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When Ali Shariati died of sudden heart failure in June 1977, he left behind a legacy that 

was to have an almost immediate impact on one of the most important events in modern 

history. Just over a year later, hundreds of thousands of protesters would be marching in 

the streets of Tehran and other cities, chanting the slogans he had coined to topple the 

monarchy and institute a new government, which was to be an Islamic government. 

Considered by some to be the “ideologue of the Iranian Revolution,”
1
 he is more than 

anything recognised as one of the main proponents of revolutionary Islam, for his 

theories and his promotion of a political form of Shi’a Islam which fights for liberation. 

The question concerning us today, as Iran seeks to find a new kind of emancipation, is the 

nature of this revolutionary Islam which stubbornly maintains its grip on the nation. 

Looking back at Shariati’s influential discourse can reveal important insights into the 

flaws and inconsistencies of such an outdated view, now irreconcilable with and even 

dangerous to the current efforts for democratising Iran. This elucidation will in turn 

illustrate that Shariati in fact has little to offer to democracy and the dialogical approach 

to politics. Shariati’s political thought is inherently flawed in that it seeks to reconcile 

ideas which are not compatible, causing it to become heavily dependent on a radical 

ideology. Demonstrating this fact, together with contextualising his ideology, renders his 

thought obsolete in the present political circumstances and necessitates an impetus to 

look beyond the old forms and find new ways of thinking politics in Iran. 

 

 

Shariati in focus 
 

One of the main challenges in approaching a thinker like Shariati is knowing which 

Shariati to analyse. Is it the Shariati who remained a devout Muslim all his life and 

sought to disseminate Islamic ideas, seen by some as a perfect example of what a socially 

aware Muslim should be—or the heretic who was derided by many members of the 

clergy for his unorthodox approach to Islam? Was he an anguished poet who longed for 

mystical connection with the transcendent and preferred the pains and joys of solitude to 

a life of committed activism—or the radical Marxist who wanted nothing more than 

social justice? The fact is that Shariati was all these things and more. As such he is very 

difficult to pin down. Ali Rahnema’s An Islamic Utopian: A Political Biography of Ali 

Shariati provides perhaps the most comprehensive review of the multidimensional 
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thinker. However, while Rahnema exposes divergences and meanderings in Shariati’s 

thinking, I will focus on inconsistencies and contradictions. The crux of my argument is 

that Shariati is essentially incoherent as a political thinker and that the ideology he 

weaves together is extremely problematic. To make this point clearer, I will focus largely 

on his Western influences in an attempt to look at him in a new light, a method which 

other analysts have either neglected or only examined cursorily. 

To begin with Shariati’s early influences, it is abundantly clear that he was always 

immersed in Islamic thought and practice. Born in 1933, he not only witnessed a time of 

great social upheaval, but was also brought up in the midst of a committed group of 

thinkers chiefly devoted to Islamic thought and social justice, including his own father, 

Mohammad-Taqi Shariati. As founder of the Centre for the Propagation of Islamic 

Truths, Mohammad-Taqi was very influential in “creating a group of young men with 

modern and, for their own epoch, progressive socio-political ideas steeped in Islam.”
2
 As 

part of this group, Ali Shariati was moulded early on to think along the same lines as his 

father. More importantly, he was also drawn to the more radical Movement of God-

Worshipping Socialists, to which his later work would be greatly indebted.
3
 What did this 

movement represent and how did Shariati rely on it? An answer to this question will 

provide the first step towards understanding the problematic nature of his thought. 

The God-Worshipping Socialists, as their name suggests, were concerned with both 

religious and political matters. They wanted to put forward a revolutionary ideology 

which tried to shed its Western tones in favour of “homespun” ideas. In other words, they 

wanted to return to Islam as the main source of both private fulfilment and social 

liberation and equality: “The God-Worshipping Socialists sought to identify themselves 

as the pioneers of a new and independent strand of thought, not only superior to both 

Western ideologies of capitalism and communism, but also transcending the institutional 

Islam of the clergy.”
4
 However, as much as adherents of this school insisted on Islam 

being prior to communism and containing within it seeds of social justice, their ideas 

were already painted—whether they were aware of it or not—largely by foreign 

ideology: “[the movement’s] assessment of international power relations remained 

essentially anchored in a Leninist conception of antagonistic contradictions between the 

imperialist and subjugated countries of the world.”
5
 Shariati later wrote articles about the 

Median school of Islam, supposedly situated between communism and capitalism, 

following that with articles on materialism and dialectics. In these articles, and in many 

of his other works, he downplayed the role of the West; “he argued that even though 

today it seems as if the scientific analysis of historical events was initiated by 

contemporary European historians, it must be admitted that the first steps in this path 

were taken by Muslims,”
6
 using thinkers like Ibn Khalkan to drive home his point. This, 

however, is a contentious claim which would require much more substantiation. As 

Rahnema suggests, there were perhaps private and psychological reasons underlying it: 

“Shariati probably felt that this provocative approach was necessary, especially after the 
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coup, to break the vicious circle of underachievement and political failure which led to a 

loss of faith in one’s own identity and culture, subsequently giving way to blind faith in 

the ways of the Westerners and therefore their imitation.”
7
 Though such an insight does 

offer us a better understanding of Shariati’s thought and the motives behind it, there 

remain to be explored the more troubling aspects of the inherent contradictions in his 

discourse. 

Emerging from a period of intense interaction with Islam and the attempts to put 

together an organic ideology—one that supposedly grew out of the soil of Iran and the 

seed of Islam—Shariati then went through a second phase of questioning political 

activities. He sought certainty, God, and absolute truth. With his religious upbringing and 

his embrace of Gnosticism, he headed to France, not without openness: “Even before his 

arrival in Paris he had been influenced and touched by some Western intellectuals, hence 

the realization that all which is Western was not necessarily ‘bad.’”
8
 Therefore he went 

through a process of analysis and selection, rejecting and accepting new ideas, and “This 

lengthy and laborious process eventually gave birth to a synthesis and a new paradigm – 

the potent revolutionary tool that he took back home.”
9
 It is exactly this synthesis that is 

suspect, the Persian-Islamic fountain spouting European ideology. Already Shariati was 

blending his critique of amorality and sinfulness as according to Islamic mandates with a 

Western existential critique of emptiness and inauthenticity.  

The discourse of authenticity is one that has deep roots in the Western tradition. 

Finding its strongest expression in Rousseau, it was taken up by many thinkers associated 

with Romanticism and German Idealism, such as Herder and Fichte. There, the notion of 

authenticity acquired the connotation of cultural entrenchment and a nationalistic sense of 

belonging to go along with its original meaning of closeness with nature and a reversion 

to subjectivity and creative exploration of the self as a counter to corrupting external 

forces. In the twentieth century it was interpreted in different ways by a very diverse set 

of thinkers ranging from Gandhi to Fanon, Heidegger and Sartre. These last three were 

particularly important influences on Shariati. An exploration of Shariati’s own writings 

and ideas in comparison to theirs will reveal unmistakable similarities and, in fact, an 

appropriation and a continuation of their ideas within a pseudo-Islamic framework. 

One of the ways in which Shariati attempted to embed the notion of authenticity 

within Islam was through an organic terminology which implied that the truth is within 

individuals and has merely been concealed by something unnatural. He states, for 

instance, 

 
Kufr means to cover or to plant, i.e. where in farming, a seed is planted and then covered 

over with earth. In the hearts of people, a truth exists. However, because for certain 

reasons, the truth is covered over by a curtain of ignorance, malice, self-seeking interests 

or absolute foolishness, it is called kufr. This kufr, however, does not mean the covering 

over the truth of religion by means of a non-religion. Rather, it means covering over the 

truth of religion by means of another religion.
10
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Later, the realization of this supposed inner truth is given a radical significance, as 

Shariati, in asking what a revolutionary religion means, answers:  

 
A revolutionary religion gives an individual, that is, an individual who believes in it, who 

is trained in the school of thought or maktab of this religion, the ability to criticise life in 

all its material, spiritual and social aspects. It gives the mission and duty to destroy, to 

change and to eliminate that which one does not accept and believes to be invalid and 

replace it with mat [sic.] which one knows and recognizes as being the truth.
11

 

 

It is this jump from a discussion of a hidden inner truth to the implications of recognising 

it, giving it normative content and putting it into action, which must give us pause. Where 

does Shariati derive such notions? How does he justify his claims? First, he looks to the 

root of what he perceives as the true spirit of religion in general, and finds revolt as a 

common feature: “Look at all religions. Look at Moses. Did Moses not rebel before three 

symbols? Korah, the greatest capitalist of his time. Balaam, the greatest priest of that 

deviated religion of multitheism. And the Pharaoh, the greatest symbol of political power 

of his time. Did he not arise against the status quo?”
12

 More importantly, in 

distinguishing between multitheistic (“false”) and monotheistic (“true”) religion, he 

ascribes a revolutionary significance to Shi’ism, claiming that the murderer of Ali 

“strikes a blow at God’s religion and the Prophet. In the name of the religion of Islam, 

once again, the religion of multitheism rules over history in the name of the caliphate of 

God’s Messenger,”
13

 further implying that Shi’ism, as a religion of revolt, contains social 

awareness and a desire for social justice, while the dominant manifestations of religion 

have tended toward complacency, corruption and exploitation. Here, Shariati radicalises 

the discourse of Shi’ism, using a Marxist tone while attempting to disguise it with the 

language of “true” religion. In face, he openly concedes the same points that Marx makes 

in his Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right, and like Marx wants to 

go to the root of the problem, from the criticism of theology to the criticism of politics: 

 
Thus, these words, spoken in the 19

th
 century to the effect that ‘religion is the opium of 

the people,’ or ‘religion is so that people will patiently bear their abasement and 

wretchedness in this world in the name of hope after death,’ are correct. It is the opium of 

the people so that people find belief in the idea that whatever happens is in God’s hands. 

It is because of God’s Will and any efforts to try and change the situation, to try to 

improve the life of the people is to oppose God’s Will.
14

   

 

What he proposes is a return to the spirit of Hussein and the paradigm of Karbala. This 

proposal serves to mask his affinity with Marxist ideas, particularly class struggle and the 

critique of capitalism and imperialism. He attempts to develop a distance from Marxism 

in other writings, seeking to situate the same critical spirit in Islam. He claims, “The 

greatest, most astounding sophistry that the modern humanists—from Diderot and 

Voltaire to Feuerbach and Marx—have committed is this: they have equated the mythical 
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world of ancient Greece, which remains within the bounds of material nature, with the 

spiritual and sacred world of the great ancient religions.”
15

 Maintaining that Marx goes 

too far in his critique of values, Shariati tries to revive the power of religion by 

contending that “man bears a sacred substance, and from it flow sanctities, the worship of 

which is the most exalted and the supernatural and supra-logical manifestations of his 

existence. Taken together, these form the human values, the values that have brought into 

being the acts of love, worship, and sacrifice known to history that account for all of 

humanity’s glories and spiritual resources.”
16

 He further attacks Marx on several grounds, 

but the biggest problem he finds is a lack of meaning and purpose: 

 
To deny God and His presence and man renders existence idiotic and man purposeless, so 

that neither Sartre’s existentialism nor an upside-down Hegelian dialectic via Marx can 

bestow meaning and intelligence upon them…Marx is powerless to indicate where, 

beyond communism, human destiny should lead in this world here, not to mention the 

next…Islam, on the other hand, goes beyond granting humanity an honored place in 

nature (‘We have honored the progeny of Adam,’ 17:70). It does more than deny that 

God has made man a helpless creature who, having lost himself, searches for his own 

values and powers in God’s being and demands them from Him with ‘sights’ and ‘tears.’ 

It holds that God has consigned his trust to humanity: ‘We offered the trust to the 

heavens, the earth, and the mountains, and they refused to bear it, fearing it, and man 

under took it’ (33:72). Nothing could go further to confute Marx’s and Feuerbach’s 

reasoning in deducing man’s alienation from himself before God than the saying of 

Sayyidna Ali, upon whom be peace, which stands as a decisive affirmation of man’s 

nobility and man’s responsibility for his own self-perfection and liberation: ‘Your disease 

is within you and you know not, and your remedy is within you and you see not!’
17

 

 

In short, Shariati holds that Islam contains the same elements of social critique as 

Marxism, but in an improved form which also gives meaning to existence rather than 

reducing it to purely materialist terms: “Islam interprets and evaluates man on the basis of 

tauhid, and Marxism does so on the basis of production [taulid].”
18

 

Yet with all his rhetorical skills and his admittedly perceptive critique of Marxism, 

Shariati never sufficiently shows Islam to be as strong a source of social justice as he 

claims it is. This is because he lacks not only a foundational basis to anchor his claims in 

the text of the Quran, but even historical evidence to support them. Instead he relies 

mainly on story-telling, myth-making and myth-recounting, once again going back to the 

paradigm of Karbala. Abdolkarim Soroush’s gives testament to this view, stating 

 
in Dr Shariati’s works, there were very few references to the Koran and the Nahj al-

Balaghah, and to the ideas of Islamic thinkers as a whole. And I considered this to be a 

serious weakness and shortcoming in his work, and the polar opposite of the late Mehdi 

Bazargan, whose works were full of Koranic references and verses. Today, I can say that 

what Dr Shariati did was to produce a revolutionary Islam. But, at the time, I didn’t have 

this interpretation. At the time, what I could see was that, first, the role of the Koran and 
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sacred Islamic texts was weak and faint in his works. And, secondly, that, philosophically 

speaking, too, his arguments were not sturdy. And, thirdly, even at the time, I felt that the 

element of selectivity was very strong in Shariati’s works; a ruinous selectivity.
19

 

 

Consider, for example, Shariati’s discussion of Imam Ali, which is pervaded by personal 

interpretation, story-telling and emotionalism. He concludes that work by saying,  

 
Ali’s pain is twofold: one pain which is caused by the sword of Ibn Muljam, which struck 

the top of his head, and another pain which is one that he alone felt in the quiet hours of 

the night…We only understand his physical pain, but we this is not Ali’s true pain. The 

pain which made his great soul groan was loneliness, which we do not know. We must 

inform everyone of this pain. Not the former pain, for Ali does not feel the pain brought 

on by a sword and we do not feel Ali’s pain.
20

 

 

The way in which he used such stories as fuel for his revolutionary stance is particularly 

notable in his Ali, School of Thought, Unity, Justice, where he states: “An Islamic society 

requires a fiery revolutionary ideology. The institution and community of Islam require 

unity in confronting imperialism, and Muslims living under an unjust regime must 

achieve justice. This is where Ali is needed.”
21

 And as Soroush further states, 

 
Shariati’s master stroke was to bring to life the tale of Ashura and Imam Hussain, 

Zainab’s captivity and the captivity of Imam Hussain’s kith and kin, and the events of 

Karbala as a whole…Shariati made a blatant selection and he wrote the history of Shi’ism 

in a way that no neutral historian can possibly endorse. The history of Shi’ism mustn’t be 

written from the perspective of Imam Hussain’s movement alone; his movement was an 

exception in the history of Shi’ism, not the rule. Of course, Shariati knew what he was 

doing. In order to construct a revolutionary Islam or to reconcile Islam with revolution, 

he had the utmost need for the events of Karbala.
22

 

 

All of this amounts to showing that Shariati had some revolutionary ideas in mind which 

he tried to attribute to Islam, but failed to situate them convincingly in such a context. 

Instead, what he developed was a message of revolutionary ideology in the veil of Islam. 

As will be shown below, his project was actually deeply indebted to Western thinkers. 

Illustrating this point has significant implications regarding not only the reception of his 

ideas, but the very ideology upon which the Islamic Republic is built. 

 

 

Zooming out: other influences 
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The vocabulary of novelty and creativity is inhabited by charms which few thinking 

people can escape. The right word, whether spoken or written, exerts an unseen and 

perhaps never fully understood force, pulling one in before one is aware of what is 

happening. Any good reader of Nabokov can recall the rapturous language of Lolita, the 

twisting of words and phrases which wind through mental spaces, truly like the tangle of 

thorns he wishes to describe. And yet how many pause to notice the cruelty lying just 

underneath? The well known “thin line” between genius and madness is present not only 

in the writings of Nabokov, but also in many of the world’s greatest writers’; it’s there in 

Thomas Mann, who through Aschenbach explores the bliss and the abyss of the 

Dionysian; in Sadegh Hedayat, who isolates his characters between four walls which 

slowly closed in on them and through this closing-in elicits pure insights and tormenting 

agonies; and in Dostoevsky, whose Raskolnikov, whose Ivan Karamazov and whose 

Nikolai Stavrogin all come face to face with the question of possibility and creative 

openness. But what must accompany this in a critical reader’s mind is the notion of 

responsibility. And so when Heidegger says in What is Metaphysics? that “The anxiety of 

those who are daring cannot be opposed to joy or even to the comfortable enjoyment of 

tranquilized bustle,” and that “It stands—outside all such opposition—in secret alliance 

with the cheerfulness and gentleness of creative longing,”
23

 we must stop and ask what he 

means by this. It is, of course, an alluring thought, a beautiful idea even. But how far does 

it go? In taking up Nietzsche like this, how does Heidegger interpret him, and how does 

he want us to interpret him? 

Heidegger was a brilliant mind, as many will admit. And at the same time few are 

willing to forgive him for his entanglements with Nazism, and some go as far as to 

dismiss him altogether. Taking into account the extent of his influence, however, it can 

easily be maintained that existentialism, post-structuralism, deconstruction and several 

other strains of philosophy would not have been the same without him. One of the major 

ways in which Heidegger advanced philosophy was through taking up the discourse of 

authenticity mentioned earlier, making it an even more urgent existential question. In 

Being and Time he discusses this in such a way that free-thinking people with a 

propensity for creativity could scarcely afford to deny or ignore: “With Dasein’s lostness 

in the ‘they,’ that factical potentiality-for-Being which is closest to it (the tasks, rules, and 

standards, the urgency and extent, of concernful and solicitous Being-in-the-world) has 

already been decided upon. The ‘they’ has always kept Dasein from taking hold of these 

possibilities for being.”
24

 The individual, in other words, is always being influenced and 

inhibited by others to such an extent that creative longing and the ability to carve out 

one’s own existence is suppressed. Heidegger is concerned with the individual, and he 

stresses breaking away from others, finding one’s own private space to let creativity 

flourish: “Dasein is authentically itself in the primordial individualization of the reticent 

resoluteness which exacts anxiety of itself. As something that keeps silent, authentic 

Being-one’s-Self is just the sort of thing that does not keep on saying ‘I’; but in its 

reticence it ‘is’ that thrown entity as which it can authentically be.”
25

 This is what many 

might point to as the best of what Heidegger offers. He speaks to the angst-ridden 
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individual living in a consumer society, an empty social scene, a shallow world, and 

promises that anxiety is a good sign, for it points to authenticity and self-creation. Again 

these are all comforting and life-affirming principles to live by, but a double irony 

threatens their energetic play. Not only did Heidegger negate the very ideas he affirmed 

here by supporting the Nazi party, but many of those who picked up on his ideas took 

them to equally preposterous conclusions. Ali Shariati was among these followers. 

Shariati learned about Heidegger during his period of study in France, and it would 

seem as though he was not entirely familiar with his ideas and only knew of him through 

Sartre. In criticising Sartre, he mentions, “Heidegger, Sartre’s intellectual lodestar, says, 

‘Man is a solitary being hurled into this desert-world.’ Sartre designates this mode of 

apprehension delaissement, meaning being thrown back upon oneself. This resembles the 

concept of ‘assignation’ [tafviz] in our philosophy.”
26

 But again Shariati, even in 

critiquing existentialism, utilises it in such a way as to connect it to Islam and to give it a 

wider significance. In other words he wants to go beyond the individual to the greater 

question of culture: the notion of an authentic culture. The way he does so appears like a 

blatant (mis)appropriation of Heidegger: 

 
The real or authentic existence is an existence which crystallized in the ‘I’ in the course 

of centuries of building history, culture, civilization, art. It is what gives me a cultural 

identity vis-à-vis other cultures – the West, the East, the American and African. It is my 

real existence that when I am before the French, the English, the American, or the 

Chinese, I can say ‘I,’ as they can say ‘I’…And this is an existence that has been 

created in the course of history…This authentic personality, my human personality, 

distinguishes me from the other.
27

 

 

This idea of a particular cultural identity is one that Shariati felt much attached to. In 

this regard he thought along the same lines as his predecessor, Jalal Al-Ahmad, famous 

for his Third-Worldist tract, Gharbzadegi or Westoxication. This work, which according 

to Reza Baraheni, had “the same significance in determining the duty of colonized 

nations vis-à-vis colonialist nations…that Frantz Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth had 

in defining the role of African nations vis-à-vis foreign colonialists,”
28

 may seem like a 

logical source from which Shariati developed his anti-imperialist ideas. Indeed, Al-

Ahmad appears to be the perfect model for someone who calls for authentic return to 

oneself and to one’s own culture, who derides the West and its decadent, toxic ways. Yet 

one must be able to perceive ironies always present in the background. For as much as 

someone like Shariati thinks he is being very “Eastern” in his approach, the black and 

white dichotomy of East and West always breaks down when properly analysed. 

Consider the triangle of Sartre, Fanon and Shariati. Sartre, who wrote the well-known 

introduction to Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth, philosophised in France about the 

role of the engaged individual and stressed the need to confront tyranny and illegitimate 

power in whatever way possible. So in his anti-imperialist fervour, he not only endorsed 

Fanon’s approach to liberating African nations but also sided with Marxism in seeking 

emancipation—as was the trend at the time. In Existentialism is a Humanism, he 
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famously posed the question of the young man at a fork in the road, having to choose 

between staying with his mother and going off to fight in the war for his motherland; he 

emphasised that such choices define individuals and give meaning to their lives as 

projects. Now when Shariati moved to Paris and read of such ideas he was without a 

doubt impressed. But he clearly felt uneasy about the godlessness entailed in 

existentialism and as such felt he had to reproach Sartre, who “frequently echoes with 

approval Dostoevsky’s well-known saying, ‘If we remove God from the universe, every 

act is permissible for a person.’ Finally, as all objective moral criteria and human spiritual 

values fall away, is it possible that Sartre’s existentialism, by proclaiming the human will 

free and independent in the world and in society, has brought forth, instead of a god, a 

demon?”
29

 Shariati wants to define the borders and limits of choice more clearly, namely 

within an Islamic framework, which will be better appreciated by his Iranian audience: 

 
At any rate, these three essential currents, real and actual, exist in the depths of the 

human temperament and produce the most basic needs of human existence in the forms 

of three manifestations: one of them, love and mysticism; the second, the search for 

justice…and the third, existentialism, currently being pursued by European 

intellectuals. They exist as means of escape from the systems that deny man, and as 

means for a return to man... 

If I, then, living in the twentieth century, were to incorporate all three currents into 

a school, this school would secure for me a multi-dimensional, balanced, harmonious 

growth. In my opinion, we need look no further for an example than Islam.
30

  

 

Mehrzad Boroujerdi reminds us that Shariati translated several important texts of 

Western thinkers, and in his insightful analysis, concludes, “Shariati was convinced that 

all these approaches could contribute to the reconstruction of the ‘authentic existence’ of 

the Oriental, a goal he eagerly pursued to the very end of his life.”
31

 This, Boroujerdi 

mentions, was because he differentiates between cultural archetypes, calling Greece 

philosophical, Rome artistic and militaristic, and characterising Iran as religious and 

Islamic, which implied that “Ontologically… the Occident has come to seek the ‘reality’ 

that is, whereas the Orient is still pursuing the ‘truth’ that shall be.”
32

 This notion that the 

Orient was pursuing the truth implied a normative distinction in the East/West 

dichotomy, giving the former a supposed moral high-ground over the latter. 

We then see that for Shariati this meant encouraging violence at the same level as 

what Frantz Fanon advocated. Consider, for instance, Fanon when he says, “We have 

seen how the government’s agent uses a language of pure violence. The agent does not 

alleviate the oppression or mask domination. He displays and demonstrates them with the 

clear conscience of the law enforcer, and brings violence into the homes and minds of the 

colonized subject,”
33

 which generates further violence and calls for retribution: “To blow 

the colonial world to smithereens is henceforth a clear image within the grasp and 

imagination of every colonized subject…To destroy the colonial world means nothing 

less than demolishing the colonist’s sector, burying it deep within the earth or banishing 
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it from the territory.”
34

 Somehow Shariati, who insisted on being more sympathetic to 

such views as opposed to the “more Western” views of Sartre, took up the same language 

in his own writings as if Iran were a colony in the same way that Algeria was in the 

1960s. Fanning the flames of the uprising following Ayatollah Khomeini’s arrest in June 

1963, he wrote: “Yes! The epoch of non-violent struggle has come to an end and from 

now on in order to assure the vitality of the revolution and defend our nationalist slogans, 

the most important of which is the overthrow of Mohammad Reza Shah, we should 

respond to the enemy’s flood of fire and steel with the expressive language of guns and 

the destructive force of war.”
35

  

So in the triangle of Shariati, Sartre and Fanon, we see family resemblances that go 

beyond the false East vs. West binary that Shariati seeks to establish. We see that 

common ground is found on the basis of ideology, and that what is essentially at work is 

a call for emancipation which justifies violence by claiming that the good fight is being 

fought. This general trend in the twentieth century was expressed in many different ways; 

it manifested itself through Marxism, anti-colonialism, and in Shariati’s case, Islamism. 

For Shariati to claim that liberation was embedded in Islam, and politicising Islam on 

those grounds, was clearly disingenuous. His reasons for it, however, may be 

understandable:  

 
Shariati argued that leftists always talked about the people and the masses, yet if they 

were to go to a village and preach unity between the toilers, peasants and workers, 

the villagers would ask them for the source or reference of their message. If they 

were to say ‘Marx said so,’ they would be immediately kicked out of the village; but 

he said, ‘if I were to go in and call on them to unite and avenge the blood of Hossein, 

the message would be readily understood and accepted.’ Shariati argued that Shi’i 

Islam was flexible and capable of dynamic adaptation.
36

 

 

In the end, everything goes back to one basic fact: though Shariati’s ideas were very 

appealing and helped to ferment revolutionary fervour, they are basically flawed in that 

they seek to modify Islamic concepts with European ones, and in so doing defeat the 

entire purpose of calling for an “authentic return” to the pure self or culture he had in 

mind.  

 

 

Beyond Shariati and ideology 

 
Orhan Pamuk, in a part of The Black Book, tells the story of a man named Bedii Usta, 

who supposedly, at the turn of the twentieth century, makes mannequins to represent true 

Turkish identity and tradition in the face of the sweeping modernity and westernisation. 

Given the force of these changes though, they are all rejected by shopkeepers who prefer 

western-looking ones to entice customers eager to imitate western looks, and so Bedii 

Usta’s mannequins are all confined to a basement where they languish for years. Some 

are taken and chopped into pieces to display “gloves, boots, shoes and umbrellas,” 
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showing that only traces remain. The “authenticity” of the originals, though, is literally 

and metaphorically left in the basement. But as is shown later, those originals, once 

preserved, soon turn into a “caricature.” When the main character Galip sees these 

mannequins for himself, and sees the way Usta’s son has tried to preserve them, it is said, 

 
he despised these mannequins and the concept that had brought them into being: a 

piece of nonsense, an obsession that betrayed its very origins, a malevolent caricature, a 

chilling joke, a wretched piece of foolishness that simply did not add up! Just look at 

this guide, this self-made caricature: To justify his concept he is saying that his father 

did not hold with Islam’s so-called prohibition against figurative art, for the thing we 

called a concept was nothing more than one’s own figure, and that’s all they saw here – 

a series of figures. And now…our guide takes it upon himself to explain that it was to 

support this ‘great concept’ that he was in the mannequin business, and to urge his 

guests to help keep it going by leaving whatever they could in the green donation box.
37

 

 

What creates this farce is the shallowness beneath the seeming profundity, the fact that 

this materialization of the discourse of authenticity is entirely superficial. So what Pamuk 

is telling us is that clinging to the past in this way, which is traditionalism taken to an 

extreme, makes a mockery of the very thing it promotes. 

By now it should be easy to see that Shariati does the same thing in the way he 

presents Islam and the notion of bazgasht be khishtan, or “return to oneself.” Of course, 

Shariati was not alone in pursuing such a discourse. Many other Iranian intellectuals 

sought authenticity, some calling for a return to pre-Islamic, Aryan roots, and others 

looking to Islam as a means of returning to one’s true roots. Shariati, situating himself in 

this latter group, was of course much more successful in promoting his ideas, which 

caught fire and swept through Iran, catching the hearts and minds of the masses and 

bringing about an Islamic revolution. What he used in this plan was revolutionary 

ideology: “The responsibility of the modern messenger or intellectual was to carry the 

torch of enlightenment, consciousness and liberation by explaining social contradictions 

and injustices…Shariati’s assessment of Iranian society was that the exploited ‘class in 

itself’ had to be steeped in political and ideological education before it could become 

revolutionary.”
38

 His reliance on ideology is indicative of an absolutist conception of 

political thinking, the idea that the system of thought he presents is the only correct one 

and must be accepted at face value. To question it is to question the necessity for 

commitment, which signals weakness or cowardice. 

Again one can see how one of his forerunners, Heidegger, took the same path. The 

leap from personal creative exploration to national commitment exhibits a bastardisation 

of the notion of authenticity. For Heidegger, it was not only a kind of Eichmannian 

complicity, but a wilful plunge into collective madness, or a “philosophical sumersault 

into primitivity,” as Rudiger Safranski terms it. “A hunger for concreteness and compact 

reality suddenly erupted,” he says of Heidegger’s turn, “and solitary philosophy sought 

immersion in the multitude.”
39

 Safranski also goes on to give a perceptive account of this 

turn, which relates all too closely to our subject: 
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In point of fact, Heidegger interprets the revolution as a collective breakout from the 

caves of false consolations and comfortable meaning-certainties. A nation becomes 

authentic, it arises and asks the disturbing question of Being: Why is there something 

and not, rather, nothing? It defiantly surrenders itself to the powers of ‘Dasien—nature, 

history, language; the Volk [people], custom, the state; poetry, thought; sickness, 

madness, death; law, economy, technology’—in the knowledge that they do not 

provide an ultimate support but lead out into darkness, uncertainty, adventure.
40

 

   
Heidegger understood Plato’s analogy of the cave in his own particular way, using it for 

his unfortunate, misguided political beliefs. One can see that Shariati and Khomeini, 

another important thinker who up to this point has not been mentioned, did much the 

same thing in Iran: 

 
Khomeini knew philosophy, and his ideal of Islamic government under the ulama 

relied heavily on the Platonic notion (probably meant ironically by the original Platonic 

Socrates of The Republic) of a specially educated ‘guardian’ class led by a 

‘philosopher-king’ wise enough to know transcendent truth and able with that 

knowledge to produce and maintain a perfect government that would safeguard all 

national and spiritual interests. This was Shiism reduced to a strange (and, as it would 

turn out, violent) parody of Plato.
41

 

 

In both Khomeini and Shariati, a particular understanding of ideology is supposed to lead 

to a kind of collective awakening, an emergence from the cave of Western influence. 

Considering such notions as madineh-ye fazeleh (an ideal city) and ensan-e kamel (a 

perfect person), Ali Gheissari states: 

 
Shariati diverges from his earlier identification of maktab with ideology and argues that 

ideology has a specific social function that, through political mobilization of the people 

toward an ideal goal, tends to change the society. Maktab is mainly the accumulation of 

knowledge and skills for the sake of interpreting the world; it is more in line with a 

school of thought in intellectual history or a style in the history of art, and its most 

accomplished members would therefore be scientists, professional artists, philosopher 

and so on. Ideology, because of its value judgments, exclusive claims to truth, and 

required commitment, would produce rowshanfekr-e mojahed (partisan intellectuals). 

Thus ideology is identical with religion, and the truest of all contemporary ideologies 

share essentially similar features with the truest of all religions, Islam.
42

 

 

What such Platonism does is to make people blind to other possibilities, to present a 

monological and monolithic conception of religion and politics which in its rigidity 

rejects dialogue and democratic principles. Yet the most important thing to remember is 

that Shariati and Khomeini’s conceptions lack philosophical grounding. There are no 

irrefutable foundations to support their narrow understanding of politics. Shariati borrows 

countless concepts and methods from the West and tries to pretend that they all lead back 
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to the East, while Khomeini conceives of the velayat-e faqih and declares it indisputable 

without relying on any convincing facts.  

What does this imply for the present? The ideological foundations heretofore 

discussed have been shown to be extremely problematic. Shariati’s thought has been 

deconstructed to reveal numerous ambiguities and inconsistencies, rendering his entire 

system unacceptable. And now it has led to the questioning of the velayat-e faqih, 

perhaps the greatest impediment to democracy in Iran: a massive rock which has stood in 

the way of dialogue and tolerance. Yet many have been chipping away at this rock. This 

essay constitutes another attempt in this regard. In analysing and refuting Shariati’s 

thought in a new way, I hope I have demonstrated that the philosophical underpinnings of 

the Islamic Republic, the very ideas upon which it was built, are anything but stable and 

even ironically dependent on Western ideas. This is not to reject Shariati altogether. Like 

the horizon at dusk, Shariati’s thoughts came to be coloured by blood and fragments of 

gold. Despite the violence he embraced and advocated in his discourse, there were always 

moments when he shone brilliantly as a critic of culture and politics, and when he showed 

himself capable of self-criticism. But in the final analysis, his one-sidedness and his overt 

rejection of Western thinking—and the covert usage he made of it at the same time—

make him much less useful in approaching politics in Iran today. There is much more to 

be gained by looking at both the praiseworthy and the deplorable in both the East and the 

West. 

In the West, movements have taken place which reject absolutist thinking in politics, 

leading to the overthrow of communist and fascist regimes. Now, in Iran, a similar 

agitation has been stirring for many years, particularly evident in the Green Movement 

but also existent, though partially hidden, in civil society. Much of the population in Iran 

is in fact experiencing an ideological disenchantment, mainly because they find it almost 

impossible to identify with Khomeini and his successor. The charisma of people like 

Shariati and Khomeini is no longer there, and all that remains is a ghostly shell that 

appeals to very few. As Gheissari and Nasr presciently told us some years before the 

post-election protests of 2009, 

 
In recent years Iranians have sought to alter the balance of power between state and 

society, subjecting state power to the rule of law while empowering civil society. Less 

interest has been shown in accommodating the utopian ideals and values of the Islamic 

Republic; instead more support has been displayed for the sober realization that 

democracy as an ideal and a movement cannot coexist with the kind of absolute truths 

and utopianism that lay at the heart of the Islamic Revolution of 1979 and the regime 

that it spawned.
43

 

 

This entails leaving behind the old ways of approaching politics by embracing pluralism 

and tolerance. More than that, it calls for new explorations of self-creation within Iranian 

society. The spectre of authenticity has been present in Iran for decades. The lessons of 

the past, found in the failed experiments of thinkers like Shariati, serve as motivation for 

Iranians to create themselves in new ways, to remain true to themselves without reverting 

to isolationism and hatred of the “other.” This critical task can be undertaken with both 
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hopeful patience and resolute energy. It is the construction of a new home over the 

stubborn ruins of the past; it requires, more than anything, the wisdom to look back, and 

then, beyond. 


