he relies on the mystics who have said; 'the human problem is the problem of 
correct interpretation of religious experience and not the experience itself" (ALINEJAD, 1998: 37). 

Cf. ROULEAU, June 1995. It could be argued that interpretation of the sacred sources is what 
most of the Shi'ite clerics do anyway. The radically new aspect of the philosopher's approach -
although seemingly much in line with the eighteenth century theological position of the Ahbaris -
is, however, his extension of the right of interpretation to the religious lay population at large. 
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valid (an idea which Sufis too, in various formulations, stressed over and again). 

Sorüs concluded there was no justification for any group to monopolise inter

pretation, and, consequently, state power. Thus, he attacked exclusivity in the idea 

of welayat-e faqlh: "Soroush regards religion and mysticism along with science 

and philosophy as four legitimate modes of attaining knowledge [....] He charged 

that just as the fatva [...] of a rural jurist differs from that of an urbanite, [...] so the 

Islam of a philosopher contrasts that of a mystic".75 Because of his unabatedly 

religious perspective, Sorüs became a feared critic of the Islamic Republic, and 

in this one respect Sorüs compares to Kant. Just as the latter's Enlightenment-

declaration ('dare to think!') found its expression in ambivalent allegiance to 

Frederick the Second, so the former subverted through criticism, but never ex

plicitly declared unambiguously illegitimate, Khomeyni's doctrine of jurist rule. 

Sorüs developed these ideas in his position as a university lecturer, and spread 

his 'thinly disguised call for pluralism' through articles in Kiyan magazine.78 They 

attracted the international media's attention, and he embarked on a series of 

international lectures. The government has taken various measures to put a stop to 

his message. Lectures were cancelled, he was beaten up by Hezbollahls, and he is 

now - although largely untouchable through his international standing - silenced. 

75 BOROUJERDI. 1996: 259, 251, cf. ROULEAU, 06/17/95. 
76 Cf. KAZEMl, 1996: 151-2. 
77 FOUCAULT (1984: 37) concluded of Kant's Was ist Aufklanmg: "And Kant, in conclusion, 

proposes to Frederick II, in scarcely veiled terms, a sort of contract - what might be called the 
contract of rational despotism with free reason: the public and free use of autonomous reason will 
be the best guarantee of obedience, on condition, however, that the political principle that must be 
obeyed itself be in conformity with universal reason." Cf. HABERMAS'S more positive evaluation 
of Kant's significance for discussions of civil society and public space (1990: 178-195, 200,273). 

78KAZEMI, 1996: 151. 
79 After the 1997 presidential elections, Sorüs commented on the results on CNN, which he 

was fiercely reproached for by the hard-line newspaper KeyhSn. "'Abdolkarlm Sorüs who is 
according to the commentator (!) of the television station CNN an Islamic philosopher against the 
regime (!) said in an interview with journalists of this news channel, among statements concerning 
the above issues, that the election result is a way to find peace and quiet towards a better future. 
While the journalists of the Western and Zionist media assessed the crisp and clear statements of 
[...] Khatami as a sign of a confession of disappointment and despondency vis-a-vis the Western 
encampment, and knew the issues forwarded by Mr. Khatami to be based on his fundamentalism, 
Sorüs's happy divulging [...] appears ridiculous. These statements of Mr. Sorüs, in the margin of 
issues that he addressed at conferences and speeches abroad and that have become termed 'Islamic 
Lutheranism', assume a very particular meaning" (Hordad 8, 1376/May 29, 1997). It was reported 
that "In a July letter published in a newspaper, publisher and writer Abdolkarim Soroush 
confirmed that he had been banned from leaving the country and that his passport had been confis-
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While Sorüs's thought has become the object of international exegesis, the extent 

to which his oppositional discourse derived from the Islamic, mystical tradition -

this has been a recurrent motive in Iranian intellectual discourse - has not often 

been analysed in any detail.80 Mystical philosophy was rather associated with 

Sorüs's intellectual and political enemies, particularly Reza Davarl, who had car

ried Henry Corbin's Heideggerian mysticism to its absolutist extremes.81 As Su-

fism accommodated itself to regime religiosity through blending with Khomeynist 

'erfan, however, Sorüs delved into Islamic mysticism - in as far as its legitimacy 

was beyond doubt - to argue an authentic, decisively non-statist religiosity.82 

In a recent interview that has been published on the internet, Sorüs explained 

that "My first attempts at interpretation concerned the Koran and an important 

Sufi text, Mathnavi [....] My continuing contemplation of Rumi made me 

gradually better acquainted with Sufism." In another passage, Sorüs mentioned "a 

memorable trip [to] the desert town of Gonabad. There I met the Ghotb or the 

master of the mystic Sufi order of Khaksari that is also known as Gonabadi. Upon 

my return, I wrote a fictionalized travelogue entitled "Journey to the Center.""83 

cated. In November Ansar-e Hezbollah thugs attempted to break up at least one of Soroush's lec
tures" (U.S. Department of State. Iran Country Report on Human Rights Practices for 1997, p. 8). 

See, for instance, COLE'S (1996) discussion of intellectuals' nationalist discourse in the 
Qajar period. He addressed E'temad os-Saltana's 'Dreambook' that used dervish imagery to argue 
against the reformists of his time and in favour of absolute monarchy (op. cit.. pp. 51, 53). A 
contemporary equivalent may be found in Davari. Inversely "Voltaire, [...] whose works had not 
been translated into Persian [in the nineteenth century], was held in high esteem by some Sufis, 
who had heard of his anti-clericalism" (BAYAT, 1982: 62). ALINEJAD (1998: 3) emphasised the 
"meaningful function of the new interpretations of Iranian-Islamic philosophical and mystical 
traditions in building new political imaginaries." In these traditions, ALINEJAD felt (as did Sorüs). 
lay the roots of current trends towards democracy and pluralism (op. cit., p. 5). Similarly, "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" (op. cit.. p. 15). 

Cf. BOROUJERDI's eye-opener review of post-revolution intellectual debate (1994: 247). 
" Mysticism had been an important theme from his earliest book, 'The Restless Nature of the 

Universe' {Nahad-e na-aram-e gahan), in which "the author aligns himself with the mystical Shi'i 
school of illumination (eshraq), and particularly with its great seventeenth-century exponent, Sadr 
al-Din Mohammad Shirazi, or Molla Sadra [....] Sorush's strong mystical tendency can be shown 
in the conceptual structure of his various arguments, as well as by the simple fact that the most 
frequently and approvingly cited reference in his writings and lectures is the great mystic poet 
Jalal al-Din Rumi" (MATIN-ASGARI, 1997: 100-1. 102. cf. various references in this chapter). 

The equasion of (Haksan and <Gonabadi> is obviously a mistake. The interview was held on 
May 3, 1999. I found "Intellectual Autobiography: An Interview" on http://www.serai.org/ (10/ 
31/99), a website dedicated to Sorüs. The interviewer was "Sadri", but other details are unknown. 

http://www.serai.org/
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"Religiosity", he held, "is the station of being in love" (dlnddrl maqam-e 'aSeqi 

ast),S4 and he sought its exploration in the language of the mystics, as in 'the 

words of Mowlana'.85 Rümï, the Sufi, has not been absent from official discourse, 

if only because his poetry had such authority in Iranian culture that banning it 

would be inconceivable. But he was predominantly represented as an caref, not a 

Sufi. Ettelffat prescribed he was not 'a Sufi or a recluse ascetic' (süfi wa zdhed-e 

halwat-neSIn), and not even 'a Sufi-like mystic' (cdref-e süfï-waS)?6 Rümï would 

be publicly called Mowlavl, but seldomly Mowlana, which means 'our master' 

and evoked the spiritual authority conflict that derived from the figure of the sheikh. 

Sorüs repeatedly evoked challenging images of legitimate spiritual authority. 

As the Islamic Republic politicised mysticism, Sorüs gave Mowlana an inverse 

political reading: "Our [...] mystics [...] have [...] taught us one can attain freedom 

in the shadow of religion. Mowlavl comprehends the aim of 'prophecy' precisely 

in this founding of freedom for believers and supporters of religion."87 The tea-

Tahlil-e mafliüm-e hohlmat-e dini, 1375/1996: 7. Although Sorüs was ambivalent or some
times negative towards Sufism. overall his tone was positive (especially in Serdrhd-ye mostaqim: 
sohani dar pluralism; mosbat wa manfi, 1997/1376). In his treatment of Mohammad al-Gazzalï, 
Rümï and Hafez he stressed their enmity towards Sufism (Qesse-ye arbdb-e ma'refat. 1375/1996: 
6, 7, 26, 59-61, 257). However, in the same publication he told, in an inverse appreciation, that 
"the important lesson of Sufism is abstention from power and wealth, to refrain from sin" 
(1375/1996: 268). In 'Confused Consciousness, Confused Identity' (Zehniyat-e moianwaS. 
hoviyat-e moSawwaS, in Kiyan, 1996, 6, (30): 4-9), he "conceded that by its very nature [...] 
tasavvof leads to fatalistic thinking [...] and perplexity [...], traits that breed irrationality and confu
sion in Iranian culture" (MATIN-ASGARI, 1997: 103). In Ahlaq, ziba-Sendsi wa 'erfdn (1375/1997: 
17), however, Sorüs associated beauty with proximity to God, and proximity to God with Sufis. 

85 Tahlil-e mafluim-e hokümat-e dini, 1375/1996: 2. SHAYEGAN writes (1997), in what must be 
a reference to Sorüs, of distortions in the Westernised Islamic episteme. that it "is quite capable of 
mixing eschatology with, for example, positivism. The product of such combinations is always a 
hybrid which can only be made to fit together by grafting" (op. cit.. p. 73). Ironically, similar graf
ting was employed by "all kinds of converts: German fundamentalists. British Sufis, meticulously 
conscientious Swiss Muslims, French dabblers in 'a nice class of Islam, rich in cultural appeal'" 
(op. cit., p. 74). Although one may agree with Shayegan that "to match two notions which belong 
to different constellations of ideas, kept apart by the great historical caesuras on which modernity 
is founded, is to attempt a chain of identification and misread the genealogy of the concepts" (op. 
cit., p. 27), the attempts live a life of their own, and thus constitute an object for social science. 

86 There were fewer inhibitions in lesser figures. A new edition of'All Torke's Sarh-e golSan-e 
raz was judged 'among the best books to have appeared until now in Persian about 'Erfan and Su
fism' [my emphasis]. The GolSan-e raz contained Mahmüd Sabestari's (d. 1317) answers to questi
ons of a 'famous Sufi' (Enela'al. Bahman 11, 1375/January 30, 1996, cf. CORBIN, 1972. (1): 233). 

87 Din wa dzddi, 1375/1996: 42, 44: "rivers of freedom and religion spring from one source." 
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chings of Sufi mystics, Sorüs felt, had been a reaction not only to monarchist but 

also, more generally, despotic ethics, predominant in Iranian, Islamic history.88 

Under SorOs's hermeneutic reasoning that strove to define the basis for textual 

authority and religiosity, lay a fundamental, ontological discussion that dealt with 

the essence of man: "Our mystics have spoken about nothing but man. Sufism and 
cerfan are, fundamentally, anthropology. The mystics have said that man is the 

embodiment of the overarching name of God."89 From this inclusive conception 

of mankind, it followed that "mystics such as Mowlavl [...] knew the 'fight be

tween the believer, the unbeliever and the Jew' to occur [only] as a consequence 

of conflicting perspectives", and that they had "in an insightful and wise manner 

laid the firm foundation for an honest and just pluralism."90 One of the ways in 

which pluralism became manifest, was in the diversity of religious explication and 

experience, which Sorüs considered 'our Sufis' to represent in words and action.91 

As many Iranian critics of the Islamic Republic did, Sorüs maintained that he 

took no political positions at all, and stated emphatically that "mystical theories 

must not be established as the basis for political thought, because this unusual 

practice is dangerous."92 Habermas observed of Western equivalents: "Der kri-

88 In the same passage, Sorüs was critical of 'Sufi ethics' (MATIN-ASGARI, 1997: 107). 
89 Din wa azadl, 1375/1996: 48-9. ROULEAU'S citation of Sorüs (06/17/95): "the Islamic state 

can only be justified if it is democratic and humanistic" must not be mistaken for secularism, but 
be seen as a strictly religious view. The year in which Sorüs published Din wa azadl (1996), there 
was also a round table on 'religion and freedom' at Tehran University (ADELKHAH, 1997: 17). 

90 Din wa azadl, 1375/1996: 47. In winter 1997, Name-ye farhang (24) published a 'forum on 
pluralism and culture' that was presided over by Reza DSvari. Hoggat ol-Eslam Rasad recognised 
mysticism, just as Sorüs did, as an Islamic basis for pluralism (op. cit., p. 5, English introduction). 
Davari's evaluation, contrary to that of Sorüs, was decisively negative: "because of the confusion 
of the language and ambiguity of the concepts and interpretations, some of the pious believers 
have defended pluralism [....] Pluralism is not a religious or theological issue, and in theological 
and 'erfanl introductions to its explication, it is in reality a kind of political exploitation" (op. cit.. 
p. 3, English; p. 13, Persian text). The views of Da van are in line with those of the Western re
lativists in the civil society debate, who positively reckon that "Some societies may reject modern 
western notions of what is intrinsically good, as when a Brahmin rejects equality and upholds the 
hierarchy of caste, or a Mollah defends the sacred truths of Islam against secular pluralism" 
(HANN, 1996: 18). However, interestingly, it is the enemies who cite from the Western tradition as 
well. Transcending the East-West divide, Sobh cited Weber and Davari found solace in Heidegger. 

Seratha-ye mostaqlm: sohanl dar pluralism: mosbat wa manfi, 1997/1376: 4. In a London 
lecture, Sorüs stated that: "Sufis empty themselves so that Truths may radiate in them" (Kixan, 
1997, 34, (6): 58). In a 1992 critique of post-modernism. Sorüs paradoxically defended mysticism 
as a solution for 'man's uncertainty and self-consciousness' (MATIN-ASGARI, 1997: 103). 

- Din wa azadl, 1375/1996: 51. One finds ambivalence not only in the incongruity of Sorüs's 
discourse and practice, but also in the fact that he reproaches Sufism for zohd while it is with the 
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tische ProzeB, den die öffentlich rasonierenden Privatleute gegen die 

absolutistische Herrschaft anstrengen, versteht sich selbst als unpolitisch."9 

SorOs's mystical demand for a 'society of law' {gamece-ye hoqüqï), an allegedly 

unpolitical plea, was an important political event as it transcended Henry Corbin's 

traditionally narrow conception of 'erfim beyond and isolated from any 'Code 

Civil'.94 In this way, through its denial and claims to the opposite, Sufism 

discursively transformed into SorOs's oppositional defence of (religious) civility. 

2. 

Until the end of the eighteenth century, Western proto-civilians faced a 'represen

tative public space', which was filled with the emblems, gestures and rhetoric of 

rule and rulers. As long as this rhetoric and these emblems and gestures remained 

the sole occupant of the public space, there could be no full-fledged civil society. 

Nevertheless, civil public space was established within the confines of closed 

societies. Habermas mentioned Freemasonry and illuminationist societies, secre

tive as much as Sufism has been, as examples.95 He illustrated their dialectical re

lation to representative public space as follows: "Die Beschrankung der Öffent-

lichkeit, meint Kant mit dem Blick auf die damals heiBumstrittenen Freimaurer-

logen, sei >>die veranlassende Ursache aller geheimen Gesellschaften«". Thus, 

the common European phenomenon of Freemasonry was "as old as civil society 

voice of this very, traditionalist and quietist 'erfan that Sorüs speaks in the above citation. In the a-
bove lecture Sorüs played a dangerous game by associating welayat as a mystical concept with Su
fism, suggesting an alternative conception for the feqhi and donydwl varieties ofwelayat-efaqih. 

93 HABERMAS, 1990: 178. 
94 HABERMAS detected in eighteenth and nineteenth century European Common law the foun

dation for a legitimate, societal private sphere (1990: 144), and thus civil society. ALINEJAD (19-
98: 13) rightly remarked that thinkers such as Sorüs engaged in "constant flirtations with politics." 

95 HABERMAS, 1990: 96, 58-67, 14: "freimaurerischen Geheimbiinde und Illuminatenorden 
waren Assozationen, die sich durch die freien, d.h. privaten Entscheidungen ihrer Griindungsmit-
glieder konstituierten. aus freiwilligen Mitgliedern rekrutierten und im Innern egalitare Ver-
kehrsformen, Diskussionsfreiheit, Majoritatsentscheidungen usw. praktizierten. In diesen gewiB 
noch bürgerlich exklusiv zusammengesetzten Sozietaten konnten die politischen Gleichheitsnor-
men einer künftigen Gesellschaft eingeübt werden." The one conceptual doubt in these examples 
concerns the equality of communication. Freemasonry and illuminationist societies were, in Euro
pe as in Iran, characterised by organisational hierarchy and (at least in Iran) charismatic leadership. 
Equality was an attribute of inter-stratum communication, as among the undifferentiated morids. 

96 HABERMAS. 1990: 184. 
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itself, if civil society as a whole was not just an outgrowth of Freemasonry."97 

This points to a paradox in civility, which describes open, non-primordial inter

action, similar to what Habermas in a different context outlined as the 'ideal 

speech' situation' - free of distorting system constraints - but which has never

theless, in Western Europe, been constituted through one of its opposites: secrecy. 

In Habermas's argument, the question of civil society was intimately bound up 

with a widening scope for rationality. It was rational communication that needed 

the protection of secrecy, because rational communication threatened self-expla

natory sovereignty. Thus, "Solange die Publizitat ihren Sitz in der fürstlichen Ge-

heimkanzlei hat, kann sich Vernunft nicht unvermittelt offenbaren. Ihre Öffentlich-

keit ist noch auf Geheimhaltung angewiesen, ihr Publikum bleibt [...] intern."98 

However, one suspects the more crucial element in civil society to have been 

not rational communication, but the threat that its independence posed.99 The 

crucial element in eighteenth century contestations of public space, was the 

'bürgerliche Dialektik von Innerlichkeit und Öffentlichkeit.' Facing a represen

tative public space, it had to emerge and be constituted as a secret public space.100 

This paradox of civility has also operated in the mystic regimes, in their relations 

to the Islamic Republic's waning, representative public space. The Ne'matollahl 

orders were not all fora for rational, civilian dialogue. One Sufi said: "When a 

thief enters a house, the first thing he does is turn out the light. Love (ceSq) is such 

as thief, with respect to reason (caql). What we do here is wage a 'war of love' 

(gang-e 'eSq) to annihilate that which cools down <e$q, which is to say caql".>m 

While many other Sufis would disagree and assign a central place to caql, as de

mands Shi'ite doctrine, no Sufi felt that it was 'mystic reason' that faced an over

bearing state. It has been as independent bearers of a religiosity of their own, that 

Iranian Sufis have countered, if largely willy-nilly, their lifeworld's colonisation. 

97HABERMAS, 1990:96. 
98 HABERMAS, 1990:96. 

If rationality is conceived of as more than economic or organisational efficiency, i.e. as 
behaviour and thought which is guided by reason, to the exclusion of any other source of know
ledge, then it is doubtful if rite-ridden Freemasonry ever fitted the criterion of rationality. Neither 
does rationality - for the same reason - seem to apply very well to HABERM AS'S example of (civil) 
religious groups in Eastern Europe's departure from communism (cf. op. cit.. 1990: 47). 

' M HABERMAS, 1990: 17,99. 
101 interview, 02/21/97. 
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Countering colonisation: rules and their performance 

Reflecting on current circumstances in Iran, one Sufi stated: "We are now where 

all started, with individuals and small groups, without formal organisation." An 

'actual Sufism' had now rejoined the 'essential Sufism'. It reminded of Corbin's in

vocation of the sixth imam: "L'lslam a commence expatrié et redeviendra expa-

trié. Bienheureux les expatriés!"1 Sufism's basic social dilemma had always re

flected tension between the actual and the essential states: "Sufism is about religi

ous experience, not about social organisation. But without social organisation, re

ligious experience is obstructed by enemies. All organisation corrupts, but without 

it Sufism would be destroyed as well."103 Others felt contempt for the last part of 

the equation, and cited the histories of Sufi martyrs "who were way beyond caring 

about their bodily survival."104 Both the realist and the idealists, however, envisio

ned a cosmic drama in which an ideal Sufism, a path without organisation, had be

come polluted by worldly forms. Now it was reaching a return to its original, es

sential self, in contrary circumstances, in the preordained shape of a full circle.105 

"There are no preconditions to love in the hdnaqah", Sorüs wrote, thus 

moulding Sufism into a pluralist political agenda.'06 But lodge life has been as re

gulated in the Islamic Republic as it was in the Pahlavi dynasty, bearing temporally 

distinct relations to political, state and jurist regimes. Historical charters of Sufi 

'order' have been laid down in rules, and Sufism's "sanctity of rule [...] means in 

practice the preservation and perpetuation of the adab (decorum or discipline)." 

I02CORBIN, 1971,(1): 33. The saying actually stems from the Prophet (MEIER, 1992,(4): 105). 
103 Another observer reflected in a similar fashion: "Sufi groups have split in tens and tens. 

They don't manage to achieve bureaucratisation. which kills charisma" (conversation, 10/19/96). 
104 A Sufi related to me - an uninvolved foreigner - with a martyr's defiance: "They have very 

effective means of breaking down society, but I am not afraid" (conversation, 12/10/96). It is a 
favourite saying among Sufis, based on a (prophetic) hadis, that "one has to die before one dies." 

1 The circle is a beloved metaphor of idealists from all times and places. In the above state
ment, there is a resemblance with Plato's Pure Ideas, which become polluted through earthly 
matter. The British poet Kathleen RA1NE referred to Plotinus's aesthetics when stating: "A circle is 
a circle whether it be drawn in ink or chalk or inscribed on the stone of new Grange or the turf of 
Stonehenge; and [it] is neither 'the ink on the page' nor the 'construction in space'" (1977: 57). 

1 Seratha-ye mostaqim: sohani dar pluralism: mosbat wa manfi, 1997/1376: 7. 
107 MCGREGOR, 1997: 261; cf. MEIER. 1992, (3): 57. EICKELMAN stated: "there is an 'essen

tial looseness' [...] about Islamic religious organization, which means that it is much more respon
sive to local social contexts then has often been the case in Christianity" (1981: 293). 'Essential 
looseness' is contradicted by the rule-led nature of Ne'matollahl Sufism. The rules have, however, 
made Ne'matollahls flexible with regard to (lateral) jurist and (vertical) state political contexts. 
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Persistent political concerns provide a context for the universality of Sufi rules. 

Sufism's repression was often followed by internal reforms in Sufi assemblies, 

which increased the number, severity and reach of rules. The killing of Hallag 

was among the reasons for the development of Sufi manuals that contained 

guidelines for the right teachings - the outstanding historical exemplar. ~~ Pand-e 

Saleh and other Ne'matollahl sets of rules had jurist or state concerns for law and 

order as a context. Thus, both figuratively and literally, 'rule' and 'order' have 

been intimately related, and this relation had a rationale in concerns for survival. 

The twentieth-century Hamidlya Sadillya order in Egypt survived through rules. 

When under attack by jurists and rulers, its leaders invented an intricate system of 

'laws' that modernised the order. This made it hard on anyone to denounce it as 

traditional or heretic, its organisation sharing in the modernity of governmental in

stitutions, its teachings directed towards the Islamic law.109 On top of the occasio

nal jurist attack, twentieth century Haksar Sufis were persecuted by Reza Shah, and 

the order responded, similarly, by organisational reforms which enhanced survival. 

In the NecmatollahI regimes, tacit and written rules have enhanced both secrecy 

and the reproduction of order (which were, in turn, related). Rules have regulated 

interaction in and outside the lodge into levels of formality and proximity, i.e. 

distributing discourse and practice along a scale of external-formal, internal-

formal, external-informal and internal-informal components. These historically 

articulated distributions, which corresponded to differentiated Sufi 'levels of 

teaching',110 have aided integration into the Pahlavi dynasty and accommodation 

108 Abu'n-NagTb as-Suhrawardï's (d. 1168) Adah al-muridin and Abu Hafs as-Suhrawardi's (d. 
1234) 'Awarif al-ma'arif are among the most important adafi-treatises/rule books (Cf. MEIER 
(1992, (3): 489) and TR1MINGHAM (1971: 34-6)). It is often claimed that the rule-led nature of 
Sufi orders was related to Muhammad al-Gazzali's 'reconciliation of mysticism with orthodoxy' (in 
his Ihya' 'ulüm al-din), as part of a trend of Sufi 'conformity' towards temporal and religious 
authorities (KEDDIE, 1963: 33, cf. BALDICK, 1981: 65-7, MEIER (1976 (2): 379) and CAHEN, 
who stated: 'Gleichzeitig entwickelte der Süfismus organisatorische Formen des Zusammenlebens 
und damit auch einen Schutz gegen Exzesse von Sonderlingen' (1991: 222)). 

109 GILSENAN, 1973 (Saint and Sufi in Modern Egypt). 
110 Cf. KEDDIE, 1963: 34. Formality/informality differentiation has been theoretically defined 

in the work of IRVINE (1979), and, in relation to adab, in the studies of GILSENAN (1973, 1982). 
GRAMLICH testified to the rule-led nature of Ne'matollahi ceremony in the Pahlavi era. There 
were "Regeln über Essen und Trinken, Fasten und Fastenbrechen, Gesundsein und Kranksein. Rei-
sen und Daheimsein. Eintreffen und Abschiednehmen. Alleinsein und Beisammensein, Reden und 
Schweigen, Umgang mit Höhergestellten [...] und Untergebenen, dazu Normen für anstandiges 
Sitzen, Blieken, Niesen, Husten, Naseputzen, wie man die Schuhe anzieht und auszieht, wie man 
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in the Islamic Republic. The rules of Rezacallsah were beneficial to the Sol-

tancallsahls' civil and religious integration under the Shah, while in the Islamic 

Republic, rules enhanced accommodation to regime religiosity in the lodge of 

Zahlr od-Dowle. In either case, rules have been protective of the internal and in

formal spheres, the esoteric core of which has consisted of friendship with God/ 

guidance (walayat).' The claims and proofs of friendship with God were not car

ried outside the lodge for public display, and walayat - belonging to the innermost 

realm of experience where God took over - ultimately breached any formality. 

Adab circumscribe three interrelated realms of cultivated inner states, mode

rated outer behaviour and a disciplined learning of the features of the Sufi path."2 

Regarding their proper, political functionality, adab do not easily compare to civi-

lité, in definitions which have been laid down in the manual books of the Euro

pean Middle Ages and Renaissance."3 In European court-settings, the rationale of 

etiquette consisted primarily of safeguarding internal cohesion and the integration 

of nobles. Notwithstanding royal relations, court positions and a religiosity which 

at times became salonfahig, the NecmatollahIs have remained powers in their own 

right: as inviolable realms of sheikhal authority. In the first instance, therefore, 

Ne'matollahï adab functioned as protective devices, shielding a proper religiosity. 

Saffalïsah distinguished 'outer etiquette' (ddab-e zaher) from 'inner sophistica

tion/dealing with people properly' (solük-e baten). Qazvlnï related the esoteric to 

thought (hiyal) and the exoteric to language (zahdn), which implied that anything 

a Sufi might tell about Sufism could be radically separate from Sufism itself."4 

The view that held politics to be "something that operates only in the world of the 

zahir" - a conception widespread in Iranian society at large - has been more than a 

quietist rejection of politics."5 It was simultaneously a religious and a political 

economy, which allocated meaning according to levels of formality and proximity. 

sein Bundel packt und auspackt. anschnallt und abschnallt, wann der Kopf bedeckt sein soil and 
wann nicht, wann man GriiBen soil und wann nicht und dergleichen mehr" (1981, Vorwort). 

Protection of an esoteric core characterises most orders. 'Listening' (sama') among the 
Haksar was a carefully kept secret (sen) only entrusted to those on higher stages of initiation into 
the order's hierarchy (GRAMLICH, 1981: 63). Equally important to this organisational logic, the 
rituals concerned have often been the target of jurists' and rulers' denunciation - as heretical. 

112 My paraphrase of MEIER, 1992, (3): 55. 
113 Cf. ELIAS, in GOUDSBLOM andMENNELL, 1998: 51-2. 

""QAZVINJ , 1376/1997:430. 
"5Cf. MIR-HOSSEINI, 1994, (1): 273. 
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The component of reproduction which was external (i.e. not primarily having to 

do with the affiliates, initiation, liturgy or the lodge) and informal (i.e. not being 

circumscribed in or derivative from any rule, despite being very common and 

offering legitimisation) consisted of public relations to people in high places. Su

fis claimed they predicted and aided Reza Shah's ascent to power, and prevented 

his son from being assassinated. Power in the high Society of Brotherhood was re

flected in the elected leadership belonging to the co-opted Pahlavi elite, despite 

claims of strict - and by implication classless - Sufi equality. Soltan'allsahl sour

ces too, mentioned politicians in the lodge and meetings with the royal family. 

They could also, however, document a history of relations to and authorisations 

by several Sources of Emulation. In the Islamic Republic, legitimisation for in

stance came in references (of visists) to the Imam and his son Ahmad Khomeyni. 

Formal and external aspects of reproduction in the SafFallsahï and SoltancalI-

sahi orders involved charitable donations during the Iran-Iraq war, announce

ments in newspapers of public gatherings, 'open houses' on Shicite occasions, and 

public services such as the Salehlya clinic. They were also evident in the Sufi lan

guage of regime religiosity, which constituted sublime, traditional performances 

of either 'authentic' respectability or 'dissimulation' (taqiya). In either case, they 

matched the (formal) request in any of the written rules for (external) respect for 

the social order. The forceful, public statements of allegiance to the religious or

der in Zahir od-Dowle's lodge carried their own subversion in the private ideology 

of submission to unlimited sheikhal authority. To this day, SoltancalIsahI leaders 

have maintained that Rezacallsah's Khomeynist religious perspective on human 

rights was an authentic representation of SoltancalïsahI views, while many affilia

tes (whether they are right or not) 'knew better' and said, tongue in cheek, this ma

nifesto was what being a mogtahed had (only) outwardly required of their master. 

116 The doctrine of taqiya of one's true beliefs was developed by the sixth imam Ga'far al-Sa-
diq. in the context of Sunnite repression of Shi'ites. It has been claimed that "Among the Süfis the 
execution of al-Hallaj led to the charge that he had been guilty of unveiling the arcane in his claim 
of union with the divine, and a recommendation of precautionary public silence or dissimulation. 
Among both Süfis and Shi'ites, although the cautionary motive probably predominated in early ta
qiya, there developed the notion that there was something religiously wrong or desecrating about 
revealing one's true beliefs to the non-initiate, and indeed only the initiate would be able to un
derstand them" (KEDDIE. 1963: 52, cf. op. cit., p. 51). Iranian dissimulation, in pre-modem as well 
as modern times, has been described as an 'essential way of surviving' (HALLIDAY. 1986: 667). 
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Paradoxically, Rezacalïsah's rejection of universal human rights was forwarded 

from an Islamic anthropology, as much as Sorüs's promotion of universal religi

ous pluralism. People who put their trust in man, abused reason, and thereby put 

themselves 'out of the ranks of mankind'. Freedom of thought, conscience and be

lief was allowable only to the extent that it did not clash with the Qur'an or the 

Holy Law. As to equality, "Islam lays the foundations of excellence, of nobility, 

and of superiority in the degree of faith." Thus, the unfaithful were reckoned 'out

side the pale of humanity'.117 All rights of man in Rezacallsah's treatise emanated 

solely from God's grace. Where the Western human rights declaration went essen

tially wrong, was in putting man in God's place."8 Not going into Sufism or wa-

layat in any detail, this (formal) treatise belonged to the (external) outside world. 

Formal and internal aspects of reproduction consisted of activities such as 

mental counselling and financial charity towards the flock. Among Ne'matollahï 

liturgy, zekrs have provided the primary occasion and locus for formal and 

internal reproduction. When performed impeccably, they integrated affiliates into 

the orders, thereby reproduced hierarchy and respectability, and contained dissent. 

In the late Pahlavi era, SafFalïsahï zekr provided affiliates with Sufi symbo

lism and preserved their allegiance, while these symbolic performances were si

multaneously detached from the inner, Freemasonry concerns of the Hay'at-e 

Mosawere. Among the SoltancalIsahIs, concerns for order, hierarchy and religious 

respectability led to 'reform' of the admonition {wa'z) and zdr-sessions. Laxity 

had evolved in them, and Rezacallsah invoked the image of 'monkeys climbing the 

pulpit' to admonish his following. No issues could be expounded in the sessions 

which were 'unclear' or which might cause affront and conflict among Muslims.119 

117 TABANDEH, Sultanhussein. 1970: 15, 70, 17-8. 
"8My paraphrase of <MAHBÜB<ALÏSAH>, 1368/1989: 120-2. 

"The Honourable One greatly suffered from the chaotic situation which was sometimes 
witnessed in the gatherings, given his great interest in the mourning and z<?/.r-sessions in 
remembrance of the calamities of the guiding Imams (a'emme-ye hoda) [...] and he considered it 
far removed from Ultimate Reality (haqiqat). In his view, this situation subverted the service of 
the speaker [...] and the audience [....] The audience must pay heed to the dignity of the gathering 
and respect the rules for outer behaviour, such as quietness and paying proper attention. It should 
not believe that crying is required in itself, because tears which do not stem from insight and from 
the confession of remorse and awareness, are not desirable. The auditor must be aware that the 
outer defeat of the guiding imams (peace be upon them) was in reality their complete victory and 
self-sacrifice, in order for the state of mind of bravery and self-negligence in the way of religion to 
manifest itself in him. The speaker must also hold these sessions in sincerity and in trying to please 
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In the Islamic Republic, the split SafTalTsahl branches had 'impeccable', i.e. or

derly and regime-accommodated performances to the extent that they were public 

and formal. However, even the most impeccable performances in the main lodge 

were never quite the 'more peaceful arena of Sufi ritual'.120 As the Saffallsahïs 

had been without an undisputed, centralised leadership since the revolution, the 

meditations became an arena for competition rather than authority transmission. 

Regularly, the informal leadership of the Hay'at-e 'Omana requested the audi

ence to keep its volume in check, not to monopolise the singing, and reminded it 

was forbidden to incur physiological effects on itself through headbanging. "If we 

have no concentration, then our circle (halqe) is broken." A rebellious crowd that 

used to assault collective discipline (reyazat) came, it was felt by one affiliate, 

"from other orders, in order to disrupt our sessions." Others, however, felt they 

wanted to revive the pre-revolutionary Sufi grandeur. Then, zekr had been "much 

heavier, and much better. Then, everything was there; you had restaurants, discos, 

clubs, music. If among all these distractions a person would come to the lodge, it 

God, not for building a reputation or for assembling a following. With respect to sermons, he had 
particular thoughts: 'unauthorised people ought not, under any condition, during the sermon [...] 
and the Remembrance of the Catastrophe (zekr-e mosihar), to go up to the pulpit (menbar), 
because the pulpit is a high position that is reserved for the Prophet and the Imam (peace be upon 
him) and their representatives. And the dream of the Honourable Prophet in which monkeys climb 
his pulpit - interpreted as the Ummayads - actually has no exclusive connection to the Ummayads. 
It includes every person who behaves contrary to the Islamic and religious commands'. So he 
considered necessary the supervision over the sermon [...] by the Honourable Sources of 
Emulation, and he even recommended the foundation of an educational branch for the sciences of 
admonition (wa'z) and the sermon (hataba), so that the appropriate and educated people, who 
would also be taken sufficient care of in a material sense, could engage in this work, and this im
portant task would be saved from confusion. It was because of this very respect he had for the pul
pit [...] that if by chance one of those present turned his back to the pulpit because of a lack of 
space, he immediately ordered for him to change his sitting situation in a position face to the pul
pit, and he reminded that the pulpit was the place for the Prophet of God (may God send greetings 
to him) and his legatees (owsiya'). As concerns the sermon and zekr leaders, he stated they should 
be recommended to thoroughly internalise the historical sources of Islam, and particularly the life 
and deeds of the guiding imams (peace be upon them) so that the true traditions (ahbar) be 
distinguished from the untrue traditions, and they would only speak that which is transmitted and 
trustworthy, and would refrain from invoking some of the matters which are not clear and which 
cause affront [....] And for them to restrain themselves in the laudation of Fateme Zahra (may God 
send greetings to her), with regard to the beauty of the face and the eyes and the eyebrows, which 
is distasteful for the great men of religion. In the pulpits, persons ought not to engage in self-praise 
of vilification either, and they should abstain from personal affections and spite, and from the 
exposition of those issues which cause conflict among Muslims. They should base themselves on 
the thought and the deeds of the great personalities" (<MAHBÜB<ALISAH>. 1368/1989: 120-2). 

I20GILSENAN, 1982: 101. 
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implied a conscious choice. Now, many people come to the lodge in a flight".121 

When the informal leader of the Board of Trustees had once been absent, scanda

lous laxity had occurred in the religious performance, according to one Sufi. "You 

saw people stretching their legs, as if they had come here to relax. They think it is 

O.K. to come here to have a party; to have a good scream, just like children."122 

Paradoxically, impeccable performances bore witness to spiritual authority and 

(Sufi) order, while simultaneously negating the pluralistic civility that Sorus saw 

represented in Sufism.123 "God accepts any appearance" (hoda har kolahï bah-

Sad), it was heard from individual Sufis, but not in public sessions. Instead of spi

ritual universalism, impeccable performances staged religious nationalism, and, to 

some extent, racism, as when the nationalist cause was made into an anti-Arab 

contest, to which Sufism was the militant and indigenously Iranian response.124 

SafFalïsahï zekr in the main lodge (not in any other) always commenced, where 

formerly the Shah or 'All the King' were celebrated, with an emotional appeal that 

sought to safeguard blessing for the Iranian nation and the religion it embodied: 

Dür kon az ma I dolmanan-e ahl-e beyt I 
doSmanan-e ahl-e beyt dar miyan-e ma na-gozir 

Keep far from us the enemies of the People of the Household / 
do not let the enemies of the People of the Household among us 

121 Interview, 12/19/96. 
122 Conversation, 02/06/97. 

Some famous Sufis in Islamic history have been associated with Universalist, monotheistic 
ecumenicalism and compassion towards their fellow humans. But exceptions aside, the value of 
universalism - which is a religious and a psychological concept in Sufism - is hardly ever laboured 
unto a practical theory of pluralism, on the social plane, and with respect to concrete others who 
share a common social space. Among the exceptions (at the level of discourse) are the Lebanese 
al-Ahbas, whose vision is "a society of normalcy and stability, where social and religious plura
lism is the mode for Muslims [...] and in their relations with non-Muslims [...] the Ahbash empha
size the need for civility and moderation at the individual, societal, and state levels" [italics mine] 
(NIZAR HAMZEH et ah, 1996: 224). For these reasons, the Ahbas were mentioned in the context of 
'enlightened Islamic spiritualism'. The Iranian context has not seen any of these developments. 

The encounter of the Other met with an irrevocable fear of difference in one Haksar sheikh. 
In a rage, he declared that the world was nowadays ruled by homosexual. British members of par
liament {interview, 10/22/96). He evidenced a forceful correspondance between mystic attitudes 
and nationalist ideology, the sort of analogy that Thomas Mann described with frightful certainty 
in the hypnoticist Cipolla vis-a-vis prewar fascist Italy (in Mario mul der Zauberer (1990 [1930]). 
Nationalist themes were absent before the revolution, cf. GRAMLICH, 1981. In a Haksar lodge he 
noted references to (spiritual) kingship unheard of among Ne'matollahi Sufis in contemporary 
Iran: "Erlaubnis des Meisters und des Königs" (op. cit., p. 68); "O Hand des Meisters und des 
Königs" (op. cit., p. 69); "Haksar [...] Sucher der Armut des mannhaften Königs" (op. cit., p. 105). 
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anha'T ke bar mellat o dln-e ma hiyanat ml-awarand I 
dür az ma kon 

keep far away from us / 
those who bring treason upon our nation and our religion 

Soltan'allsahl meditations were always fully formal and public, and clerical atten

dance had legitimised them religiously. Even a critic of Sufism had to admit that 

"the GonabadI Path [...] established order in the Sessions of Poverty {galasat-e 

faqrï) and [that they are led by] well-informed and faithful persons, more so than 

in other Sufi branches."125 SoltancalIsahIs had a 'mental zekr, Reza'allsah per

formed religious nationalism in the Hoseynlya, and the arbtfln morning session 

on June 26, 1997, suitably ended with the invocation of Amoll's true Sufi/Shicite. 

But despite impeccable performances that were able to rally and retain a large 

following, many affiliates 'knew' that inside the hardened shell of conformity, a 

vulnerable pearl, a cherished lifeworld lay in concealment. After all, "the foqaha' 

were only scribes, while the Friends of God were the representatives of the 

Imam."126 They had 'known' Khomeyni as a Suü-Caref, Reza'allsah to have per

formed dissimulation in his Islamic human rights tract, Mahbübcallsah to have 

died an Islamic martyr's death, and MagzOb'allsah to be an icon of freedom, 

through his ties to the Nehzat-e Azadl. They particularly 'knew' the exoteric to be 

hierarchically subordinate to the esoteric in many respects, and the performance of 

dissimulation, accommodation, order and rules to be required for its protection. 

Through rule-led communicative differentiation, the cherishing of walayat among 

these Soltan'allsahï affiliates institutionally eluded another constitution: that of the 

Islamic Republic, which sought to monopolistically impose the jurists' welayat. 

Public space in the mystic regimes was shielded by secrecy - rules distributing 

interaction according to levels of proximity and formality - and their public remai

ned internal. For these reasons and others - such as primordial structures in inter-

125 CAHARDAHl, 1361/1982-3: 223. 
126 Interview, 07/17/97. 
127 "Le régime [...] a fondu Ie discours révolutionnaire et les principes de Iégitimité religieuse 

pour occuper l'espace public" (ADELKHAH, 1997: 9). I do not suggest that walayat is intrinsically 
opposed to welayat. Only their exclusive readings make their relations problematic. "If we consi
der the ruler as a valy [....] then we are speaking of obligation, but if we consider him as a vakil 
[...], then we are speaking of the rights of the people" (ALINEJAD, 1998: 31, citing Sorüs). 
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nal relations and unabated state affiliation externally - the orders have not been a 

part of the associational life of civil society as it has been classically understood. 

However, secrecy and inward, internal audiences also characterised Western civil 

societies, when these were faced with an overbearing, representative public space. 

Because of its proper institutional life, providing spiritual masters, liturgy and lod

ges, Sufism testified to a religiosity of its own, no matter how much it accommo

dated to regime religiosity. In its master-disciple relations, it resembled spiritual 

authority as embodied in the state. Public space was claimed in a monopolistic 

fashion by the state, and the mystic regimes needed shielding against it, for them 

to retain a religiosity of their own. For this set of reasons, the mystic regimes 

engaged in an - unsought - competition for spiritual authority with the state.128 

A Sufi held the state to be fearful of the Path because "when people go after 

Ultimate Reality, then its legitimacy crumbles." A Tehran-based Hoggat ol-Eslam 

confirmed that "since the killing started, people have massively turned to the Sufi 

lodge." The politicised mosque had become a shadow of its former self as a bea

con of authority, and one only went there nowadays, a Sufi said defiantly (and in 

private), to urinate. "Religion is losing out everywhere in the world, also here in 

Iran", another Sufi said, and implicated it was only the Sufis, not state clerics, 

who could upkeep it.130 The state and the Sufi orders have constituted competing 

public spaces, as the Islamic Republic's all-inclusive representative authority was 

challenged by the Sufi orders' proper religiosity - whether or not expressed as 

regime-religiosity. In this respect, the Necmatollahï orders were not at variance 

with the reported representatives of the Iranian civil society, such as magazines in 

Khatami's Iran, which have been described as a Gegenöffentlichkeitul The 

NecmatollahI mystic regimes were part of it, to the extent that through variously 

layered sets of cultural performance they retained the integrity of their lifeworlds. 

At the high tide of civil society discussions (1993), Salamé's Democracy Without 
Democrats? The Renewal of Politics in the Muslim World appeared, in which it was effectively 
argued that some form of democracy had emerged in many (Islamic) Middle Eastern Countries, 
without there being, however, an effective, broadly shared commitment to ideas of democracy. 

Conversation, i 1/27/96. Ayatollah Mahdavï Kani spoke out against the state ownership of 
mosques in Resalat (Aban 12, 1375/November 2, 1996), citing Khomeyni: "He said: do not allow 
mosques to become state owned, because what the [...] clergy needs is independence." The ayatol-
lah's suggestion that this matter would be negotiable, completely ignored the reality of state Islam. 

1311 Interview, 05/01/97. 
131 Cf. AMlRPUR, 1998: 74. 
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* * * 

When I came to meet the sheikh, I had trouble in locating his house. "He lives up 

the mountain, and everybody knows him", a person told me. But nobody did. And 

when one seemed to do, he asked: "Sheikh? You mean Mollah." Instructions 

brought me to his house, and the sheikh/mollah let me in. He put me stationary in 

the yard and went away. When he returned to escort me to his living quarters, he 

had put on a white kafan and an inscribed, felt tagg. The sheikh confirmed he had 

also been a mollah and produced an amount of knowledge that left me permanently 

bent down writing in my notebook. We talked for a long time without me noticing 

and then suddenly he declared the meeting over. He told me to go ahead and wait 

for him. Outside the gate I saw him rushing over the yard, returning without his 

tagg and now wearing a mollah's 'aba' over his kafan. He winked at me and 

escorted me to a taxi that had suddenly appeared. The driver greeted, the sheikh/ 

mollah nodded both amiably and naturally and told him to get me where I wanted, 

then grasping my hand and leaving a little sweet in my right palm. My stupefied 

gaze met with the sheikh/mollah's serene tranquillity, then our eyes met in laugh

ter, which later on stirred up violently in me every time I reflected on the scene. 

WEBER wrote that "the most irrational form of religious behaviour, the mystic 

experience, is in its innermost being not only alien but hostile to all form" (1977: 

342). Even in its 'innermost being', however, time leaves its marks on Sufi experi

ence. Distinct temporal ranges emerge from the gulf separating Entezam's secular 

and elitist view on Sufi experience in the Pahlavi dynasty, and the populist Sufi ce

lebration of mystical martyrdom in the Islamic Republic. Even where "Kay Ka'Qs 

says, in his description of the darvlsh, [that] 'The essence of truth (jrastï) is the ne

gation of ambivalence {dawganagi),"132 this essay has argued that it has been, pa

radoxically, an essential ambivalence, which defined the conditions for Sufi truth to 

be maintained and reproduced. Rezacallsah was a qotb as well as a jurist, and the 

room for manoeuvre that resulted from this, enabled affiliates to read the defense of 

an authentic spiritual realm through their master's exoterior words. Safl'allsahl 

masters retained spiritual authority through abstaining from public claims to it, 

sharply separating inner and outer realms. It has been these performed, historical 

balances of religious urge and constraint, in the Islamic Republic as in the Pahlavi 

dynasty, which made the SafTalïsahï and Soltan'allsahï orders into mystic regimes. 

132 BATESON, ET.AL., 1977: 273, in citation of the Qabüs-name. 
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Genealogy of Iranian, Shicite Sufi orders 

Abu'l-Qasim al-Gunayd (d.910) 

Ahmad 
al-Gazzali(d.ll26) 

Abu'n-Nagib Abu'1-Fazl cEyn ol-Qozat 
as-Suhrawardi al-Bagdadl al-Hamazani 

(d.1168) (d. 1155/6) (d.1131) 
I 

Bayezid BastamI (d.874) 
, I , 
I I 

Muhammad Yusuf b. Ayyub al-
al-Gazzali (d. 1111) Hamazani (d. 1140) 

1 r 
Abu Hafs as-

SuhrawardT (d.1234) 
SUHRAWARDIYA 

(S) HAKSAR 

'Ammar al-BidlTsï 
(d. 1194-1207) 

I 
Nagmeddin Kobra 

(d.1221) 
KOBRAWÏYA'" 

I 
'Ala' od-Dowle 

Semnani (d.1336) 

ROKNIYA 'All al-Hamazani 
(d.1384) 

HAMADANIYA Ishaq Hottalam 
(d.#1423) 

IGTISASIYA'2 ' 

I 
'Abdollah Barzesabadi 

Mashadï(d. 1467/8) 
(S) ZAHABIYA 

Mohammad b. 
'Abdollah Ahsa'i 
NQrbahs(d.l465) 

" I 
Qasem Feyzbahs (d.?) 

(S)NORBAHSIYA 

'Abdulhaliq al-
GugduwanT 

(d.1220) 

Baha' od-DIn 
Naqsband(d.l389) 

NAQSBANDIYA 

Ahmad 
Yasavi(d.ll69) 

YASAVIYA 

Safi ed-Din 
Ardabill(d.l334) 

(S) SAFAWIYA 

Haggi Bektas 
(d.#1335) 

BEKTASIYA 1" 

Shah Ne'matollah Wall 
(d.1431) 

(S )NE C MATOLLAHIYA 

Sayyed Hoseyn Aslarabadi 

( S ) S A M S OL-CORAFA' 

I 
Monawwar'alisah (d.1884) 
(SJZO'R-REYASATEYN 

Sayyed Mahdi Bahr ol-
'Ol0m(d. 1797/8) 

(S) HOÖÖAT'ALlSAHlYA 

I 
Molla Reza Kowsa^alisah 

(d.1831) 
(S) KOWSARIYA 

Saffalisah (d.1899) Soltan'alisah (d.1909) 
(S) SAFi'ALlSAHl Order (S) SoLTAN'ALlSAHl Order 

Legend, This genealogy charts central nodes in the main, Shi'ite Sufi spiritual lineages, not each 
and every historical succession. (S): Shi'ite Sufi order; (1) The Kobrawïya and Bektasïya orders 
had Shi'ite leanings/offshoots, but have remained mainly Sunni; (2) The Igtisasiya ('rebels') were 
not exactly a Sufi order, but rather a label for Kobrawi groups that split off after Ishaq al-Hottalani 
(sources: GRAMLICH, 1965; TRIMINGHAM, 1971; ZARRINKÜB, 1990,(1)). 
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Geographic concentration of Shicite Sufi orders in Iran 

Legend. This non-exhaustive map mainly charts current, official centres, and does not account for 
the fact that unofficial Sufi activity extends to the smallest villages in Iran. The distinction 
between Sunni and Shi'ite among Sufi orders in Iran roughly coincides with the distinction 
between rural/tribal and urban. Rural/tribal Sunni orders are generally known for regional rather 
than urban concentration. In order to bring these distinctions to the fore (and the specificity of 
Shi'ite orders), the Qaderiya and Naqsbandïya have been included. 
(S): Sunni Sufi order. 
(1) The Tehran list stems from personal observation, which also holds for the Zahablya in Shiraz. 
(2) I have no conclusive evidence about the Zahablya in Tabriz, but still decided to include them 
as GRAMLICH's (1965: 89) pre-revolutionary account is matched by post-revolutionary remarks 
in MOMEN (1985: 212) and NASR (1991: 216). 
(3) The mention of the Haksar in Mashhad is based on GRAMLICH's (1965: 90) account, and on 
more recent suggestions in C A H A R D A H I (1361/1982-3: 25, 31) that Mashhad is still a Haksar 
centre. The Iran Lonely Planet Travel Survival Kir (Hawthorn 1992: Lonely Planet Publications) 
mentioned Naqsbandl Sufis using a 'mausoleum' at the Gonbad-e Sabz in Mashhad (p. 174). Given 
CAH ARDAHi's (1361/1982-3: 31) reference to the Haksaris' Gonbad-e Sabz hanaqah, however, I 
hold it likely that the Survival Kit's reference concerned not Naqsbandl but Haksar Sufis. 
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Althusser, Louis: 84; 171 
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spiritual authority, iii; iv; v; vii; ix; xiii; 
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— state - , xxv; 133, 167; textual - , 177; 

traditional - structure, 73; worldly - , 102 

axe — see tabarzin 
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'azadarl (general term for mourning 

ceremonies): 117; 118 
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Bahman, Ahmad Shah: 27; 35 

Barth, Karl: 8 

Basigg (volunteer/mobilisation); ~ survivor: 137; 

138; 139; 150 

baten (the inner/esoteric): 175; 181; 200 

ba-fat (initiation/allegiance): 18; 149 

bed'at (illegitimate innovation): 20; 111 
Behbehani, Aqa Mohammad 'All: 29; 30; 31 

Besarat, HOsang: 6 

Bibliothèque Nationale: 5 

(Bïnes'alïsah), Mohammad Han Entezam as-

Saltane ~ : 62, 68, 69, 71, 72, 73; 75, 89, 91, 

92 

Bonyad-e Mowlavl: 84 

Borügerdï, ayatollah: 9, 10 

büq (hom): 140 
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Cahardahï, Nüreddïn Modanresï: 51; 52; 72 

chest beating — see sïne-zanï 

christologie: 9 

civil: xxiii; xxv; 51; 70; 94; 97; 106; 167; 168; 

169; 170; 172; 173; 175; 177; 178; 179; 182; 

186; 188; 189; 195; 200; 206; ~ integration, 

96; ~ public space, 190; ~ public sphere, 189; 

~ servant/service, 94; ~ society — see chapter 

7; xxiv; ~ subjects, 97; ~ thought, xxiv 

civilian(s): 190; ~ clothes, xv; ~ 

population, 120; proto-~, 195 

civilisation: 8; 

civility, xxv; 188; 195; 196; 204; 206; 

207 

collective: 203; ~ fantasies, xii; ~ Sufi 

conceptions of the self, 185; ~ Sufi memory, 

136; 150 

(con)figurations: v; xxii; 40; definition of ~ , xix; 

figurational changes, 32; nineteenth century -

, 27; post-war elite ~ , 84; social ~ , 110; 

trilateral - , 33 

conflict: vi; viii; x; xi; xix; xx; xxi; xiii; 40; 49; 

69; 87; 106; 122; 193; ~ about spiritual 

authority, xxii; ~ between Islamists and Sufis, 

12; ~ between Sufis and Shi'ites, 23; - over 

succession, 60; ~ resolution, 118; ~ with 

Islamic reform movements, 36; ~ with jurists, 

30; avoidance of ~ , 154; challenges 

materialising in ~ , xx; cultural performance 

and ~ , vi; interpretation of- , 17; Safï'alïsahï 

~ , 61; Safi'allsahï-Soltan'alïsahï ~ , 59; Shah 

Ne'matollah's ~ , 27; social (state) drama and 

~ , viii; <Soltancalisah>'s ~ , 48; source of ~ , 

127 

congregation (Sufi ~ ) — see magles 

Corbin, Henry: xxi; xxii; 3-15; 17; 111 

customs — see adab/dddb 

covenant — see tagdid-e ahd 

D 

Dabashi, Hamid: 10 

Darrüdl, Iran: 80 

Davarl, Reza: 14 

development: x; xii; xxii; xxiv; 7; 78; 92; 96; 

142; 169; 173; 180; 199 

developmental: ~ logic, viii; - perspec

tive, 190 

— national ~ , vi; notion of ~ , ix: political ~ , 

iii; xx; 8; social ~ , iii; viii; ix; x; xxi; xxii; 

xxiv; 26, 40; 167; 174 

dialogue: xxiv; 167; absence of- : 185-86 

disciple (Sufi - ) — see morid 

discipline (self- - ) — see reyazat 

dissimulation — see taqlya 

divine sphere/self — see lahüt 

Dostoyevsky: 81 

dress (Sufi - ) — see kafan 

E 

Eastern spirituality: 13 

'ebddat (worship): 139 

ecumenicalism: 9; 113 

egaze (authorisation, mostly written declaration 

of a Sufi's right to replace his master or of 

spreading his teachings): 97; 126; 127; 128; 

146; - ye-eridd (authorisation of 

guiding/teaching), 50 

Egypt: 171 
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Entezam, 'Abdollah (da'edrnMbdollah Azade): 

93; 94; 95 

'erfan: 192 — see 'arefl'orafa; ~ and 'orfan 

(civil law), 175; ~ and regime religiosity, 176; 

~ and Sufism, 194; ~ as gnostic mysticism, 

17; ~ criticism of antinomians, 23; - in 

Iranian culture, 178; ~ instruction, 158; - is 

the truth, 177; ~ music, 134; ~ name (Book of 

Mysticism), 52; - versus Sufism, 157; 

Khomeyni's ~ , 133; martyr's ~ , 138; 

moqtadd-ye 'alam-e ~ (leader of the mystical 

world), 135; new perspective on ~ , 93; 

revolutionary ~ , 138; teacher of ~ , 111; 

traditionally narrow conception of ~ , 195 

esoteric — see baten 

'eSq (love): 154; 196; maqam-e 'SSeqi (station of 

love), 193 

eSraq (Oriental gnosis/mysticism): 17 

etiquette — see adab/dddb 

exegesis/interpretation — see tafsir 

exoteric — see zaher 

exploration: iii; x; xxi; ~ of accommodation, 

115; ~ of civil society, 188; ~ of comparative 

social development and cultural performance, 

xxiv; ~ of power's conditioning by meaning, 

xii; - vis-a-vis unknown research field, ix; 

Corbin's ~ of Shi'ism, 6; mystical - , xxi; 

SorOs's ~ of religiosity, 193 

exteriority: 7-15; ~ of historical patterns, 32 

F 

Fahmïde, Hoseyn: 138 

faqlh (pi. foqahd', religious jurists): 13; 18; 83; 

158; 168; 191; — see welayal-e faqlh; ~ and 

'orafd, 181; ~ versus 'orafd, 160; Khomeyni 

as 'aref- ~, 162; Khomeyni as master of the ~ 

, 136; nemdyande-ye wali-ye ~ (representative 

of the jurist), 172 

faqir (p\.foqara, poor ones, designation for Sufis 

in the Soltan'allsahl order, the alternative 

morld is not in use in either Ne'matollahi 

order): 119; 120; 121; 146; 151; 154; 155; 

161; 205; - and social issues, 158; 

Soltan'alïsahï ~ , 117 
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Fardïd, Ahmad: 13 14 

Foucault, Michel: xiii; 6; 7; 190 

France: 7 

Franco: 77 

Freemason/Freemasonry: 91; 98; 145; ~ and civil 

society, 195; ~ and public space, 195; ~ and 

royal chauvinism, 44; ~ conceptions of 

spiritual authority, 106; ~ lodges, 94; -

reputations, xxiii; Nasrollah Saqavi, 87; 

SAVAK report on ~ , 88; Shi'ite ~ , 90; Sufism 

and ~ , 65-75; (Zahlr od-Dowle> as a ~ , 148 

G 
Gebhe-ye melll (National Front): 123 

Geertz, Clifford: iii; xvii; 11 

genealogies: xviii; 60; 62; 73; ~ and historical 

continuity, 145; ~ as guarantors of authority, 

xx; narration of- , 142; Safi'allsahl ~ , 87 

glasnost, Iranian — : 169 

gnosis: 9 

GonabadI: 47 — see SoltancalIsahI (-Ne'ma-

tollahl order) 

Grand Orient (French Grand Lodge): 67 

greeting — see mosafaha 

guidance/friendship with God — see walayat 

H 

Habermas, Jiirgen: 189; 190; 194; 195; 196 

halwat (rétraite/seclusion): 179 

HamSahrl (magazine): 169 

hanaqah (Sufi lodge): 65; 114; 123; 125; 129; 

143; 144; 146; 149; 178; 179; ~ and 

hoseynïya, xiv; mosque and ~ , 181; rules and 

~ , 197; Safi'alïsahï ~ , 91; Soltan'alïsahl ~ , 

104; visit to - by Ashraf, 80; <ZahIr od-

Dowle>'s~ , 147 

<Haggi Dadas), cAbdollah Ne'matI ~ : 61; 62; 68; 

69; 75; 109; 131 

Hamadan: 37 

Hammoudi, Abdellah: 45 

haqlqat (truth/ultimate reality): overarching term 

of- , 176 

haqq (truth/right): 177; haqiqt (real/true) versus 

rasmi (formalist) Sufism: 52; haqqe 

(rightful/legitimate; düde-ye ~ Safa'i (the 
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real/legitimate path of Safa/the rightful path 

of purity), 91 

Heidegger, Martin: 8; 13; 14; 190; 192 

Hekmat, 'AIT Asgar: 57 

hermeneutics: 7; ~ and phenomenology, 15; ~ as 

reconduire une chose a sa source, 6; German 

~ , 11; Heidegger's ~ , 8; idealistic ~ , 4; 

Western ~ of Iranian Shi'ism, 11 

<Heyrafalïsah>, Mahmüd Han Na'Tni — : 60; 61; 

62; 63; 65 

historicism: ~ and historical materialism, 6; ~ 

versus universal religiosity, 8; Corbin and ~ , 

9 

history: 4; 6; 7; 11; 32; 21; 45; 53; 78; 85; 92; 

110; 145; 148; 152; 161; 176; 184; 194; ~ of 

the Islamic Republic, xxi; developmental ~ , 

xxi; material ~ denied, xiii; Ne'matollahi ~ , 

xxi; openness of ~ , ix 

Horasanï, ayatollah Molla Mohammad Kazem ~ 

:49 

horn — see büq 

Hoseyn (Imam ~ b. 'All): 98; 143; 147; the tents 

o f - , 117; tomb of- , 36 

<HoseyncalIsah>, Hagg Mohammad Hoseyn 

EsfahanI - : 36 

hoseynlya (House of Hoseyn): - versus hanaqcih, 

xiii; 20; 120; Soltan'alisahï - , 117 

hotbe (sermon): 184 

I 

India: 24; 27; 28; 36 

initiation/allegiance — see taiarrof; bafat 

intercession — see Sefa'at 

interpretation: xvi; - of conflict, 17; ~ of Shi'ite 

religiosity, 4; - of Sufism, 7; non-political - , 

148; political - , xii; right of - , 185; SorüS 

a n d - , 190 

Iran: 217; - Iraq war, xvii; 110; 144; 178; 201; -

- 's Fagr-offensive, 144; books on Islamic 

mysticism in - , 113; civil life in - , 171; civil 

society in - , xxiv; conceptions of spiritual 

authority in - , 180; Corbin's studies in - , 12; 

current changes in ~, xxvii; current 

circumstances in ~ , 197; early twentieth 

century Sufism in - , 45; early twentieth 

century - , ix; France and - , 7; Freemasonry 

in - , 67; 88: Haksar order in twentieth 

century ~ , 199; Heideggerian philosophy in 

~ , 13; impotence of government in - , 54; 

Islamic women's rights and restrictions in ~ , 

101; kingship's divine splendour in ~ , xx; 

modern - , 57; nation of - , 58; nineteenth 

century - , 40; poetry and - , 70; Qajar - , 45; 

religious protest in - , 104; reunification of- , 

31; seventeenth century - , 22; Shi'ism in - , 

82; Sufism as a political force in - , 32; 

Sufism's renaissance in - , 174; the veil in - , 

70; trade unions in - , 171 

Iraq: Iran-Iraq war — see Iran; Qazvïnï in - , 50; 

Shi'ite holy places in - ('atabat), 50 

Isfahan: 24; 28; 29; 31; 32; 59; 71; 91; 131; 161 

Islam: (holy) Islamic law — see Sari'a; 

anthropology of - , iii; xix; xxii; 24; 40; 

dichotomy of law and experience in - , 19; 

40; En - iranien, 7; Iranian - , 17; Islamic 

reform movements, 25; political - , 4; 120; 

Shi'ism as an Islamic science, 9; Shi'ism as -

's strongest esoterical tradition, 5; Shi'ite - , 

120; Sociology of- , 10; state - . v; 143; 169; 

Sunni - , 18; supremacy of - , 110 

J 

jurist(s): 48; 176; 191; - emulation, 51; - hatred 

of Sufism, 29; - orthodoxy, ix; - 's 

persecution, xxiv; 130; - power, 168; ~ 

regimes, xvii; - 's reformism, 25; - Truth, 

177; guardianship of - , 183; <Reza'alisah> as 

a - , 100 

K 

kafan (Sufi dress, burial dress): xx; 148; 207 

Karbala: 36; 147 

Karim Han Zand: 28; 29; 78 

Kashan: 48 

Kashani, ayatollah: 13 

Kasravi, Ahmad: 45; 58; 59 

KermanI, Mir Ma'süm Han: 62 

Kermanshah: 29; 32; 68; 69 
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Kiiuineyni; ayatollah Ruhollah Musavvï 

Homeyni, xiv, xxiv; 95; 109; 114; 115; 133; 

134; 135; 138; 140; 143; 144; 157; 162; 163; 

167; 168; 183; Ahmad ~ . 135; 161 

kofr (unbelief/infidelity): 92; 111 

L 

la ilaha illallah (or la elaha ellalldh; "there is no 

God but God"): 177 

lahüt (divine sphere): 93 

language: ~ and the exoteric, 200; ~ mediation 

of political function, xiv; ~ of the mystics, 

193; Iranians and ~ , 3; Qur'an as ~ of images, 

160; S u f i - , 201 

lifeworld (Lebenswelt): 189; 196; 205; 206 

listening — see samac 

lodge — see hdnaqdh; hoseyniya 

Loeffler, Reinhold: 11; 12 

love — see 'eSq 

M 

magles (pi. magales, Sufi congregation): 147; 

184 

Maglesi, Mohammad Baqer: 24 

(Magzüb'allsah), Mohammad Ga'far Kabüdara-

hangi ~ : 33 

<Magzübtalisah>, Nür'alisah Tabande ~ : 56; 57; 

157; 158; 161; 162; 176; 179 

Mahan: 30; 38; 61; 65 

<MahbQb'alIsah>, Hagg 'All Tabande ~ : xxiv; 

117; 151; 152; 153; 154; 155; 158; 161; 162; 

163; 181 

Makarem-Sïrazï. (marga'-ye taqlld) ayatollah ol-

ozma Naser ~ : 141 

(ManzQr'alisah», Ahmad Mosaffa'I Tehran! ~ : 

62; 87; 88; 129; 131 

margcf-ye taqlid (pi. marage'-ye taqlld, Sources 

of Emulation): 9; 169; 177 

Marzban, Dr. Isma'il ~ Amin ol-Molk: 89; 91 

Mashhad: 29; 97 

Massignon, Louis: 5; 9; 10 

(Mast'allsah». Zeyn ol-'Abedln SerwanT ~ : 34 

<Macsümcalïsah> DakkanI: 29; 30; 31; 32 

<Masüm'alïsah>, ModarresI 'Alem ~ : 86 

Mazanderüni. ayatollah Hagg Seyh. 'Abdollah 

Ha'eri: 56 

meaning: 18; 69: ~ and power, xi; — power 

complexes, xiii; ~ versus power, iii; economy 

of ~ , 120; mutual conditioning of ~ and 
power, xvii; mystical hierarchy of ~ , 176; 

power/ ~ - bifurcation, iii; power/ - divide, iii; 

iv; religion as a self-contained system of ~ , 

11; Sufi political economy of ~ . 178 

meditation — see zekr 

Mehr (lodge): 67 

Mehr (magazine): 91 

MIrza-ye SirazI: 59 

Mission for my Country: 84 

modern: 12; 26; 112; 175; 188; ~ age, 52; ~ Iran, 

57; - Iranian Sufism, xix; <HaggI DadasVs ~ 

magazine, 69; modernisation, xv; xxiii; 

modernism/modernist, 51; 73; modernity, 24; 

43; 73; monde moderne, 188; Ne'matollahïs' ~ 

voices, 75; Society of Brotherhood's 

conception of- self, 71 

mogtahed (clergyman with authorisation for 

interpretation (egtehad): 51; 97; 158; 160; 

177; 181; 201 

monasticism: 3 

morality: 12; 148; Borhan's immorality, 126; 

financial ~ , xx; xxiv; 130; Soltan'alisahls as 

national source of ~ , 55 

morld (Sufi disciple): 147 

mortification — see reyazat 

mosafaha (greeting, friendship, intimacy): 147; 

179 

(Mostaq'alisah), Mirza Mohammad TorbatI b. 

MIrza Mahdi Esfahanï ~ : 30 

mourning — see 'azadari 

Müsawï-ArdabilT, (marga'-ye taqlid) ayatollah 

ol-ozma 'Abdolkarim ~ : 141 

mysticism: xi; xiv; xxiv; ~ and esoteric 

philosophy, 9; ~ and other disciplines, 176; ~ 

as a scientific enterprise, 53; civilisation and ~ 

, 84; ethical reinterpretation of ~ , 175; 

Freemasonry ~ . 69; gnostic ~ , 17; 23; <Haggi 

Dadas>'s ~ . 74: Heideggerian ~ , 192; Iranian 

~ , 93; Islamic- , 113; Khomeyni and ~ , 135; 
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137; literary ~ , 115; martyrdom and ~ , 137; 

monarchy and ~ , 78; Nasr and ~ , 5; 

politicised, 193; politics and ~ , 66; royalty 

and ~ , 78; Sari'ati and ~ , 10; Soltan'alisahl ~ 

, 161; state ~ , xxiv; 133; 134; 137; 150; 162; 

163; state appropriation of - , 135; Sufi ~ , 6; 

44; traditional ~ , 177 

N 

Nah§ al-Balaga (the Path of Eloquence, 

compendium of Imam 'All's sayings): 9 

nakogadabad (nowhereplace): 3 

namdz (prayer): 148; 185 

Nasr, Sayyed Hossein: 6; 9; 11; 12; 82; 84 

nationalism: xxiii; xxiv; 110; ~ under Reza Shah, 

75; cultural ~ , 14; religious ~ , 120; 130; 204; 

205;206 

Nazar-e mazhabï be e'ldmïye-ye hoqüq-e baSar: 

100-5; 161; 201; 202; 205 

Nehzat-e AzadT (Freedom Movement): 157; 158; 

205 

Ne'matollah, Shah ~ Wall: 17; 22; 27; 30; 35 

Ne'matollahT, Gawad: 62 

Ne'matollahï order(s): iii; v; ix; x; xi; xv; xvi; xx; 

xxi; xxii; 22; 26; 27; 28; 30; 32; 35; 36; 40; 

47; 56; 59; 75; 78; 79; 86; 106; 109; 174; 

175; 176; 178; 181; 185; 186; 199; 206; 

Safï'alïsahi - , 59-75; 87-95; 122-29; 142-50; 

Soltan'alïsahï ~ , 46-58; 96-105; 116-21; 151-

62; Zo'r-Reyasateyn - , 46; 112, 113, 115 

Neo-Platonism: 4; 6 

Nesat, Nasrln (Saflya-ye Nesat): 65; 143 

Nietzsche. Friedrich: 7 

NirO-ye EntezamI (order troops): 154 

<Niyazcalisah), Ebrahim Namazï ~ : 61; 62 

<Nür!alïsah> Esfahani (<Nür<alïsah> I): 29; 30; 31; 

32; 78; 155; 157 

<Nür<alïsah>, Hagg Molla 'All - II: 48; 49; 50; 

58:62 

(Nür'alïsah Sïrazn — see Tavangar 

(NQr'alisah Tabande> — see <Magzübcalisah> 

O 
opium: 57; 158 

orthodoxy: v; ix; xix; xx 

otiter/exoteric — see zaher 

Owrang, Sheikh oI-Molk ~ : 44; 56 

Owrangiyan: 150 

P 

Pahlavi: ~ dynasty/era, vi; ix: x; xi; xv; xvii; 

xxii; xxiii; 12; 39; 43; 45; 49; 66; 78: 87; 95; 

98; 106; 119; 134; 157; 173; 174; 175; 178; 

181; 197; 199; 202; ~ Foundation, 8; 83; -

heritage of censorship and symbolism, 169; 

Farah ~ , 77; Golamreza - , 99; Mohammad 

Reza Shah ~ , 77; 116; Reza Shah - , 43; 78 

Pand-e Saleh: 57-8; 96; 104; 154; 158; 160; 174; 
199 

Path of Eloquence — see Nahg al-Balaga 

patronage: 96; - limbo, ix; accommodation 

versus - , 173; persecution and ~ , 32; power 

through ~ , 24 

royal patronage, xvii; xxii; xxiii; 22; 23: 

27; 35; 39; 40; 66; 77; 79; 81; 82; 83; 86; 87; 

95; 96; 106; 148; 174; 178; 181; Farah's - , 

83 

— rulers' Sufi ~ , xxii; 40; state ~ of Sufism, 

27; state policies of- , xviii 

performance: iii; vi; vii; viii; ix; x; xii; xiii; xiv; 

xxiv; 83; 110; 133; 134; 147; 184; 206; 

cultural - , x; xiv; xxiii; xxiv; 167; 206; 

religious ~ , xv; rules and their ~ , 197-206 

phenomenology: xxi; 6; 7; 15 

political economy: 17 

polytheism — see Serk 

Popper, Karl: 14 

populism: 183 

power: 7; 24; 45; 46; 66; 78; 79; 81; 87; 90; 154; 
~ and politics, iii; ~ and wealth, 17; ~ -

centred anthropology, iii; - ideology of 

(Nür'alïsaf», 32; ~ /meaning divide — see 

meaning; ~ of modern bureaucratic 

organisations, viii; - of regime relations, 175; 

~ of the qotb, 31; ~ of the religious classes, 

36; balance of religious ~ , xxiii; competition 

for ~ , xxii; 26; 40; contests for ~ , 124; 

exterior - , xxii; 46; 75; higher ~ , 79: 182: 

images of ~ , xviii; Islamic Republic as a total 
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167; jurist - , xvii; 29; !6S; legitimate ~ , 

160; legitimate social ~ , 43: master-disciple 

schema of ~ relations, 45; outside world as 

arena for the operation of - , 178; Pahlavi ~ , 

95; performance and ~ , 119: political ~ , 23; 

176; Qajar ~ constellation, xiii; Qajars' 

national state - , 33 

religious power, 101; 104; balance of ~ , 

106; 

self-contained value of - , 180; Shah 

Ne'matollah's ~ , 184; silence and ~ , 118; 

spiritual authority and ~ , xii; state ~ , x; 32; 

78; 110; 133; 191; Sufi - , 30; 47; 49; 63; 65; 

95; Sufism as stronghold of alien ~ , 3; 28; 

traditional ~ bases, 75; unilateral ~ dualism, 

xiv; worldly ~ , xx; 89; 181 

prayer — see namai 

primordial attachments: xxv; 167 

Q 
Qagar, Aqa Mohammad - : 30; 31; 33; 

Mohammad 'All Sah - : 39; 66; Mohammad 

Sah ~ : 35; 36; 46; 47; 78; Mozaffar ed-DIn 

Sah ~ : 37; Naser od-Dln Sah ~ : 36 

Qavam as-Saltana: 55; 90 

Qazvïnï, Keyvan (<Mansür'alI>): 49-54; 57; 58; 

59; 71; 72; 73; 75; 98; 106 

qotb (axis/pole, living or deceased leader of a 

Sufi order/in the Soltan'alisahl order qotb 

designates the present leader, in the 

Safï'alïsahï order it refers to either Shah 

Ne'matollah Wall or to (Safi'allsah), the 

founder of the order): xx; 18; 22; 32; 33; 85: 

109; 112; 120; 141; 143; 149; 150; 152; 153; 

155: 181; 184 

R 

radd (rejection): 110 

(Rahmafalisah), Mohammad Hakïmiyan (fahr 

ol-'orafa'-y - : 61; 62 

(RahmaFalïsah), Zeyn ol-'Abedïn - : 34; 46 

Razmara, general: 99 

reason — see 'aql 

reform: democratic ~ , 73; despotism's political ~ 

, 37; 60; doctrinal ~ , 109; Islamic ~ 
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movements 35; 46; judicial — . 24: jurist call 

for ~ in the Islamic Republic, 169; Qazvïnï's ~ 

, 98; rules and ~ , 199; SangelagTs ~ . 46; 

self-critique and ~ , 51; Society of 

Brotherhood's administrative ~ , 72; Wahhabi 

- , 6 9 

regime(s): iii; iv; 13; 40; 44; 51; 110; 137; 162; 

168; 203; - changes, 133; ~ connections, 116; 

161; 174; - discourse, 78; ~ dynamics, iv; 

viii; ~ relations, 174; 175; ~ religiosity — see 

religiosity; lateral ~, 75; 94; mystic ~, ix; x; 

xi; xvi; xvii; xviii; 22; 74; 174; 175; 184; 

nationalist ~ , viii; Ne'matollahï ~ , xx; 26; 

78; Pahlavi ~ , xxiii; 45; 106; 174; religious ~ 

, iv; v; vi; x; xiv; state ~ , viii; xv; xvii; xviii; 

20; 40; stately - , 106 

reification: xii 

rejection — see radd 

reliance upon God — see tawakkulltawakkol 

religion: iv; xi; xii; xv; 11; 13; 79; 103; 135; 

141; 158; 176; 191; 193; 205; ~ and modern 

life, 112; - and politics in Islam, 100; ~ and 

strategy, xv; anthropology of ~ , iii; xii; xix; 

conceptualisation of ~ , xviii; historical and 

sociological dimensions of ~ , 84; new state 

context for - in the Islamic Republic, 119; 

Qazvïnï's new - , 52 

religiosity, xxi; 12; 81; 110; 142; 189; 
196; alternative ~ , 173; authentic ~ , xv; 61; 

indigenous ~ , 74; legitimate - , 133; 185; 

militant ~ , 77; modern ~ , xxii; 40; 

modernising ~ , 51; mystic ~ , 45; national ~ . 

75; non-state - , xxv; 192; popular ~ , 33; 

115; regime - , xvii; 110; 139; 142; 146; 174; 

175; 176; 178: 189; 192; 200; 201; 206; 

regime definitions of ~ , 179; Safï'alïsahï ~ , 

144; Shi'ite - , 4; 75; 115; 148; state ~ , 179; 

183; 189; streamlined - , 58; Sufi ~ , v; xxii; 

33; 46; Sufism's proper ~ , 146; 206; 

transhistorical definitions of ~ , xxi; types of ~ 

, 26; universal - , 8 

religious; - authorities, 97; ~ behaviour. 

vi; ~ beliefs in a Persian village (Loeffler), 

11; - doctrine, xiv; 79; ~ duties, xiii; 58; -
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effect, vi; ~ endowment (wacjf), 112; ~ 

geography, 98; ~ hierocracy, 106; ~ 

hypotheses, 11; ~ identity, 24; ~ ideology and 

practice, x; ~ imagery, iv; ~ institutions, 51; 

~ needs and constraints, xxi; ~ obfuscations, 

xii; ~ of Iran, 57; ~ opposition, 78; 85; 87; ~ 

perspective, 11; ~ processes, iv; ~ 

significance of Imamic martyrdom, vii; ~ 

specialists, vii; ~ status of strategies, xi; ~ 

strata, 53; ~ strife, 49; ~ studies, 55; ~ system, 

11; ~ tradition, 78; ~ types, 11; 19: -

typology, 11; ~ urge, vi; Reza Shah's anti- ~ 

policy, 43; Shi'ism's ~ universe, vii; Shi'ite -

status, 96; Sufism as a ~ sect, 58 

— Reza Shah's concerted drive against ~ , 43; 

Sangelagi's renewal of ~ , 51; Shi'ism as state 

~ , 85; state ~ , 22; ~ versus nationalistic 

modernisation, 44; Wahhabi ~ , 53 

Resala-ye gavabïya: 52; 53 

retraite — see halwat 

revolution: xxi; 57; Constitutional ~ , xxii; 37; 

43; 45; 48; 49; 66; 67; 75; Iranian ~ , 4; 

Islamic ~ , viii; x; xvii; 11, 12, 13; 82; 95; 

105; 109; 110; 111; 113; 114; 115; 122; 130; 

137; 143; 145; 151: 153; 157; 180; 190 

reyazat (mortification; (self-)discipline): 203 

<Reza'alïsah> Dakkani: 28 

<Reza'alisah>, Hagg Soltanhoseyn Tabande - : 
97-106, 116-21, 146, 151, 152, 153, 157, 161, 
200,201,202,205 

rosary — see tasbih 

rulers: ix; xxii; 4; 22; 26; 27; 29; 32; 33; 40; 78; 

110; 195; 199 

rules — see adab/adab 

S 

<Sa'adat'alïsah>, Baqer Sa'di - : 131 

<Sa'adat'alisah>, Hagg Mohammad Kazem Esfa-

hanl <tawQs ol-'orafa» - : xiii; xv; 36; 47 

Sofa (lodge): 67; 68; 95 

<Safa> ol-Molk), Fathollah Safa'i ~ : 62; 63 

(Safi'allsah), Hagg Mirza Hasan Baqer Esfahani 

(or Yazdi) ~ : 36; 46; 50; 59; 60; 61; 62; 63; 

65; 69; 89; 92; 122; 131; 142; 147; 151; 177; 

185;200 

<Sah!d'aII>, 'Abbas 'Afï ~ : 62 

Salar Han Baluc: 49 

<SaIeh'alisah>, Hagg Seyh Mohammad Hasan ~ : 

55; 56; 57; 58; 96; 106; 153; 202 

sama' (mystical audition): 94 

Samandar, 'All: 86 

SangelagI, ayatollah: 14; 46; 51; 52; 73; 98 

Sari'a (holy Islamic law): 17; 151; 154; 176; 181 

Sari'ati,'All: 10 

<Sarmad'alïsah>, Ziya' od-Din - : 62; 131 

Saudi Arabia: 103 

SAVAK: 88, 123 

Sefa'at (intercession): 51 

selsele (spiritual chain in general, more 

specifically genealogical trees that lead to 

present leadership in Sufi orders): 122 

Serk (polytheism): 111 

sermon — see hotbe 

Seyf od-Dowle: 65 

Shah 'Abbas I (the Great): 23 

Shah 'Abbas II: 23 

Shah Soleyman: 27 

<Shah Tahen: 28 

Shayegan, Daryush: 8; 14 

sheikh (Seyh): vii; xx; 3; 6; 22; 46; 50; 53; 63; 

65; 67; 74; 86; 87; 93; 109; 126; 127; 128; 

129; 142: 146; 149; 160; 179; 181; 183; 184; 

193; 207; ~ of sheikhs (Seyh ol-maSayeh), 

184; ~ of Sufism (Seyh ol-tasawwof), 112; 

elected ~ (Seyh-e montahab), 90; independent 

~ (Seyh-e motlaq), 185; medium ~ , 142; 

restricted ~ (Seyh-e mahdiid), 185 

Shi'ism: 6; 9; 14; 82; ~ and Sufism, 53; 69; 85; 

103; 140; - and Sunnism, 79; ~ as 

christologie, 9; ~ as state religion, 22; ~ as 

transhistorical tradition, 4; ~ from the point of 

view of ~ itself, 9; 14; Corbin and ~ , xxi; 

Corbin's quaternary universe of - , 17; 40; 

Iranian - , xxvi; 5; 10; 11; militancy in ~ , 77; 

mystical exploration of - , xxi; politics of ~ , 

11; quietist representations of - , 12; reformist 
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ideologies of Qazvini in - , 73; revolutionary 

definitions of ~ , 119; source of- , 176 

Shiraz: 28; 30; 32; 61; 78; 131 

sine-zani (chest beating): 144 

sizdah-bedar (last, thirteenth day of nowrüz): 

172 

Society of Brotherhood (An$oman-e ohowwat): 

61; 63; 65; 66; 67; 68; 71; 72; 73; 74; 75; 88; 

89; 95; 106; 122; 126; 131; 145; 146; 150; 

163 

<SoltancalISah>, Hagg Molla Soltanmohammad ~ 

: 47, 48, 49; 50, 53 

SorüS, 'Abdolkarim: 14; 190; 191; 193; 194; 202 

Source of Emulation — see margcf 

Spain; 77 
state: 173, 189; ~ affiliations, xxv; ~ 

centralisation, 170; 174; ~ guaranteed public 

freedom, 189; ~ ideology, xxiii; ~ ideology in 

the Islamic Republic, 110; ~ infiltration of 

Sufi orders, 85; ~ interest in Sufism, 4; ~ 

interference, 134, 135; ~ media, 171; ~ 

oppression, v; 110; 115; ~ persecution, xxiv; 

130; analogous structures in Sufi orders and 

the ~ , 180; central ~ , xxii; 26; 40; centralised 

~ , 29; centrality of the ~ , xxii; 40; civil 

society and the ~ , 168; congratulatory 

dedications of the ~ , 86; effective -

bureaucracy, 46; factionalism in the ~ 

machinery, 167; ideological ~ apparatuses, 

171; ideological ~ institutions, xxiv; 74; 

Iranian ~ , 133; Iranian nation- - , 43; Islamic 

values versus the ~ , 190; mystical 

martyrdom as a - concern, 133; nation— , 

xxii; xxiii; 45; 51; 54; 67; 106; Pahlavi ~ , 43; 

87; prayer as a ~ institution, 185; Qajar ~ , 22; 

rapprochement between Sufism and the ~ , 

162; reunified Iranian ~ , 27; Safawid ~ , 18; 

(Saleh'alisah) and the ~ , 97; secret ~ 

affiliations, 142; Sufi orders and the ~ , xxv; 

Sufis and the ~ , 28; Sufis in ~ service, 91; 

Sufism and the - , viii; unified ~ , 35 

strategy: viii; xiv; xv; xvii 

südd'-ye ham (melancholy passion): 143 

OSSARY 249 

Sufism: iii: iv: 24: ~ and aristocracy, 89; ~ and 

civil society, 167; 189; ~ and Freemasonry, 

94; ~ and modernity, 24; 82; ~ and the state, 

viii; ~ as a beacon of civility, 207; ~ as a 

sophia perennis, xiv; ~ as doctrine of 

empowerment, 79; ~ in Iran, 45; - in Iranian 

culture, 173; ~ is not a unitary social object, 

19; accommodation of ~ , v; 110; 192; 

conflict about spiritual authority in ~ , xxii; 

critics of ~ , 205; elite ~ , 88; enemies of ~ , 

4; 17; 116; 118; 136; Freemasonry and ~ , 

122; hatred of ~ , 28; 29; 69; intra- ~ 

antagonisms, 179; Iranian - , 15; 106; 109; 

175; jurist competitor regimes for ~ , ix; 

modern Iranian ~ , xxv; Ne'matollahi ~ , 74; 

neo- ~ , 45; 46; 58; origins of Iranian ~ , 3; 

persecution of - , 96; propagation of ~ , 50; 

redefinition of ~ , 43; reform of ~ , 139; 

repression of ~ , 43; Rumi's ~ , 84; 

seventeenth century virtual disappearance of 

Iranian ~ , 22; Shi'ite ~ , vi; ix; xi; xxii; 

spiritual discipline of ~ , 58; study of - , iii; 

iv; xxi; 26; Sufi path — see tariqaf, 

suppression of ~ , 22; union of royalty and ~ , 

36 

sword — see SamSlr; zoH-faqar 

T 

laharz'm (axe; Sufi liturgical object): 140; 147 

Tabataba'L 'Allama: 6; 9; 11; 12; 82; 83; 185 

Tabataba'i, Sadeq: 80; 82 

tafsir (esoteric interpretation, mostly of the 

Qur'an): 59; 61; 72; 143; 162; 177 

lagdid-e ahd (renewal of the covenant): 127 

taqiya (dissimulation): 97; 118; 201 

tariqa(l) (the path/Sufi way): xxi; 151; 158; 176; 

181 

taSarrof (initiation): 127 

tasawwof. 6; 17; 93; 112; 140; 175 

tashih (rosary): 147 

Tavangar, Qasem - (Nür'allsah Sirazi): 61; 62; 

91; 92: 131 

tawakkulltawakkol (reliance upon God): 128 
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Tawüsiya: 47 — see Soltan'alïsahï-Ne'matollahï 
order 

Tehran: 5; 6; 9; 12; 13; 29; 32; 36: 48; 59; 60; 

61; 63; 65: 66; 68; 74; 83; 87: 89; 90; 98; 99; 

100; 111; 112; 113; 114; 115; 116; 117; 118; 

120; 125; 127; 128; 134; 136; 137; 139; 143; 

145; 146; 149; 150; 152; 154; 169; 172; 178; 

183; 206 

Tiq-e boranda: 52 

Torbat: 49 

truth/ultimate reality — see haqlqat 

turban — see 'ammama 

U 
unbelief/infidelity — see kofr 

W 
Wafa (lodge): 67 

<Wafa'alïsah>, Had! Mowlavl GilanI ~ : 61; 62; 
63; 65 

Wahdat, S: 69; 70 

walayat (guidance/friendship with God): xvi; 18; 

176; Wall-Allah (pi. owliya'-AllSh, the 

Friends of God), 18 

Weber, Max: 19; 26; 40; 170 

welayat (guidance/leadership): 18; 205; ~ e faqih 

(jurist's guidance, Khomeyni's state doctrine), 

13; 18; 83; 119; 158; 160; 162; 168; 191 

worship — see 'ebadat 

Z 

zaher (the outer, exoteric): xii; 181; 200 

<Zahir od-Dowle>, MIrza 'All Han Qagar 

<Safa'alïsah> ~ : 36; 37; 39; 60; 61; 65; 66; 68; 
69; 72; 92; 146; 148; 149; 161; 200 

zekr (recollection, Sufi meditative prayer): xvi; 

124; 128; 144; 154; 185; 202; 204; 205; ~ e 

pendari (mental zekr), 152; ~ e qalbl (zekr of 

the heart, an inner accomplishment outer 

signs of which may be lacking, thus similar to 

the Naqsbandï silent zekr, specifically a 

Soltan'alïsahï zekr), 151; ~ o fekr (meditation 

and reflection), 154; silent ~ , 151 

oz-Zoha, Sams: 65 

zohd (askese), 139; 193 

zo'l-faqdr (double-edged sword of Imam 'All, 

liturgical object): 140 



Mystieke regimes. Een verkenning van vergelijkende sociale ontwikkeling en culturele performance. De 
Safï'allsahï en Soltan'alïsahï-Ne'matollahï soefi-ordes in de Pahlavi dynastie en de Islamitische Republiek Iran 

Samenvatting 

Deze studie betreft twee Iraanse, sjiitische soefi-ordes en hun vergelijkende sociale 

en culturele ontwikkeling in de twintigste eeuw. Beide groepen pretenderen exclusief 

de Ne'matollahï-orde te vertegenwoordigen. De spanningen die zijn belichaamd in 

deze wedijver om geestelijk gezag hebben in beide ordes een parallel in bedreigingen 

van de interne samenhang, en worden versterkt door de noodzaak om zich tot we

reldlijke regimes te verhouden - met name de staat en de sjiitische geestelijkheid. 

Wereldlijke regimes zijn vaak vijandig geweest en soms mild, maar op steeds an

dere wijzen. Deze verschillen hingen samen met de aard van politieke regimes: de 

Pahlavi-dynasie werd getekend door conflicten tussen geestelijkheid en staat; in de 

Islamitische Republiek gingen staat en clerus samen. Onder Mohammad Reza Shah 

(1941-1979) was de staat soefi's gunstig gezind en stond hen manoeuvreerruimte ter 

beschikking, zodat loyaliteiten konden worden gebalanceerd. Na 1979 waren de staat 

en de clerus aanvankelijk vijandig en was soefi's alles aan accommodatie gelegen. 

De ordes in deze studie zijn beschreven als 'regimes'. De grondslag daarvoor ligt 

in de duurzame - interne, laterale en verticale - niveaus ten opzichte waarvan soefi's 

zich verhouden, en in het specifieke karakter van interne en externe relaties onder 

verschillende heerschappijen. Het tweede centrale begrip is performance: de sociale 

ontwikkeling van de ordes heeft in sterke mate vorm gekregen via cultureel gemoti

veerd handelen van soefi's ten aanzien van interne, laterale en verticale spanningen. 

Interne soefi 'orde' hangt nauw samen met de virtuositeit van de meesters, in hun be

heersing van traditionele genres en vertogen. 'Opvoeringen' spelen ook extern een 

cruciale rol in de overleving van de ordes. Voor de buitenwacht ligt in het publieke 

handelen van soefi's een belangrijke maat voor de religieuze of politieke betekenis 

van het soefisme. Om deze reden konden aantijgingen van ketterij of de dreiging van 

geweld worden bezworen in 'legitieme uitvoeringen'. Dat wil zeggen: uitvoeringen 

die zich rekenschap gaven van de in staat en geestelijkheid belichaamde orthodoxie. 

Het Eerste deel behandelt academische regimes - onderzoeksparadigma's - in de 

studie van de sjiitische islam en beschrijft de langetermijnontwikkeling van de Nec-

matollahl-orde. Hoofdstuk een schetst Henry Corbins naoorlogse onderzoekingen 

naar het sjiisme in Iran. In de periode vanaf 1945, toen de islam in Iran politiseerde, 
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definieerde Corbin sjiitische spiritualiteit aan de hand van haar canon als een in es

sentie esoterisch en niet-politiek project. Na de islamitische revolutie, die de gepoliti

seerde islam aan de macht bracht, bleef Corbins werk echter invloedrijk in Iran, dit

maal in definities van het in de staat belichaamde sjiisme. Deze paradoxale geschie

denis toont het belang van 'exterioriteit': zelfs niet-politieke en transhistorische defi

nities van religiositeit dienen doeleinden die zich politiek en temporeel laten specifi

ceren. Maar ook wijst deze geschiedenis op excessief idealisme in Corbins 'herme

neutische fenomenologie'. De sociale dynamiek en de wereldlijke betekenis van Cor

bins project en onderzoeksobject, waren steeds aan haar gezichtsveld onttrokken. 

Hoofdstuk twee bespreekt Weberiaanse en antropologische modellen van de islam 

en stelt dat zij onvoldoende oog hebben voor de rol van de staat en koninklijke pa

tronage. Deze factoren waren van grote betekenis in de langetermijngeschiedenis van 

de Necmatollahï-orde. De achttiende- en negentiende-eeuwse wedergeboorte en ver

breiding van de Necmatollahï-orde in Iran - door koninklijke patronage ondersteund -

waren een fundament voor de sociale macht van Iraanse soefi's in de twintigste eeuw. 

Het Tweede deel behandelt de NecmatollahI-regimes in de Pahlavi dynastie (1921-

1979). Hoofdstuk drie beschrijft de transformatie van het Iraanse soefisme in de con

text van de natiestaat. Gedurende de Constitutionele Revolutie (1905-1911) en in de 

periode 1921-1941, onder Reza Khan/Reza Shah, kwam een einde aan de nauwe ban

den tussen Necmatollahï-soefïs en de staat. Met de komst van deze nieuwe regimes 

werd de natie(-staat) ook voor soefi's een toonaangevende maat van legitieme iden

titeit. Intern hadden nationalistische modernisering en de ontmanteling van traditio

nele machtsbases een parallel in soefi-twisten om geestelijk leiderschap. Necma-

tollahï-soefi's eisten een motivering van het gezag, en vroegen in dat gezag impliciet 

om relevantie voor de natiestaat. Zo veranderde de relatie meester-discipel radicaal 

van aard. Ook voor laterale- en staatsrelaties bood nationalistische modernisering een 

context. In hun externe relaties en representaties verlegden Ne'matollahï-soefi's hun 

koers, om zich nu met name tot het specifieke gehoor van de Iraanse natie te richten. 

Hoofdstuk vier richt zich op de uiteenlopende paden van het Necmatollahï-soe-

fisme in de periode 1941-1979. Koninklijke patronage was voor deze verschillen een 

belangrijke context, mede in het licht van groeiende oppositie tegen de monarchie. 

Verschillende maten van koninklijke patronage - van persoonlijke stipendia tot ideo

logische inkapseling - verklaren zowel het sociale aanzien van de SafTalïsahï-orde 

als de plotselinge religieuze oppositie in de Soltancalïsahï-orde. Intern deden zich in 
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de SafIcalIsahI-orde vele conflicten voor. Deze stonden in het teken van de religieuze 

en politieke aanvechting van het aristocratische vrijmetselaarsleiderschap. De Soltan-

'allsahï's, daarentegen, creëerden opvallende eenheid. Extern integreerde de Safï-
callsahï-elite diep in het statelijke regime, terwijl de Soltan'allsahfs relaties ont

wikkelden met het klerikale regime dat de Iraanse natie met meer succes ging verte

genwoordigen. Hun relatieve onafhankelijkheid bood cruciale speelruimte, toen de 

balans van religieuze macht omsloeg en het regime van de Sjah werd weggevaagd. 

Het Derde deel onderzoekt de vergelijkende sociale en culturele ontwikkeling van 

de NecmatollahI-ordes in de Islamitische Republiek. Hoofdstuk vijf richt zich op de 

soefi-regimes in het 'decennium van oorlog en revolutie' (1979-1989). De SoltancalI-

sahl's werden met onderdrukking geconfronteerd, maar hun koerswijziging in de 

voorafgaande periode had na de revolutie gunstige uitwerkingen. Ze trachtten hun le

gitimiteit te vergroten middels rouwsessies voor alom gerespecteerde islamistische 

notabelen, en traden naar voren als een nationale charitatieve instelling. De Safï'alï-

sahfs werden daarentegen achtervolgd door hun vrijmetselaarsreputatie. Hun convent 

werd een jaar lang bezet. Toen het weer onder eigen beheer kwam, bestendigde on

derlinge laster omtrent financiële ethiek de verdeeldheid in de orde. Terwijl de Sol-

tancalïsahï's (extern) hun reputatie verbeterden door religieus nationalisme, legiti

meerden publieke activiteiten de SafTalïsahï-orde niet. Publieke, sjiitische rouwses

sies werden in de Safïcalïsahï-orde strikt gescheiden gehouden van soefi-religiositeit. 

Terwijl het SoltancalïsahI-leiderschap (intern) niet ter discussie werd gesteld en erf

opvolging behouden bleef, vielen de SafTalïsahl's uiteen in kleine rivaliserende groe

pen, waarover het centrale bestuur slechts een marginaal overwicht behield. Ondanks 

veelzijdige tegenspoed, was accommodatie echter ook voor ontwikkelingen in de Safï-

'alïsahï-orde een belangrijker motief dan vervolging door de staat der rechtsgeleerden. 

Hoofdstuk zes onderzoekt een ideologische toenadering tussen het soefisme en de 

staat vanaf 1989. Deze werd veroorzaakt door het voortdurende ethische réveil van 

het soefisme in de Islamitische Republiek en het ontstaan van 'staatsmystiek'. Het 

centrale SafFallsahï-leiderschap maakte niet persoonlijk aanspraak op geestelijk ge

zag en concentreerde soefi-spiritualiteit in de historische, respectabele figuur van 

Safïcallsah. Onder de oppervlakte van traditionele soefi/sjiitische klaagzangen, wezen 

publieke vieringen in de SafTalIsahï-orde op de gepolitiseerde context van mystiek 

martelaarschap. In de SoltancalIsahT-orde bleef intern gezag onbetwist. Vanaf 1992 

vervulde Mahbüb'allsah het leiderschap van de orde. Zijn dood in 1997 deed zich aan 



254 MYSTIC REGIMES 

de discipelen voor als een historische continuïteit van heilig islamitisch martelaar

schap, wat kracht bijzette aan Mahbür/allsah's postuum bekend gemaakte voorspel

ling ervan. In deze aankondiging was ook in de aanstelling van een opvolger voor

zien. Kort na de begrafenis proclameerde deze opvolger, Magzübcallsah, een reeks 

vermeend oude, maar in feite nieuwe regels. Het ontbrak het soefisme aan een bereik 

in de sociale en politieke wereld, benadrukten deze regels, maar ze omschreven ook 

een geestelijk domein waarover soefi-meesters het exclusieve gezag voerden. Ook 

onder Magzübcalïsah beargumenteerde de orde effectief haar religieuze legitimiteit 

door naar diepgewortelde relaties met Khomeyni te verwijzen. Het succes van de 

Soltan'alïsahf s en de effecten van staatsmystiek, werden in 1997 zichtbaar toen pro

minente geestelijken hun opwachting maakten en de orde respect betoonden. 

Het Vierde deel (hoofdstuk zeven) relateert de verkenningen van vergelijkende so

ciale en culturele ontwikkeling aan discussies over de civiele maatschappij. Waarne

mers spraken na Khomeyni's dood in 1989 van een Iraanse civiele maatschappij in 

wording, in een herleving van gemeenschapsleven en civiel gedachtegoed. Civiel ge

dachtegoed heeft tot op heden echter een beperkte publieke omloop, en vele ver

meend onafhankelijke organisaties zijn in feite ideologische staatsinstellingen. Naar 

de klassieke definitie van de civiele maatschappij gemeten - civiliteit en vereni

gingsleven dat primaire bindingen ontstijgt en in belangrijke mate onafhankelijk is 

van de staat - zijn ook soefi-ordes geen duidelijke referent. Interne relaties ontlenen 

hun waarde grotendeels aan fysieke nabijheid tot de meesters, en de staat en de ordes 

vertonen een belangrijke gelijkenis in de exclusiviteit van geestelijk gezag. Toch 

dragen de soefi-ordes indirect bij aan de ontwikkeling van de civiele maatschappij. 

Met de ontstaansgeschiedenis van Westerse civiele maatschappijen als vergelij

king, komen verschillende parallellen naar voren. Ten eerste ontstonden Westerse ci

viele maatschappijen uit literaire en artistieke kringen en dispuutgezelschappen, wat 

wil zeggen: niet uit politiek assertieve belangenverenigingen. Passieve verenigingen 

konden toch impliciete, exemplarische bijdragen leveren, waar hun activiteiten elders 

het publieke debat stimuleerden. In Iran figureren het historische en het actuele soe

fisme op een soortgelijke wijze, als steeds terugkerende verwijzingen naar legitieme, 

authentieke religiositeit, in het literair-intellectuele vertoog van Iraanse hervormers. 

Ten tweede ontplooide Westerse publieke ruimte zich - aan de vooravond van het 

ontstaan van volwaardige civiele maatschappijen - in verenigingen die niet alleen in 

zichzelf gekeerd waren, maar ook geheimzinnig en gesloten, het lidmaatschap aan 



SAMENVATTING 255 

selecte leden voorbehouden. Ook de soefi-ordes zijn de dragers en bewaarders van 

een middels regels en conventies afgeschermde, maar mede daarom onmiskenbaar 

eigen religiositeit. Dit impliceert per definitie 'niet-staatsreligiositeit', hoezeer ook de 

activiteiten van NecmatollahI soefi's in het teken stonden van accommodatie. Religi

euze eigenheid hield stand onder de culturele gelijkschakeling in de Islamitische Re

publiek, die steeds meer Iraniërs nu als een nationaal obstakel zien. Zij zochten de 

confrontatie niet, maar door de vasthoudende belichaming van religieuze eigenheid 

weerden de NecmatollahI-ordes zich effectief tegen de 'kolonisatie van de leefwereld'. 






