Chapter I1: Early Years and the
Influence of 'Irfan

Youth and Development
Khomeini was born on 24 September 1902 in the small town of Khomein
in the province of Isfahan.! His grandfather came to Khomein from India,
though his family probably originated in Nishapur, in north-eastern Iran.
His father, Sayyid Mustafa, was a cleric and a minor landowner who had
spent some years studying in the religious seminary of Najaf, the Shi'i
holy city in Irag, and thus belonged to the Qajar secondary elite. In 1903
when Khomeini was a few months old his father died in a battle with local
minor khans who were engaged in banditry. As a result Khomeini was
brought up by his mother with the assistance of his father’s sister. As a
child he went to the local religious school before acquiring individual
teachers in special subjects such as logic. By the time he was 16 both his
aunt and his mother had died, but he remained in Khomein in the care of
his family until he was 19, when he went to Arak, then a major centre for
religious studies, to continue his education under, among others, Haj
Shaikh 'Abd al-Karim Ha'iri Yazdi, one of the most prominent clerics of
his time. In 1922, following an invitation from the 'ulama of Qum,
Ayatollah Ha'iri Yazdi moved there and founded the Qum seminary.
Khomeini followed soon after and studied under a variety of experts. He
undertook the usual studies, particularly first principles (usul), jurispru-
dence (figh), logic and Islamic taxation (kharaj), under Ha'iri himself
(although Ha'iri Yazdi died not long after Khomeini’s move to Qum).
Above all he developed a speciality in Islamic gnosticism, or mystical
philosophy (‘irfan), and in ethics, akhlag. He received his ijaza or permis-
sion to act as a mujtahid in 1936, at a remarkably early age. In 1308/1929
he married Khadija Thaqafi, the daughter of a well-known cleric.
Khomeini was widely read and interested in politics from his youth,
and would probe his teachers concerning their political memories.?
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During the rise to power of Reza Shah and the consolidation of the
Pahlavi state, he was still a student and a very young man. In political
terms there were two major options confronting him, that of following
Ha'iri Yazdi’s policy of quietism, accommodation and consolidation, or
that of supporting Mudarris’s activist struggle against the perceived rise
of dictatorship.® His writings give no firm clue, possibly out of respect
for Ha'iri Yazdi, his teacher, but his subsequent praise of the policies of
Mudarris and implied criticism of others reveal where his sympathies
lay. He was not, however, notably activist, though he had some contact
with clergy-led demonstrations against Reza Shah, for example that of
Haj Aga Nurullah in Isfahan over a plan by the government to turn
opium cultivation into a state monopoly; Haj Nurullah marched to Qum
and Tehran at the head of a column of merchants, clergy and peasants.
Khomeini was also in touch with an 'ulama-led movement against the
introduction of compulsory education in Tabriz, where the bazaar
closed in 1928. At the time of the dress-code law in 1935 he helped his
students with their examinations to ensure they gained the requisite
standard to retain their clerical dress.*

Khomeini greatly admired Mudarris for the strength and courage
of his stand against Reza Shah.>® He also felt that lack of support of
Mudarris on the part of others had permitted the consolidation of
power by the Pahlavi dynasty. He went frequently to listen to Mudarris
speak in the assembly, and often went to his classes and his home. He
particularly respected the simplicity of Mudarris’s lifestyle, and the fact
that he was dressed in cloth of Iranian make. This admiration is signifi-
cant because of both the similarities and the differences between the
two. Mudarris was also born in the province of Isfahan, in his case near
Ardistan, into a clerical family, and had a similar upbringing and educa-
tion. His first prominent role in politics was as assembly representative
from Isfahan. Supportive of reform and constitutionalism, he neverthe-
less fought legal change that might weaken Islam and strongly opposed
the secularizing inclinations of the radical democrats. Also like
Khomeini, Mudarris demonstrated his simplicity of lifestyle and piety
in such a way that he secured a following among the poorer classes.
However, he had less standing in terms of learning and was more
willing throughout his career to make compromises with elite groups.
His perception of the role of the clergy in politics was more one of
supervision than of outright rule. Mudarris, like Khomeini, had his
power base among the bazaar networks, merchants, guilds and lesser
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clergy. These groups were not averse to reform, but were traditionally
resistant to the encroachments of the arbitrary power of the state, espe-
cially in the form of financial exactions. They had, it will be recalled,
played a highly significant role at the time of the Reuter concession in
1872, the tobacco concession in 1891 and the Constitutional Revolution
of 1906; but in such support for reform but resistance to the centraliza-
tion of the state lay potential inconsistencies. Their perception of a link
between republicanism and the centralization of power in the hands of a
secular state led them to resist Reza Khan’s move towards republi-
canism in 1924. When the Qajar dynasty was finally deposed in 1925,
Mudarris was one of the few deputies to resist the move, and thereafter
criticized the growing power of the army, representing a conservative
constitutionalist view. Following his forced retirement in 1927, he was
arrested in 1929 and imprisoned in Khurasan, where in 1938 he finally
paid with his life. If Mudarris resisted republicanism and Khomeini
fought for it, the difference originates from their circumstances.
Mudarris, however, was unwavering in his support for constitution-
alism, despite the evident problems it presented in the contemporary
Iranian context. As will be discussed below, the same was not neces-
sarily true of Khomeini.

‘Irfan and its Background

‘Irfan’ is a kind of mystical philosophy which encompasses the possi-
bility of unity with the divine one and universal self. At the heart of it is
the perception that all creation derives from the One, the eternal truth.
The social and political transformation of the late Qajar period and the
Constitutional Revolution coincided with and were related to a revival of
‘irfan along with other schools.® These developments in ideas among the
religious intelligentsia, which were at least partly provoked by confron-
tation with the West and the need to embark upon new ways forward,
appear to have had an influence on Khomeini. The revival in ‘irfan took
the form of renewed interest in the thought of the great seventeenth-
century mystic philosopher Mulla Sadra, as exemplified in his work
Asfar al-arba'a (The Four Journeys). The famous nineteenth-century
mystic philosopher, Mulla Hadi Sabzavari (d. 1872) produced a
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summary of the teaching of Mulla Sadra in Sharh-i manzuma (Commen-
tary on the Composition), one of the main texts of Islamic mystic philos-
ophy. Khomeini’s teachers in Qum came out of this milieu, and included
Mirza Ali Akbar Yazdi, a pupil of Sabzavari.® A second early guide was
Mirza Aga Javad Maliki Tabrizi (d. 1924), who held classes in philos-
ophy and ethics'® at probably the most radical of the Qum schools, the
Madrasa-yi Faiziyya, and taught ‘irfan privately at home, a pattern
Khomeini was to follow. His principal mentor was Ayatollah
Muhammad 'Ali Shahabadi,* who led Khomeini through Fusus al-
Hikam (The Bezels of Wisdom) of the outstanding twelfth-century mystic
philosopher Ibn 'Arabi, and also taught him the thought of Mulla Sadra.
Shahabadi was briefly a pupil of Aga Muhammad Riza Qumsha'i, a
leading exponent of the thought of Ibn 'Arabi, as well as other gnostic
luminaries in Tehran, such as Mulla Hashim Rashti.*? Khomeini spent
many years studying Mulla Sadra under Shahabadi, and achieved the
rare accolade of being known as a scholar learned in Sadra’s works,
particularly The Four Journeys.’* He also made annotations on Davud
Qaisari’s commentary on The Bezels of Wisdom, the fundamental text for
the study of ‘irfan in Iran.** His published works between 1925 and 1937
were mainly on the subject of ‘irfan. His book Misbah al-hidaya,(The
Light of Guidance), published in 1931, refers to both lbn 'Arabi and
Mulla Sadra,® and they are again mentioned in Kashf al-asrar (The
Revealing of Secrets) published 1943-44, as is Plato’s Timaeus.®
Khomeini further placed great value on the so-called Theologia of Aris-
totle, a text falsely attributed to Aristotle throughout the Middle Ages,
and in fact based on the Ennaeds of Plotinus.” In the 1930s his mystical
poetry, which he wrote throughout his life, was known in Qum, espe-
cially the verse:

I have sacrificed myself to for the sake of the Friend,
I have separated myself from my homeland and my kind.*®

According to his son, Shahabadi, like Khomeini, was not just a
teacher but a political activist with influence among the ordinary
people.’® He sought to train them, with the cooperation of his students,
in groups (hayatha) which met at his home. In particular, he spread the
message of al-Afghani that Islamic countries had begun to decline as a
result of corruption, so the pride of Muslims and their rights under
Islam had been undermined.?® As a result they had forsaken propaganda
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work and the deployment of the concept of enjoining the good and
forsaking the evil (amr-i bi ma'ruf va nahy az munkar). Shahabadi also
gave classes in ethics to the members of the guilds of Tehran. Disillu-
sioned with the failure of the clergy to act in unity in the face of govern-
ment weakness over foreign interference, in the late 1920s Shahabadi
went first to Rayy and then to Qum, where he helped Ha'iri to build up
the new seminary. In the mid-1930s, however, he returned to Tehran
where, as Leader of Friday Prayers (Imam Jum') he criticized the
regime and exhorted the clergy to struggle for Islam even to martyrdom.
Like Mudarris and Khomeini, and also Sabzavari,”® Shahabadi was
much respected for his piety and the simplicity of his lifestyle.

Khomeini began by teaching ethics in the 1930s and then moved to
'irfan in the 1940s. 'Irfan had always been to some extent frowned upon
by orthodox Islam, as with its supposition of individual union with God
and, in its more extreme form of pantheism, the presence of God in all
things, it undermined the orthodox concept of divine transcendence.
The tendency in 'irfan and particularly its more purely spiritual mani-
festation, Sufism, to challenge established authority, whether lay or reli-
gious, to favour direct individual action, to encourage the notion of a
worthy death, and of preparation to meet it, as well as to risk disorder in
pursuit of its goals, made it the object of suspicion of both orthodox
Islam and the state. Its relative independence of the rigidities of estab-
lished texts has also made it more open to revolutionary politics not only
in Iran for example in the 15th century rise to power of the Safavids, but
in the leadership of revolutionary movements in other countries, such as
that of 1zz al-Din Qasam in Palestine in the 1930s or Said Nursi in
Turkey, or further afield, Ahmad Bamba in Senegal.

The teaching of 'irfan was thus disapproved of in Qum and its special-
ists had to be both circumspect and selective in their choice of students,
who rarely numbered more than a few at any one time. Khomeini
appears to have used it in part to develop an independent critical atti-
tude which contributed to the growth in popularity of his classes. He
bagan by teaching philosophy to selected students.? He then moved to
private classes in 'irfan especially scrutinising the section on the carnal
soul (nafs) in The Four Journeys of Mulla Sadra and in Sabzavari’s
Sharh-i manzuma.? Amongst his earlier pupils were Murtiza Mutahhari
and Husain Ali Muntaziri, who studied under him for a few years from
1946, and both of whom played a significant role in the movement which
brought him to power. It was his classes on ethics which attracted the
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widest attention, perhaps becaause of their link to self-empowerment.
The ethics he taught were drawn from the tradition of 'irfan and
propounded the benefits in terms of self-discipline which may arise
from self-knowledge. In ‘irfan it is believed that the resulting self-purifi-
cation is the pathway to inner union with the divine. Most of his
students had some sort of interest in either ‘irfan or philosophy.* He
ensured that the students were aware of their social responsibilities of
which he considered 'irfan to be the basis; it was also seen as a means of
assuming the hardest responsibilities and duties.?®

The Role of 'Irfan

‘Irfan in terms of Khomeini is here examined from the point of view of
two main themes, the first of which has its origins in Plato and the
second in the way Plotinus and the Neo-Platonists developed elements
in Plato’s thought. From Plato’s Republic, as well as from the Shi'i figure
of the Imam, derived the concept of the wise and virtuous leader who
will guide his community to a better life. The influence of Plato’s
Republic was felt primarily in the Islamic tradition in al-Farabi’s Al-
Madina al-fazila (The Virtuous City) which interpreted leadership in
the light of Plato’s Republic and the Laws and Aristotle’s Ethics. Al-
Farabi addressed the question of who should be leader of the Islamic
community. According to the general Islamic philosophic tradition,
which derived from the Greeks, man can only attain felicity and flourish
to the fullest extent in a community in which full cooperation in pursuit
of the common good exists. A virtuous individual may have the chance
of a virtuous life in a virtuous state. Therefore a state is necessary for the
fulfilment of human nature. The most noble state is that which is ruled
by the best leader, and that is he who possesses not only the moral
virtues but also wisdom. For the Greeks the perfect leader was a philiso-
pher. For Muslims, whose approach is essentailly spiritual and religious,
the first and best leader was the Prophet, whose example all others
should emulate. Whereas, however, for Plato, the philosopher was
limited only by truth, for Muslims all leaders are limited by the law, the
shari'a. Further, whereas religion does not play an ostensible role in
Plato’s Republic, its influence combined with that of Plotinus may be
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discerned in the opening to al-Farabi’s City, where he discusses the First
Being, his attributes and the way in which through emanation he gener-
ates creation.?® Like Plato, al-Farabi set out the conditions for the
perfect ruler. Plato emphasized among other qualities knowledge of the
eternal truth and unchanging reality, which in effect is wisdom, as well
as justice, courage and self-discipline. Al-Farabi’s ruler was also devoted
to justice and concern for the oppressed.

1bn *Arabi, however, focused not on the community but on the central
figure of the perfect man who, being free from sin and imbued with
wisdom and knowledge of the divine, acquires the rank of vice-regent of
God on earth.?” Both al-Farabi and lbn 'Arabi’s visions in turn influ-
enced Mulla Sadra, who perceived the development of the perfect man
in terms of a journey in four stages to union with the divine; in the last
stage the perfect man will return to the larger community with a combi-
nation of knowledge of the transcendent and an understanding of the
possibilities for effective thought and action in service of the commu-
nity.?® Khomeini’s vision, as manifested not only in his mystic works but
also in Islamic Government, which in certain respects recalls Plato’s
Republic,? falls in part within this tradition of Islamic utopias.

From Plotinus ‘irfan inherited the view of the divine intellect that is
the origin of all creation and which provides unity to existence. In the
Neo-Platonic tradition the individual perception of the divine was
primarily intellectual in emphasis, but in the Islamic tradition, particu-
larly in the works of Ibn 'Arabi, it became profoundly spiritual, though
retaining an intellectual dimension. Ibn 'Arabi believed in the unity of
all existence, which he termed wahdat al-wujud, and considered that
perceived diversity is an illusion, as Khomeini points out in The Light of
Guidance, where he cites 1bn 'Arabi as saying ‘The Truth is creation and
creation is the Truth’.® 'Irfan derives from a knowledge of the divine,
ma'rifat, which has been defined in English as ‘knowledge by pres-
ence’.®! It means the true inner knowledge acquired by direct experience
of the intelligible order which lies behind the visible world, and enlight-
ened inner awareness of the transcendent. The person who acquires
such knowledge is termed an 'arif. The emphasis in 'irfan is upon indi-
vidual union with God without intermediaries and through continual
striving to destroy the barrier of the senses or the carnal soul (nafs) so
the mystic may reach a state of union with the divine (fana). In so doing
he may also acquire divine wisdom and the status of sainthood. 'Irfan is
important for understanding how Khomeini constructed himself as a
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leader, the philosophic and cultural traditions he drew upon, the objec-
tives he gave his followers, his relationship with them, and his vision,
particularly in terms of authority, of the relationship between the leader
and the community.

Ma'rifat, knowledge of the essential reality of things, is acquired by
profound mystical training. It comes directly from the divine, the one or
universal self, with whom the gnostic is united by presence to return
afterwards to the world of multiplicity.*> Such ideas were originally most
fully formulated in Islam by Ibn 'Arabi in his doctrine of the perfect
man, created in the image of God as his vice-regent on earth, a synthesis
of God and the universe.*® Only a gnostic who sees the emanation of the
divine names in every manifestation of the universe can be called a
completed human being, or perfect man. He is one who reaches such a
degree of unity that he sees that all things form part of the divine
essence, and he has penetrated the mystery of the one truth and its many
manifestations. He can further actualize himself in the oneness of all the
attributes, thus establishing a truly comprehensive unity, corresponding
to the unity of the absolute.3* In The Light of Guidance Khomeini attacks
philosophers who deny the link between Creator and creation, and
argues that the gnostic understands the true fusion of the one with the
other. This unity lies behind the religion of tauhid (unity of all things),
which is the one set out in the Qur'an.®

The special knowledge of the perfect man confers powers of judge-
ment which enable him to attain the inner light without recourse to
the external provisions of the shari'a, and perceive through their
very nature the just relationship between different matters.* He sees
all things in their proper place, to the point where he embodies
the precepts of the divine law in his very soul.” Those who attain
such knowledge reach the highest of all human levels, sainthood or
wilaya.® A saint is the highest knower of God and a perfect man par
excellence, one who has perfect knowledge of the ultimate truth
concerning the absolute, the world and the relationship between the two.
Ibn 'Arabi considered that potentially any believer has the power within
himself to rise to such knowledge, to the point where the vision of the
believer may become part of prophethood, in the sense of attaining
affinity with the divine.*

The perfect man’s knowledge of God is carefully differentiated from
that of a prophet. lIbn 'Arabi established this differentiation on the
grounds that there are two types of prophethood, the prophethood of



EARLY YEARS 37

legislation (al-nubuwwa al-tashri) and the general prophethood
(al-nubuwwa al- '‘amma).*® The prophethood of legislation, of messeng-
ership, came to an end with Muhammad, who is termed the Seal of the
Prophets. Legislative power is not granted to anyone after him, however
saintly. His worldly successors, termed the caliphs, may only act as his
vice-regents to enforce the laws that derive from his message. The
general prophethood, however, continues in the form of sainthood
(wilaya), which has the function of general transmission (inba' ‘amma)

The saints are also the caliphs — successors of the Prophet but in a
spiritual rather than worldly sense. God manifests his greatness through
them, and each of them has his own station in the divine scheme.* Such
general prophesy or sainthood is the inner truth and essence of the
Prophet’s message, and it resides in the saints as well as in the Prophet.*
The saints, therefore, receive their divine knowledge directly from God
although they are not prophets. What God divulges to them is separate
and different to the prophethood of legislation and legal judgement.®
The saints therefore follow the outer law brought by Muhammad but
receive the same knowledge as the Prophet in the inner sense.* God
thus has on earth vice-regents — khulafa — who receive authority directly.
There is no contradiction between their judgement and that of
Muhammad. They are vice-regents because they contain in themselves
the things demanded of them by the people, who are dependent on
them. They are also expected to take care of the special needs of all the
people. They must be differentiated from the historical caliph, for they
are vice-regents of God and he is the vice-regent of the Prophet. Very
rarely there may arise one who is outwardly a caliph of the Prophet and
inwardly a caliph of God, and thus knows both the inner and the outer
law. Saints who receive knowledge by esoteric means are superior to the
‘ulama, specifically because they preserve not only the prophetic revela-
tion but also their own secret knowledge.”® In The Light of Guidance
Khomeini stresses the secrecy of this knowledge, which is the reflection
of the hidden truth, and thus not within the power of more ordinary
mortals to understand.*®

The question is, who can become a saint? Ibn 'Arabi followed the
tradition that the vision of the believer is a part of prophethood, and
stated that mystics may attain a part of the same. The mystic may thus
be a prophet in respect of his knowledge, although his knowledge will
not be equal to that of the prophets. The mystic is one who is pious and
ascetic and trusts in God.*’
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In The Light of Guidance (1931), a work written to reconcile the origi-
nally Neo-Platonic theory of divine manifestation of the ‘irfan tradition
and the Shi'i vision of the same subject, the perfect man has a pivotal
role in representing both Shi'i prophethood and sainthood, and the
means of revelation through the divine names. A further theme is that of
the spiritual quest, whereby the pilgrim undertakes four journeys and
reaches the position where he may lead other men; that is to say,
becomes a saint. The work reflects the influence of Ibn 'Arabi, where the
perfect man is seen as saint, prophet and vice-regent of God, and the
heart and key of the process of theophany and regeneration.*® Khomeini
discusses the role of the perfect man as the means of immutable emana-
tion, and as the head of a chain of revelation, particularly under the
influence of the divine name, Great (a'zam).*®

Khomeini also considers how the ability derived from knowledge of
the divine gives the gnostic the capacity to see on the one hand the One
and on the other the many, and set out on the journey to unity with the
divine, a course of action open only to the chosen saints, prophets and
‘arifs of high position.*® In the course of the four journeys the ‘arif arrives
at a state of perfect being. Khomeini is here following Ibn 'Arabi and
Mulla Sadra. The concept of the perfect man comes from Ibn 'Arabi, and
the division of his experience of transcendence into four journeys derives
from Mulla Sadra. In the first stage the mystic travels from creation to
the truth, so the veils of obscurity and multiplicity are lifted and he
becomes one with the eternal being in a state of annihilation.®* As a result
of the first journey, Khomeini wrote, all creatures may see the appearance
of the truth, which by implication means also ordinary people.*® There-
after he becomes by successive stages a perfect man or saint, having
reached the level of wilaya, and a member of the divine realm, until by
the fourth stage he knows not only the Creator but also the creation of
things.® At that point, according to Mulla Sadra, having experienced
withdrawal, transcendence, devotion and contemplation, he returns to an
active life and also to the guidance of the community with heightened
understanding.* To Khomeini, only one who has accomplished the
fourth journey, that is to say reached the point where he may reveal the
secrets of the immutable emanation and act as a guide to others on their
own journeys, may be said to have attained the rank of saint or prophet.*®

Mulla Sadra believed the one who attains such an awareness to be an
imam, in the sense of guide or interpreter. Outwardly he is simply the
interpreter of the symbols and prescriptions of the prophetic lawgiver.*®
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Inwardly he is sustained by his own interpretation of divine reality. The
imam has an additional task to that of guidance — integrating the tran-
scendent and actual dimensions of man’s existence. This includes
drawing together the religious symbols that engender the formal alle-
giance of the community as a whole, and the theological perspective of a
spiritually inclined elite.” Such an aim is attained through the imam’s
awareness of the ultimate relationship of all existence, which alone can
bestow the unifying vision necessary to provide appropriate guidance.®
At the same time he distinguishes between external forms and the inner
meaning of the prophetic symbols of transcendence. The imam, who
may be a person or an awareness in the believer, has developed a rare
insight and ability to foster both the inner and outer aspects of our exist-
ence, making him a guide and leader with knowledge of the inner light.>®

Khomeini’s precise position on these ideas was ambiguous. The refer-
ences in The Light of Guidance suggest that he identified a perfect man
as one who has the status of the prophets and imams.*® He says that the
one who understands the fourth journey reaches the level of legislative
prophesy, again implying that it is unlikely to be possible for ordinary
believers.®! There is, however, a hint that the status of perfect man may
be achieved by ordinary mortals, but only the rarest few:

‘Anyone who has the quality of a perfect man, that is the quality of
the divine essence, is a caliph in this world as he was in the
origins.”®

There is also an assumption that an ordinary believer may become a
perfect man in his description of the four journeys, but, as with much
else, Khomeini left vague the answer to the question of who could reach
the eminence implied in such terms as insan-i kamil and wali (saint).
Probably to Khomeini the concept of saint or perfect man, so elevated
and idealistic, functioned more in the real world as a goal than as a title
which the ordinary believer can claim. At one point he said that there
was a class of people who migrate to God and attain the goal of unity
with the divine, adding that there were also ‘still another group to which
you and | belong which has not even begun to migrate’.%

The title of ‘arif alone, however, would appear to be attainable, for
Khomeini refers several times to the mystic philosophers and their
commentators as ‘arif, including Qumsha'i and his own teacher, Shaha-
badi.** He defines an ‘arif as one who has taken a step forward from
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ordinary humanity and who sees the world with two eyes — the one which
discerns the relationship between Creator and creation and the other
which perceives the non-existence of diversity, so that through the rule of
justice he accords to each his right and sets out on the path of unity
(tauhid).% Khomeini also states that only the elect, the saints and the ‘arifs
of high position, can understand the nature of the divine emanation.®
However, he saw believers as being at a variety of stages on the way.®” He
says at one point that prophets and masters of the shari'a have reached
different stages on these journeys; even after the attainment of annihila-
tion (fana) some residue of egotism may remain to the believer, so:

The people of righteousness must lead him to the path of righ-
teousnes and the leader [rahbar] must be aware of the qualities of
righteousness. The believer must not stray from the path of absti-
nence so that he belongs to the group of souls who draw people
along the way of righteousness.®®

Of course, Khomeini was sensitive to charges of unorthodoxy, partic-
ularly since the concepts of perfect man and saint suggest the immacu-
late nature normally allowed only to the 12 Imams.

The believer’s journey along the path of ma'rifat and ‘irfan may
provide him with qualities of leadership. In particular, his special
knowledge of the inner realities is deemed to confer powers of judge-
ment not accessible to an ordinary 'alim (learned person, cleric). On the
one hand he is learned in the external provisions of the shari'a, and on
the other he is aware of their internal significance and its bearing upon
the just order of the community. In believing that the study of the law
represented only one dimension of Islam, and that there existed
concerns of religion on a different plain to the legal, Khomeini followed
Mulla Sadra, whose philosophy rested on three basic principles: intel-
lectual intuition or illumination, rational demonstration, and religion
and revelation. Also like Mulla Sadra, he perceives 'irfan and the
shari'a as being two manifestations of the same truth, compatible with
each other and emanating from the same sources.”

In addition to the knowledge conferred by the holy law, the 'arif
possesses exceptional spiritual qualities derived from his striving
towards knowledge by presence which entitles him to respect and obedi-
ence.” He is thus eminently equipped to be the guide and leader — imam
and rahbar — of the community. Such titles were not inadvertently
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applied to Khomeini at the time of the revolution for the exceptional
understanding and therefore charisma they imply. They form part of a
conceptual vocabulary that was used to mobilize the ordinary people and
create a unigue image for Khomeini.

The belief that one imbued with ma'rifat sees beyond multiplicity and
the contingent to the essential and eternal, combined with the idea that
the shari'a and ma'rifat are manifestations of the same divine message,
was to have profound implications for Khomeini once he became the
jurist (fagih). Then he appears to have used his theory of knowledge by
presence, and its implications for power, to alter the powers of the jurist
designated in the constitution of 1979. In 1988 he declared vilayat-i
fagih to be absolute, and made changes to the law which in effect
amounted to altering the shari‘a as a result of political exigency. The
justification for such a ruling may be interpreted as a manifestation of
the hidden influence of the 'irfan tradition, in that if the 'arif is imbued
with the same divine wisdom as the shari‘a he may be justified in altering
it in particular circumstances as the ruling jurist. In changing the law,
Khomeini acted more closely to Plato’s ideal of the philosopher ruler
uninhibited by legal constraints than to Islamic practice.

There was another aspect of 'irfan which Khomeini emphasized to his
students and followers, and later in public lectures to the Iranian people,
and that was self-knowledge and with it ethics. The ‘arif seeks knowl-
edge of the divine through himself. In order to find the divine within
himself he must first purge his soul of egohood. The study of ‘irfan has
long been considered to develop strength of character and courage in
adversity, qualities which Khomeini sought to develop in his students.”
In his teaching Khomeini reportedly conveyed a sense of awareness of a
feeling of spiritual nobility and of responsibility and commitment.”™
Implied in Khomeini’s lecture is the view that by self-knowledge a
person brings into order his own nature. Becoming thus master of
himself, he may proceed to act justly and wisely:

‘Have you read the book of your soul and have you perceived in it
the great divine goal, a goal whereby God has fixed a ladder to
knowing him through knowing yourself.’™

He affirmed that a person who had completely conquered the ego had
taken a powerful step and had reached the highest level,” and he offered
the advice that:
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After you have read the book of your soul and gathered the neces-
sary understanding, go a step further, turn to the witnessing of the
people of ‘irfan and the house of the master of truth so you may
find the truth of prophecy and the awareness that is in the world of
the attributes.”

In other words, in order to draw the proper conclusions a person must
have the help of one who is able to throw light into the soul and help him
distinguish between permanent and impermanent. The knowledge of
the divine and the in-dwelling reason of the universe may be arrived at
by the soul’s perception of its own nature and origins enabling it to
distinguish between the everlasting and the flux of multiplicity. Ibn
‘Arabi also stressed self-knowledge, ‘He who knows himself knows his
lord’ being his favourite adage.”” He believed that man is in a position to
know within himself the relationship between the shadow that is the
world and the reality that is the absolute. Self-knowledge and the
concomitant development of self-discipline were to play an important
part in the struggle in Khomeini’s movement, and his students were
equipped to take up the hardest responsibilities, which in turn were the
basis of social and political duties.”® Beyond the individual lay the wider
goal — as described by Khomeini: ‘“We cannot reform our country unless
we reform ourselves. If you want your country to be independent begin
with your self.’”®

Throughout his life Khomeini taught ethics, particularly to try and
strengthen the resolve of the 'ulama, but also spreading his net more
widely. In the late 1930s he held classes on Thursdays and Fridays at the
Faiziyya school which many ordinary people, bazaaris, artisans and
workers of the Qum district attended. The fame of the classes became
such that people from other areas joined them. Reza Shah’s police asked
Khomeini to close them and, despite his reluctance, he ultimately
reduced the classes to protect the people from police harassment, and
also moved their location as a means to limit attendance.®’ After the
removal of Reza Shah he returned to the Faiziyya and the classes
continued for some years, until pressure in Qum itself forced their
closure.

Khomeini’s students also took up the subject of self-knowledge as a
means of providing the people with inner strength. Mutahhari wrote
that a person must know his own limitations and weaknesses to know
how great God is; ownership of oneself and release from one’s desires
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constitute the fundamental aim of Islamic teaching. With knowledge of
the self human beings feel a kind of dignity and reject humiliation. They
may also discern the value of social and ethical practices. Knowledge of
self means the human being is not totally earthbound — he has a ray of
divine spirit and may take precedence over the angels in wisdom as well
as being free and self-sufficient.?> Human beings can change and
construct themselves through self-knowledge, which enables them to
shape their future and that of society according to their own will.8 In
this way self-knowledge not only encourages endurance, it promotes
political activism and gives political confidence to ordinary people.

Khomeini also emphasized that it is necessary to engage in struggle,
jihad, to be released from egotism. He said the lesser jihad is that waged
on the battlefield and the greater jihad is the war waged by man against
his carnal self, advice unheard of in Qum.® All forms of jihad that may
be waged in the world depend on this greater jihad. Without the inner
jihad the outer jihad is impossible. Later, in 1972, Khomeini developed
these ideas in a thesis called The Greater Jihad as a way of exhorting the
'ulama to purge their souls and engage in political struggle.®* 12z al-Din
Qasam preached the same message in his struggle against the British in
Palestine, when he also enjoined the greater jihad against the carnal
soul.®

It may be noted that overall in movements by Islamists against incum-
bent regimes the vanguard has a significant role to play in mobilization.
Firstly they provide an example of good Muslims whom others must
strive to emulate. Secondly they embody the corps of a network which
extends through other religious institutions such as mosques and
schools. This corps may then mobilize a larger section of the population,
permeating, in situations where discontent is great enough, the public
asa whole.® Thus 'Allama Mawdudi of Pakistan stressed discipline,
ideological purity and asceticism. He endeavoured to train a small,
informed and dedicated group to assume political and social leadership.
Their duty would be to administer and control the Islamic state; they
would be pious, committed Muslims, who not only believed in the law
but were imbued with its spirit, and would thus form a regulated and
cohesive cadre.®” Sayyid Qutb in Egypt sought the regeneration of Islam
through the emergence of a disciplined vanguard dedicated to the
concept of God’s oneness, tauhid, who could take the lead in trans-
forming society. He perceived himself as living in an era of moral decline
and corruption, and saw the answer to society’s ills in the creation of a
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leadership that would provide a fresh stock of high ideals. Rejuvenation
depends on the rediscovery of the true substance of the faith, and resto-
ration of the understanding of the oneness of God would produce a
corps of believers in whom the essence of Islam could be actualized.®
Thus Khomeini’s exhortations to form a vanguard to give the movement
moral example and inspiration would seem to be part of what might be
called Islamic ideologies of the vanguard. Khomeini was widely read,
but it is still not possible to say exactly how far he was aware of this kind
of development in Islamic movements elsewhere, especially as prior to
him in Iran’s past lay the endeavours of Mulla Sadra to inspire a theoret-
ical elite to action in the community through instruction and example.®
Khomeini’s lectures on character-building in Qum clearly had political
implications, as Reza Shah’s security services felt it necessary to force
their closure.%

Ultimately, as Khomeini made clear in Islamic Government, his
authority rested on his knowledge as a jurist. So why, with his back-
ground in 'irfan, did he not make more use of the potential of knowledge
of the transcendent? As already mentioned, Khomeini’s earliest interest
had been in ‘irfan. From 1936 to 1941 he moved to the related topic of
ethics, and from 1941 onwards he gradually developed an expertise in
jurisprudence, figh, publishing many works in this discipline in which he
had hitherto had little experience.®® It appears that he even terminated
the classes in 'irfan that he taught to a select few of his students.*

Mysticism has always had the devotion of the few and knowledge
gained through the mystic path has by its nature been considered
esoteric — indeed, Khomeini warned in The Light of Guidance that it
cannot be widely disseminated.*® As long as Khomeini kept to ‘irfan he
was confronted by the classic problems of the philosopher who seeks to
engage in the actual political context — that is, philosophy, by its elevated
nature, cannot provide a link with or power base among the ordinary
people. The philosopher is thus dependent upon others to implement
his ideas, be they individuals such as kings and priests, or organizations
such as those related to religion and the shari‘a. Movements in the past
based on Sufism, such as that of the Safavids, were also largely tribal in
origin. There was in addition the possibility of Khomeini laying himself
open to the accusation of heterodoxy. Ibn 'Arabi had always been
regarded as suspect by the orthodox 'ulama. Khomeini’s mentor, Shaha-
badi, was frowned upon in Qum for his interest in ‘irfan. In terms of
engagement with society at large, therefore, 'irfan did not provide a solid
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base. The ordinary people came to religion through the Qur'an, the
mosque and the shari'a — that is, through jurisprudence, which trans-
forms abstract ideas about people’s lives and goals into political direc-
tives and social norms which shape the life of the community.®* It thus
opens up the way to much wider base of support and a door to mobiliza-
tion of the masses. Ordinary Muslims seeking guidance come to a
mujtahid to know what the shari'a says. They attach themselves as
followers to a particular mujtahid for his reputation among other matters
in knowledge of the shari‘a. So such knowledge was one element neces-
sary in securing popular support. Further, knowledge of the shari'a was
important because only through its implementation under the 'ulama
could there be true and just Islamic government, that is to say legitimate
government. Nevertheless, the creation of the government of the jurist
was subtly shaped by 'irfan and its ethics.

What then was the impact of 'irfan upon the making of Khomeini’s
state? As stated, it functioned on three levels: the creation of a leader, the
creation of a vanguard and through these two mobilizing the people,
though in the latter case along with other perhaps more significant
factors.

‘Irfan provided the ideal of an ordinary believer who could rise to
become a perfect man, saint or 'arif, and whose knowledge of the divine
enables him to provide right guidance for his community, so that he
functions as God’s vice-regent on earth. Such knowledge of eternal
truths confers special powers of judgement as well as courage, self-disci-
pline and a sense of justice. He is in effect a more religious version of
Plato’s philosopher ruler, and the Islamic state in this context is a utopia
in the tradition of Plato’s Republic. As such it is to be a virtuous state
which encourages the creation of virtuous individuals. In such a political
vision the divine knowledge and wisdom of the leader, in effect another
version of the divine message, makes his unfettered judgement higher
than the law; not above it, but able to change or suspend it. Such a
concept, however, creates problems of both orthodoxy and legitimacy in
terms of the shari‘a, which ultimately demands knowledge of the holy
texts as the rightful source of authority.
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In a utopia led by the philosopher ruler there are questions of what
the state is and where authority and sovereignty reside. A state may be
defined as an organization which shapes or forms a fixed relationship
between humankind and their possessions. It presupposes a relationship
of command and obedience between rulers and ruled. The rulers, a
public office or person, possess sovereignty, the incontestable right and
power to resolve differences. In the Platonic tradition the state is epito-
mized by the just agent who will make the state just. Sovereignty and
authority reside in the ruler or guardians, among whom, however, there
may be consultation and consensus. The state produced by the Platonic
concept of leadership and the "irfan tradition is nevertheless one where
authority is wielded from above.

The leader encourages self-knowledge in his followers so that they
may also aspire to strength through communing with the divine. The
purging of the soul creates self-discipline, which in turn generates self-
empowerment and the will to struggle against the debilitations of the
ego. Although not individualistic in the Western sense, there is neverthe-
less a strong element of individual endeavour. Among the followers is a
vanguard who provide guidance and an example to the ordinary people,
so building up a wider basis of support. At the same time individual
initiative and direct action emerge liberated from the constraints of
constant referral to written authority, but are still based on rightful guid-
ance. The result is an activist movement not dissimilar in many ways to
contemporary dedicated and organized secular groups. A further
modern influence is indicated in the linking of gnostic ethics to the needs
of society and social responsibility. In essence the vanguard is prepared
for the administration and control of the Islamic state which will ulti-
mately totally transform society. Such promotion of ethics and self-disci-
pline as a weapon in the political struggle of the weak against the mighty
was used by Izz al-Din Qasam in his battle against the British in Pales-
tine, and by Gandhi in the struggle against the empire in India, and it is
not impossible that they provided examples for Khomeini.

The jurist as such does not emanate political charisma — the ability to
generate widespread devotion in the political arena. That must be drawn
from personal qualities and reference to their association. So Khomeini
played upon the image of the leader with the divine aura evolved in the
Iranian Islamic tradition from the tales of the Imams and the vision of
Ibn 'Arabi and Mulla Sadra. He was able to use the gulf that had devel-
oped between ordinary Shi‘a and a remote secular state that insistently
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emphasized the pre-Islamic past — a state that was increasingly
perceived as pursuing the interests of its own elite and of a foreign power
while operating an oppressive political system and neglecting the poor.
In such circumstances adherence to a charismatic leader conferred
dignity, and a release from humiliation and rejection; it provided new
goals along with the potential for human transformation.

Finally, it is unsurprising that the leader of the revolution should also
be one of the principal scholars of Islamic gnosticism, willing to risk the
anarchy which orthodox Islam abhors. Nor is it surprising that the
mysticism so manifest in Iranian culture and thought should have played
an important role in its revolution.
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