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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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168 AFTERTHOUGHTS 

"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). 



SUFISM, CIVIL SOCIETY, AND THE STATE 171 

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). 
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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." 



176 AFTERTHOUGHTS 

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). 



178 AFTERTHOUGHTS 

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. 


