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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). 



FULL CIRCLE 5 

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). 




