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			PREFACE

			I WAS A CHILD when Iranian students overran the U.S. embassy in Tehran and took its personnel hostage for 444 days. It was the first international news event to enter my consciousness. On television, Tehran appeared to be a city of unmoving traffic and mobs of very riled-up young people burning American flags. I had urgent vocabulary questions. What was an embassy? What was a hostage? But the images and emotions I understood. Somewhere on the other side of the world, there was a forbidden country entangled deeply and inextricably enough with my own to produce a hostility that stunned the anchors of the network news.

			For Americans of my generation, Iran was the object of fearful caricature, the world’s first Islamic theocracy, with a dour ayatollah at the helm. Iran was a foreign policy conundrum to be solved and a black box whose contents were all but unknowable. After 1979, Americans seldom traveled there, and press reports of any depth were surprisingly rare. When I became a journalist, such places intrigued and compelled me. The privilege of being a correspondent, after all, was to go places where one didn’t belong. Iranian visas were notoriously difficult to come by; in 1999 a New Yorker story by the journalist Robin Wright portrayed Iran as a country so compelling that I realized I’d one day have to try to get one.

			I knew that Iran’s recently elected president, Mohammad Khatami, had pledged to reform the country’s autocratic regime. But I hadn’t imagined that behind the frozen images from 1979 lay a vibrant, soul-searching country. Student activists, who still used looted American embassy letterhead for copier paper, defended newspapers from censorship, and philosophers reached for new theories to reconcile liberal rights with an Islamic state they’d helped coax into being. One of the lead hostage takers in 1979 had become a proponent of democratic reform and now devoted his time to traffic issues on Tehran’s city council. It was as arresting a reversal as it was unlikely. Revolutionary ideology had limits, the city councilman explained. It could not solve mundane urban problems. Behind this simple assertion, I was certain, was a universe of context: two decades of experience in the life of a nation and the life of that man, but surely also a shift in the intellectual climate that made it possible to speak of democratic change and of the city council as its humble instrument.

			I had never been to the Middle East. I was a writer and editor at Lingua Franca magazine, which covered intellectual life and academic politics, and at the time I was working on a story of my own about the former Yugoslavia. The dissident intellectuals in my piece had followed what seemed the opposite of the Iranian trajectory, from reformist critique within communism to a ferocious and exclusionary nationalism that tore their country apart. Here again was a country after my heart, as I had come to know it—one where ideas mattered, and where history was so compressed as to be indistinguishable from the biographies of the people who made it. I was pretty sure my editor at Lingua Franca had read the New Yorker piece, too, when he looked up from editing mine to remark offhandedly that he expected the two of us to reconvene in his office one day to work on a story about Iran.

			I started to collect all the scholarly books about Iran that crossed the magazine’s transom. There would be time, and other subjects, before I got to them, but Iran was the dream story for a writer who loved the things I loved.

			• • •

			I STARTED VISITING IRAN IN 2004. The atmosphere was more oppressive than I’d imagined. The excitement over reform had obscured the conditions that rendered such political relaxation so necessary. What I encountered probably would have been familiar to anyone who visited the old Soviet bloc in days gone by, and it was undoubtedly less severe than in many neighboring countries. Still, this was a closed country, and no honest accounting for its politics could fail to acknowledge the fact.

			Even ordinary Iranians made the practical assumption that their phones were tapped and e-mails read. Sensitive meetings were best arranged through elaborate chains of in-person contacts. Some of my interview subjects were routinely followed; others received harassing phone calls or were forced to report continually to the men who’d interrogated them in prison. A merchant I met in the bazaar slipped me a note to see him privately, which I did, on a busy street corner, where, sotto voce, he explained the layers of political control within his workplace.

			Anxiety was a way of life in Iran, and you couldn’t report on the country without sharing in it. Iran was not a place where one undertook any kind of opposition, even loyal opposition, lightly. And yet, to my never-ending amazement, this was also a country with a civic spirit that refused to die. The engagement of the Iranian citizenry, against all odds and in the face of pervasive surveillance and often violent repression, suggested lessons for the complacent democracy from which I came.

			By the time I started going to Iran, the reformist experiment was apparently over. Many Iranians I met spoke of people like the hostage takers turned reformers and the outgoing President Khatami with bitter disappointment, as vehicles for little more than dashed hopes. I would spend the next ten years and five visits trying to piece together the story of how reform had coalesced, fallen apart, and surged forth as the Green Movement in 2009—what it stood for, where it fit into the stream of the country’s consciousness, and what Iran was left with in its wake. This was a story that spanned the revolution itself as well as the three convulsive decades that followed. What Iranians lived in that time—what they channeled through their intellectual salons and prison letters, their dreams and childhood memories—felt to me like an epic novel, replete with calamities and reversals, crescendos and epiphanies, and a sweeping arc of history that cut through its core.

			In Tehran in June 2005, I met a young blogger who had recently been released from a harrowing stint in prison. I wrote about Roozbeh Mirebrahimi’s ordeal with the Iranian justice system in The New Yorker that fall. When he arrived on American shores a year later, speaking not a word of English, he came to live with my husband and me until he got settled and his wife, Solmaz Sharif, also a journalist, could join him.

			We had strange days, sitting at my kitchen counter of a morning and comparing the Persian and English words for objects we could point to: garlic, banana, pepper. How easy, but inadvisable, it might be to say “chicken” when you meant “kitchen,” and vice versa. We stayed up late at night with a dictionary between us, talking about Iranian politics, the one subject that could pull Roozbeh so far out of his shell that he became determined to communicate. The more fluent he became, the more I yearned for another fluency—in the history of Iran’s revolution and its aftermath—that would allow me to truly absorb his life’s story.

			Roozbeh seemed to share an originary trauma with nearly every Iranian I got to know inside or outside the country. He spoke of a forbidden graveyard in his home city and of his childhood fascination with its provenance, which no adult would explain. The revolutionary decade had been a violent one: street battles, bomb blasts, political executions, the brutal war with Iraq, and, finally, a seemingly senseless state-sponsored massacre of political prisoners. The country ostensibly moved on. But for Iranians who were children then as much as for those who were old enough to fear for their lives or question their own complicity, the 1980s were a repressed memory that gave the country no peace. This book is in part an effort to explain that graveyard and Roozbeh’s troubled presence on its periphery.

			• • •

			IN THE UNITED STATES, we tend to greet the swings of Iranian electoral politics as definitive pronouncements on the country’s character, and to allow our own foreign policy debates to color the Islamic Republic as fundamentally fearsome or benign. We risk overlooking the soul of the matter, the experience of politics as it is lived, by those who hold the highest stakes in its outcome. Iran is not a happy place, but it is a supremely dignified one—a country that has wrested its destiny from the designs of great powers, experimented with a form of government never before seen on earth, and kept that experiment alive with a spirit of constant questioning that has threatened dissidents’ very lives. Wherever Iran goes, it will get there first, and get there on its own terms.

			What follows is not the history of the Islamic Republic of Iran. That would be presumptuous if not impossible for a foreign reporter to write. This is a book about real people, some more famous or more admirable than others, but people whose complex and imperfect lives illuminate the passages through which they’ve traveled. There are no American protagonists and no American policy prescriptions. It is a book about Iranians, and it is a history—a hidden history, for the most part, of a powerful and protean current in the political and intellectual life of a nation. How many Iranians’ aspirations this current carries we can’t know for sure. Ten years ago reformists were fond of saying that 80 percent of the country thought as they did and only 20 percent supported the regime. When I last visited Iran in 2012, I heard hard-liners quote exactly the reverse proportion. Public opinion is unmeasurable under conditions of fear. But what is clear is that deep schisms rend Iranian society just as they do its political class. The more I’ve gotten to know Iran, the more I believe this inner conflict all but defines it and serves as the engine of its fate.
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			ON A COLD WINTER NIGHT, at the bottom of the sea, a wise old fish gathered twelve thousand of her children and grandchildren and told them a story.

			Once upon a time, she began, a little black fish lived in a mountain stream with its mother. From dawn until dusk, mother and child swam in circles, in and out of crevices, following each other until night fell and they went to sleep in their home under a mossy rock.

			One morning before sunrise, the little fish woke its mother and announced that it was leaving. A single thought had come to possess its mind: Where, the little black fish wanted to know, did the stream end?

			The mother laughed. “My dear,” she said, “a stream has no beginning and no end. That’s the way it is. The stream just flows and never goes anywhere.”

			The little black fish was certain that this could not be true. Despite threats from its elders, and to the awe of its peers, off it went, down the waterfall and into a pond, where the only creatures in sight were tadpoles.

			The tadpoles told the little black fish that they came from nobility and that they were the most beautiful creatures in the world. The world, they said with confidence, was the pond where they swam. Their mother, a frog, chided the black fish, calling it a “worthless creature” for leading her young astray.

			Undaunted, the little black fish swam on, outwitting predators and overcoming many obstacles on its way to the open sea.

			There the fish found a school of brave, indomitable fish like itself. So powerful was this school of fish that it foiled fishermen by dragging their nets to the bottom of the sea.

			At last the little black fish had found its true place in the world. Before joining its brethren, it went for a swim along the water’s surface, where it could feel the sun on its back. The fish knew that it was vulnerable to predators there, but by now it also understood that its own mortality was a trifle. “What does matter,” the fish told itself, “is the influence that my life or death will have on the lives of others.”

			Just then, a heron swooped and swallowed the fish. Inside the heron’s stomach, the little black fish heard someone crying. It was another fish, tiny and young, who missed his mother. The little black fish thought quickly. It would swim around to tickle the heron’s stomach, the black fish told its tiny companion. When the heron laughed, the tiny fish should leap out of her mouth. The little black fish would stay behind and kill the heron with a dagger made from a blade of grass.

			And so the little black fish tickled, and so the tiny fish leapt. From the safety of the water, the tiny fish watched the heron writhe and shout, beating her wings as she fell to her death. But the little black fish never emerged.

			The grandmother fish had finished her story. She and eleven thousand nine hundred and ninety-nine of her spawn went off to sleep. One little red fish lay awake. She could not stop thinking about the sea.

			• • •

			SO GOES THE CHILDREN’S STORY that inspired a generation of Iranian revolutionaries. The Little Black Fish, by Samad Behrangi, was published in 1968, the year its twenty-nine-year-old author spent a hot week at the end of August touring villages near the Aras River in the north of Iran. He was collecting folklore with a friend, something he had done often in the remote rural villages of his homeland. One day he waded by the shore of the river to cool himself while his friend swam. The young writer was not aware of it, but the Aras was known locally for its fierce current, which easily lashed him from the spot where he stood. Behrangi could not swim. He cried out, but by the time his friend reached him, he had vanished into the river’s depths. The author of The Little Black Fish drowned, his body pulled five kilometers downstream, where it was found three days later.

			Behrangi had spent a decade traveling to poor villages, distributing books he’d purchased himself to needy children. He was not a religious man but a man of the left, moved by the depth of rural poverty. He noticed something on these trips: Iran was not only an unequal country, but a country alienated from itself. Iranian elites were steeped in the ideas, the culture, the mores of Europe and America. But the country’s interior was nothing like those places.

			Iranian teacher-training texts, Behrangi noted in an early essay, came overwhelmingly from America, and they focused on concerns, including childhood obesity and school lunch programs, that were laughably inapplicable to Iranian village life. When Iranian children were taught English—a language Behrangi also studied—their textbooks referenced hot dogs and baseball, cultural markers that were meaningless to the children of rural Iran. Iranian teachers ought to focus on the pressing needs and cultural realities of Iranian children, to come up with their own pedagogy to fit their real context.

			Behrangi wrote short stories in the form of folktales in order to avoid censorship, but within them he embedded revolutionary exhortations, even to the violent overthrow of the ruling class with its American affectations. If The Little Black Fish strikes today’s Western reader as dark for a children’s book, that was not Behrangi’s concern. “I don’t desire that aware children read my stories only for pleasure,” he wrote. “We must lead our children away from building hopes on false and empty visions, toward creating hopes based on a correct understanding and interpretation of the harsh realities of society and on how to struggle to eliminate those harsh realities.”

			Eleven years after his death, when Behrangi’s countrymen dragged the fisherman’s net to the floor of the open sea, many of them cited his story as their inspiration. It was a parable of courage and sacrifice, and of the refusal to be blinded by convention or confined by fate. At the time of Behrangi’s writing, in 1968, Iran seemed, to some, like a plebeian mountain stream that just flowed and never went anywhere; to others, like a haughty, noble frog pond that did not even know the stream that fed it. The germ of revolution was to refuse to be bounded by the accidents of birth, the fear of predators, or the riverbanks of fate.

			• • •

			NOBODY ASKS ANYMORE why Iran had a revolution in 1979. Western powers had robbed Iran of its resources and made puppets of its leaders. Iranians suffered political repression and glaring inequality. Iran’s religious leaders and its merchant class saw the culture and economy they held dear slipping away, displaced by arrangements suitable to foreigners. With all we now know, the Islamic Revolution of 1979 seems overdetermined. But what we forget, or underestimate, or maybe never knew, is that the Iranian Revolution was not a simple act of refusal—of modernity; of the West; even, in the end, of absolute rule. It emerged in impassioned, ambivalent dialogue among passionate, ambivalent people. And the state it produced is passionately ambivalent, too.

			Outside Iran, we have come to associate the Islamic Revolution with the severe, otherworldly face of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini and the return of theocracy in the twentieth century. Behind and within this story is another history—of a revolutionary impulse as complexly modern as the society that produced it, and which has yielded a culture of civic engagement as imperishable as the quest of the little red fish. To the extent that the postrevolutionary state has tried to deny the multiplicity of its origins and to suppress the engagement of its people, its course has followed an arc of tragedy.

			The story of Iran’s Islamic Revolution and the republic it spawned is not only—perhaps not even primarily—a story about religion. It is a story about politics and identity, about social division and cohesion, about the forces that move history everywhere in the world. It is also the story of individuals who have quested ceaselessly, pressing against seemingly impermeable barriers, for the open sea.

			• • •

			IRANIAN REVOLUTIONARIES sometimes describe their revolution, in terms resonant with Behrangi, as the convergence of many streams of thought and activism. Some of these streams were religious. Others were secular. Where the basin widened, the religious and secular ideas became, if not indistinguishable, inextricable. That did not occur right away. But when it did, history happened, and has been happening ever since.

			To make a myth of Samad Behrangi’s eerily resonant death by drowning was nearly irresistible. The man who did so was Behrangi’s friend and champion in Tehran’s intellectual circles, Jalal Al-e Ahmad, an essayist active against Iran’s autocratic king, Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi. Al-e Ahmad had hosted Behrangi at his Tehran salon, and he wrote affectionately about the teacher, storyteller, and folklorist he called his younger brother. It was Al-e Ahmad who floated the legend that Behrangi was murdered by the shah’s secret police, even persuading the friend who was with Behrangi the day he drowned to keep quiet about the details of the accident.

			That fall Al-e Ahmad wrote in an essay, “Now we must mourn in our agony for this younger brother and eulogize him? And anyway, how many Samads do we have? . . . No, it’s no good. Now it’s better if I . . . instead of mourning this younger brother’s death or carrying a cane, start a rumor that Samad, just like that Little Black Fish, has made his way through [the] Aras to the sea so that he may reappear one day.”

			With Behrangi, Jalal Al-e Ahmad was one of the most important fish in the secular stream. His most famous work was an extended essay called Westoxication, published underground in 1962. Westoxication excoriated Iranians for what Al-e Ahmad saw as their self-loathing worship of the West. This plague ate away at Iranian industry, culture, power, and self-esteem. The machine, invented in the West and controlled by the West, was devastating Iranian pastoral life. The old arrangements, economic and social, had been upended, but the new ones, devised elsewhere and evolved to suit an alien history and culture, made no sense for Iran’s largely rural people. There was no use trying to rewind modernity; the only hope was for Iranians to seize control of the machine themselves, to bring it to their villagers not as a replacement for their labor but as a tool for their betterment.

			Westoxication would become the foundational text of revolutionary Iran’s anti-Americanism. But it was a cry less of hatred than of anguish. That Iran had borrowed too heavily from the West, that it had adopted an alien intellectual tradition that lacked roots in local culture or history—that Iranians consequently saw themselves as inferior to Westerners, and saw themselves through the eyes of Westerners who looked down on them—was a nearly inevitable critique at that time. But Western influence on Iranian philosophical thought was too deep to cast off completely, its attraction too profound. Iran was enmeshed as though in a relationship with an abusive lover, self-loathing bound up with the contempt in which it was held. For the very fact of loving its abuser, Iran hated itself.

			The solution to this problem was not obvious. The Western intellectual tradition was intertwined with the Persian one from its root. The Shiite seminaries of Najaf and Qom taught the same ancient Greek philosophy that lay at the foundation of European thought. Generations of Iranian students abroad soaked up European ideas and brought them home. Iranian thinkers had built on, around, and against these schools of European thought. Al-e Ahmad himself ended his anti-Western manifesto by appealing to the works of Albert Camus, Eugene Ionesco, and Ingmar Bergman. Was there really any such thing as a separable Western tradition? If so, was it something alien, adapted from and to foreign cultures and different circumstances, or was it, even so, as much an Iranian birthright as a French or German or American one? The Iranian thinkers of the 1960s embodied this dilemma. In their effort to create a native, Iranian intellectual language and political ideology, they drew on Western sources, because those sources were as natural to them as the native ones—as available, as meaningful, as useful.

			Jalal Al-e Ahmad died in 1969. And when he did, perhaps the most influential thinker of all stood ready to carry the revolutionary relay to its finish. Ali Shariati would fashion an ideology that was the stuff of a generation’s dreams: militant, transcendent, and inalienably, authentically, Iranian.

			• • •

			SHARIATI, a charismatic orator and Islamist ideologue in the eastern shrine city of Mashhad, had met Al-e Ahmad earlier that year. Younger, wilder, more imaginative—already holding sway over rooms of students who sat, hypnotized, well after the bell that marked the end of class—Shariati must have known at some level that the light Al-e Ahmad carried would soon pass into his own hands. When the author of Westoxication died, Shariati wrote, “I completely forgot all the memories, ties, friendship, intimacy and harmony that existed between me and dear Jalal. His face faded away in my memory and instead another loomed. It was my own face! It was as if I had heard the news of my own death.”

			Shariati called for casting off what he saw as the courtly, superstitious, passive Islam of the clergy and reviving what he considered the true Islam—one that was militant and justice-seeking, and which contained the answers to nearly all of man’s problems. He married the language and concerns of Iran’s secular opposition to the identity of its Shiite masses. He might as well have split the atom.

			Shariati’s charisma was legendary. He habitually arrived late to his lectures, smoked while he spoke, and held forth for as many as six hours at a stretch. But the oratory was so powerful that one of his students told his biographer, “During his lectures, you would be so carried away with his performance that you wouldn’t even feel the chair you were sitting on.” Even some of his bitterest critics, today, wax sentimental at the mention of his name. As it turned out, he was a dangerous man, they say. But oh, you should only have heard his voice.

			Shariati was born in 1933 to a traditional lower-middle-class family in a northeastern desert town not far from the Turkmen border. His father was a local religious teacher who founded an important Islamic center in the city of Mashhad. In many ways Shariati’s thinking would follow a clear line from his father’s. Shariati’s father spoke of shaking off superstition and passivity to make religion into a more active force in Iranian life. He modeled for Ali the study of Western ideas as well as Islamic ones: the capacity to swim in two streams, one traditional and religious, the other modern and rationalistic, in order to speak a single language to a divided society—perhaps even to his divided self.

			According to his biographer, Shariati was a rebellious, indolent student. He skipped class, dashed off his homework just before school, and disrupted lectures with sly remarks and practical jokes. Although he achieved little in school, he spent his free time reading from his father’s two-thousand-volume library. One of his early teachers described Shariati as “a student who is more educated than all his teachers and lazier than all his classmates.”

			Shariati read Lenin and Dostoyevsky alongside Persian poets and Sufi dervishes. He would later take a particular interest in a school of Sufis known as the “self-blamers,” who deliberately committed public acts of immoral behavior in the hope of being ridiculed and humiliated. Their public disgrace was meant to stiffen their inner resolve; for a devout Muslim, it was a perverse form of self-sacrifice. Although Shariati dabbled in it only briefly, it was an uncanny fit for his sensibility, which all his life would draw him to play games with mirrors, to invent alter egos and revel in contradictions, to oscillate between a public life in lecture halls teeming with acolytes and one of mystical, melancholy, self-lacerating solitude.

			The early fifties were a time of political awakening, not only for Shariati, but for Iran. Following decades of repressive, autocratic rule, a young and diffident new king, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, had assumed the throne during World War II, in 1941. When the war ended, the young shah presided, by his passivity, over a brief window of relative openness that lasted from when Shariati was twelve until he was twenty. During these years, Britain continued to direct Iranian politics with a heavy hand and to treat the new shah like a despised vassal. But a labor movement stirred, and so did the parliament. Intellectuals, journalists, clerics, and politicians cast off the deferential silence the previous shah had imposed on them and filled the public space with lively debates and new political parties.

			Through the ranks of the newly energized parliament rose a liberal nationalist named Mohammad Mossadegh, who promised the Iranian people the rule of law and freedom from the interference of foreigners. Specifically, Mossadegh proposed that the oil industry should come under Iranian national ownership and control. Iran, a country awash in the world’s most valuable resource, should not suffer the humiliation of poverty while enriching foreigners. As prime minister from 1951 to 1953, Mossadegh effectively wrested Iran’s oil industry from Britain’s grip and outmaneuvered Mohammad Reza Shah at every pass, rendering the king nearly powerless despite his foreign backers and titular role. In 1953 the United States, fearing the prime minister’s relations with the communist Tudeh Party, helped Mossadegh’s domestic enemies topple him with a CIA-supported coup.

			Mohammad Reza Shah emerged from that crucible a hardened, brittle man. Fearful of court intrigue and insecure before his people, he grew ever more obsessive and tyrannical. He took an axe to the knees of his most effective opposition, the Tudeh and the nationalists, and would soon go on to crack down on the clergy as well. He turned the country’s oil industry over to an international consortium that split its profits with Iran but did not allow Iranians to audit its books or serve on its board of directors.

			Under Mossadegh, it had seemed possible that Iran would evolve along its own track, influenced by leftist and liberal ideas that originated in the West, perhaps, but defined by a powerful sense of national pride, the drive to own its own resources and command its own fate. Now the wind sweeping Iran from the West seemed both cruel and irresistible. Either one capitulated to it, as the shah had done, or one found some object to wrap one’s fists around—something supple yet firmly enough rooted to hold one’s weight against the storm.

			• • •

			THESE WERE THE CIRCUMSTANCES OF Shariati’s late adolescence. He joined a religious group that supported Mossadegh on the grounds that monarchy was incompatible with Islam. At teacher-training school he became an activist for Mossadegh, and he continued these activities even after the coup, when they became dangerous. By that time Shariati had graduated and started work as a primary school teacher; he also substituted for his father from time to time as the main speaker at the family’s Islamic center. Once during those years, his biographer recounts, Shariati was caught in the dead of night scrawling pro-Mossadegh graffiti on city walls. He was forced to lick the graffiti clean, until his tongue was swollen and black.

			Amid the lengthening shadows of the late 1950s, the nationalist movement spent or crushed, Shariati retreated into Gnosticism, a mystical search for illumination based on the view that divinity resides within humans, who must somehow liberate their better nature from the debased material world—the “stinking mud,” as Shariati called it. He wrote poetry and attended poetry circles while he studied literature at the University of Mashhad. He attended the same poetry circle as a young Mashhadi cleric named Ali Khamenei.

			Shariati won a scholarship to Paris, where he studied sociology in the late fifties and early sixties and joined a circuit of politically active Iranian students abroad. During those years he grappled ferociously and publicly with his country’s vexed relationship with foreign influence. In one essay Shariati lamented that Iran’s modern, educated elite belittled itself by elevating foreign ideas. While these Iranians rejected their own history and imagined a future modeled on the West, he wrote, the common people, wedded to local tradition, embraced the past and felt the future didn’t belong to them. Shariati diagnosed the problem astutely: “A futureless past is a state of inertia and stagnation, while a pastless future is alien and vacuous.” And so he set about inventing both a useful past and a utopian future.

			To construct a new originary myth, Shariati mined the Western philosophical tradition for its best and most revolutionary ideas and then attributed them to a larger doctrine that was authentically Iranian—namely, Shiite Islam. But Shiism, as it was practiced in Iran, was politically quietist, more given to ritual and tears than to heroic uprisings. And so Shariati had to reinvent it. Shariati’s Shiism was revolutionary and militant; it encouraged the overthrow of despots; it was moved by dialectics and promoted a classless society. It was humanistic, in the sense that it required no clerical mediation between the individual and God. Indeed, the clerics were to be blamed for obscuring this true Shiism from the Iranian people. According to Shariati, Islam guaranteed individual liberties, including freedom of religion; it supported universal economic equality; and it could even be used to defend Darwin’s theory of evolution.

			It was not that all these ideas were compatible with Islam; rather, according to Shariati, they originated from Islam and from the lives of the Prophet and the twelve imams, beginning with Ali, whom Shiites recognize as his successors. To Shariati, collective memory was something malleable. To remember was an act not of excavation but of self-creation in the present tense.

			Shariati’s special genius was to deliver a modern, revolutionary creed to religious Iranians not as Western dogma but as their deepest birthright. And yet, to judge from an essay he called “My Idols,” Shariati’s formative influences were those he found in Paris. Among them were two French scholars of Islam, as well as the anticolonialist thinker Frantz Fanon and the existentialist philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre. Shariati had traveled far from his homeland in order to find it. His sources were French, but they served the purpose of solidifying, in his mind, the need for Iran to turn inward.

			Shariati called for a return to an authentic Islam as an answer to modern problems. But the Islam he defined as authentic was not one any textual scholar had seen before. Rather, it was the outgrowth of modern experience and of European influence reconsidered—an alternative history Shariati had all but created and then claimed to have liberated from suppression. As the scholar Ali Mirsepassi has written, “Shariati’s work was a type of revivalism: out of the dialogue he produced between Shiism and Western ideology, he ‘revived’ Islamic tendencies which perhaps never existed, but spoke to people’s contemporary needs.” Curiously, the Western ideologies that he brought into this dialogue were the two great atheistic doctrines of his day: Marxism and existentialism.

			Shariati is alleged to have once admitted that if he were not a Muslim, he would have been a Marxist. And yet, for all its attractions, Marxism carried some European biases Shariati could not abide. First, it was not only irreligious but antireligious, a tendency Shariati found wholly at odds with the spiritual yearnings and convictions of his people. In the West, he noted, criticism of religion had led to freedom of thought and the growth of science. But in Islamic societies, religion was the last line of defense against imperial domination and cultural decay. Second, Shariati was still a nationalist. He did not want Iranians to dissolve their struggle into that of the international proletariat or, worse, to fuse their fate with that of the Soviet Union, which Shariati knew to be as exploitative and heartless a foreign empire as the capitalist West. So Shariati did not sign on to the international Marxist agenda. Instead, he borrowed from Marxism the ideas he liked best, and claimed them for an authentic Shiism, which he called the Shiism of Ali.

			Existentialism, the fashionable creed of postwar France, made perhaps the stranger and more problematic bedfellow. But it resonated with the work of Iran’s great philosopher of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Mulla Sadra, who argued against Aristotle for the primacy of the concrete world over the categories and attributes accorded to it by human judgment. To the existentialists of postwar Europe, this metaphysical insight—that existence precedes essence, in the phrase they coined—became a moral one. The human will acted on a world divested of intrinsic meaning; individuals had the freedom and the responsibility to forge meaning by their choices and actions.

			The idea of the emancipated individual was an intoxicating one. And yet, Shariati looked at secular, even nihilistic, postwar Europe and worried about where such ideas might lead. Shariati and other pre-revolutionary Iranian thinkers abhorred the sterility of European modernity, with its lax public morality, heartless economics, and abandoned traditions. Iran had a different experience, different hungers. Like an older Europe, it was moored to its religion, morally and socially; but, unlike that Europe, it had witnessed all of post-Enlightenment European history, wrestled with its ideas and absorbed its innovations, looking upon some of its outcomes with envy and others with aversion.

			In the end, Shariati envisioned a limited freedom for Iran. Although it was the religious duty of Iranians to cast off despotism, their liberated country, as Shariati envisioned it, would provide righteous guidance, which would allow Iranians to subordinate their will to the will of God. Shariati likened Iranian political subjects to children in need of kindergarten. He argued for a “directed democracy” led by a leader so perfect and so incontestable that he would embody and produce the utopian revolutionary society. Such a leader could not be constrained by the whims of an unenlightened public.

			This view suggested Plato’s Republic, with its designation of the philosopher king. Far more strikingly, it would resemble Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini’s theory of the rule of the Islamic jurisconsult, or velayat-e faqih, which the elderly cleric elaborated a few years later in Najaf in the early 1970s.

			• • •

			WHEN SHARIATI RETURNED from Paris in 1964, he went to teach at the University of Mashhad. Many of his students came from the upper and upper-middle classes, which leaned to the left and took little interest in religion. Shariati made it his project to lure young minds to an Islam that he laid before them as a rival to the left and a purveyor of the students’ most treasured ideals: social justice, reason, scientific progress, the refusal of despotism. At the same time, for young people from the traditional classes, burned by the condescension of the secular elites, Shariati supplied the stuff of empowerment. They were not backward practitioners of an outmoded faith: they were the revolutionary vanguard.

			Shariati made enemies among the clergy. He did not believe that clerics were really needed to mediate between man and God. Islam should be open to multiple, competing interpretations, he insisted. When Jalal Al-e Ahmad visited Mashhad in 1969, he tried to persuade Shariati that intellectuals and the clergy needed to work together to defeat the shah. At a meeting during that visit, Al-e Ahmad extended his hand to the only cleric in the room—Ali Khamenei—as a gesture of that cooperation.

			Shariati did forge a brief and fateful alliance with one clergyman. In Tehran, Iran’s vibrant, sprawling twentieth-century capital, Ayatollah Morteza Motahhari had helped found an institution where modernist clerics—those who believed in a dynamic Islam that could be interpreted to meet contemporary needs—could gather, deliver lectures, and build a new community of believers. That institution officially opened its doors in 1967 as Hosseiniyeh Ershad, a marble-fronted complex in northern Tehran that included, under its graceful blue-tiled dome, a lecture hall, library, and ornately mosaic-covered mosque. Its founders purposely situated the Hosseiniyeh in Tehran’s north so that it would be insulated from the conservative clerical establishment that clustered around the city’s bazaar and its traditional southern quarters. The new thinkers who lectured at Hosseiniyeh Ershad meant to reach the city’s secular elite, who tended to live in the north, and to draw them away from Marxism, toward Islamic modernism.

			Ayatollah Motahhari and his inner circle, including a young cleric named Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, delivered nearly all the institute’s lectures until 1969, when Shariati, originally at Motahhari’s invitation, came to Tehran to speak regularly at the Hosseiniyeh. Shariati would quickly overshadow Motahhari and Rafsanjani as Hosseiniyeh Ershad’s main draw. As one observer later recalled, when Motahhari spoke, the lecture hall was often only half full; but for Shariati, the crowds spilled from the grand hall into “the staircases, the yard, and even the basement.” Shariati’s lectures were anticlerical and openly political; he spoke of cultivating a “revolutionary society.” It was not long before Hosseiniyeh Ershad became known above all as the place to hear Shariati—and as a hotbed of revolutionary Islamism.

			Motahhari was uneasy with this development. He worried that Shariati was using religion to political ends and putting Hosseiniyeh Ershad at risk. Along with Rafsanjani and the other clerics who had once made Hosseiniyeh Ershad their home, Motahhari left the institute. More conservative clerics began to call Hosseiniyeh Ershad a house of infidels and to question Shariati’s piety. For Shariati was not merely a believer seeking answers in the texts; he was a prospector, extracting the meanings that served his purposes. He took great liberties with Islamic history and theology. And his purpose, it appeared more and more, was mobilization—indeed, the fashioning of Islam into a mobilizing ideology. More than once, Shariati bluntly explained that what Marx could not inspire Iranian peasants to do, Islam could.

			As the intensity of opposition to the shah mounted, so did the intensity of Shariati’s rhetoric. In the mid-1960s, Shariati had stopped short of preaching revolution. In 1965, Shariati said, “Our society is neither intellectually nor conceptually prepared for what should come after the shah. Rushing events could be disastrous.” This was a view Shariati would espouse frequently, when he wasn’t calling for its opposite—violent and immediate revolt. Was he dissembling, making a public show of quiescence for fear of SAVAK, the shah’s brutal intelligence and security apparatus, while secretly nurturing his militancy? Perhaps this bipolarity was simply true to Shariati’s intellect and character. He was too passionate to adopt a moderate view of anything, but too mercurial to cleave to his passion, and so he embraced opposites, sometimes successively, sometimes simultaneously.

			Only in 1971 did Shariati take a decisive radical turn. That year, armed militants attacked a gendarmerie post in the village of Siahkal. The militants became popular heroes. The shah, awake now to the restiveness of the country, cracked down. Iran’s already capacious prison system expanded seemingly overnight. The very year of Siahkal, a grim new prison complex sprang up on Tehran’s northwestern outskirts. Run by SAVAK, Evin Prison would quickly earn a reputation surpassing Qasr, the notorious Tehran prison of the day, as the site of the monarchy’s cruelest tortures and the country’s new Bastille.

			Now Shariati bent to the force he had helped unleash and began exhorting his crowds to rise against the state. He called the militants martyrs and said that “the martyr is the pulsing heart of history.” By 1972, Hosseiniyeh Ershad had become a prime recruiting ground for a band of Islamic leftist guerrillas known as the Mojahedin-e Khalq. Shariati was neither the leader nor even a member of the Mojahedin, which had promoted armed revolt since the mid-1960s; but the underground group’s ideology—leftist, Islamist, anticlerical, and given to violence and martyrdom—overlapped significantly with his, which made his work good propaganda and his followers easy recruits. SAVAK was displeased.

			On November 10, 1972, Shariati gave a lecture about existentialism that would be his last at Hosseiniyeh Ershad. According to his biographer, Shariati knew that the police would raid the institute the following week; that there would be clashes between the students and the police; and that he and his associates would likely be arrested. And so this orator who once said, “Wage jihad and kill if you can, if you cannot, accept martyrdom and die,” fled with his father to the north of Iran. On November 17, the police surrounded Hosseiniyeh Ershad while the students occupied the building in protest. They staged a prayer session in the unfinished mosque, chanted slogans well into the night, prayed, and wept.

			For a year Shariati hid. SAVAK’s men searched for him in vain. They did, however, find his books. They found them in the homes, the hands, the minds of Islamist militants everywhere they looked; they arrested people for the simple crime of their possession. Finally, they arrested Shariati’s elderly, ailing father and kept him in prison as a hostage. If Shariati turned himself in, then—maybe—his father would be released. Shariati pondered this proposition for two and a half months. At last he surrendered, but his father was held for almost a year more.

			Shariati was held for eighteen months without a trial. According to SAVAK sources cited in his biography, he wrote two tracts in prison at his captors’ behest. One claimed that no similarity existed between Islam and Marxism—that the two creeds were in fact irreconcilable. Such was the monarchy’s official line against the left and particularly against the Mojahedin; political prisoners in the early 1970s were forced to parrot that argument in public recantations. Shariati’s other prison essay, “Return to Self,” was a celebration of Iranian national greatness.

			According to the SAVAK file, Shariati handwrote these essays in prison; intelligence agents typed them and gave them to Kayhan, the country’s largest newspaper, for publication. But the authenticity of the SAVAK file is disputed, and Shariati’s defenders are adamant that Shariati remained independent to the end and that he penned these works outside prison as a result of a genuine change of heart. Whatever the truth about the two tracts, after his release, Shariati followed them with “Return to Which Self?”—which sounded the same themes and called for the opposition to back away from revolutionary action. He left for England in May of 1977.

			• • •

			ABDOLKARIM SOROUSH WAS LIVING in London when he heard, through a mutual acquaintance, that Shariati was to be smuggled into the United Kingdom. Soroush was a lay theologian and a student of chemistry from a scrappy neighborhood in the south of Tehran. In London he attended meetings of the expatriate Iranian student opposition. The students discussed Shariati’s books at these meetings as though they were textbooks at a study group.

			Soroush admired Shariati, but he was also skeptical. There was a little too much Marx in Shariati, he thought. At the time, Soroush preferred Khomeini. But when he learned that Shariati was headed for Southampton, he relished the opportunity to exchange ideas with the great man face-to-face. He made an appointment to meet the celebrated orator in June of 1977.

			Just before Soroush arrived in Southampton on June 20, Shariati was found dead of a heart attack in the doorway of his room. His daughters had arrived from Iran the night before. They were dressed in black, Soroush told an interviewer decades later, with their backs “pressed to the wall like frightened sparrows.”

			In photos taken throughout his life, Shariati was clean-shaven, with closely cropped hair under a slightly receding hairline and dark eyes at once sharp and brooding. He had a round face and a glint of humor in his gaze, a gleaming smile of even, white teeth. He nearly always wore a jacket and tie in the Western style. If the jacket had fit more closely, if the shirt had been more carefully pressed, Shariati could have been a banker rather than a charismatic revolutionary thinker and spiritual seeker. And so Soroush’s description of Shariati’s body is arresting: “He had long hair, down to his shoulders. I had never seen Shariati looking so imposing. He looked very serene.”

			Shariati died on the very eve of Iran’s revolution, to which his ideas were indispensable. He embodied the anguish of his country at the fulcrum of its twentieth century, and he furnished a common point of origin for two generations of thinkers. They began in his thrall and ended in argument with him. They built their house to his design, and by the early 1990s they came to see it as a prison.

			Among scholars, Shariati is variously described as a visionary and a charlatan, a revolutionary hero and a collaborator, a lyricist and a fabricator, even a plagiarist. But to many Iranians, Shariati is the little black fish who charted the course of freedom and cut the heron down from the sky. Much of his work survives in the form of lectures transcribed by his students, but he also wrote books, some of them works of mysticism, others peopled by a baffling array of fictive characters presented as real people—a scholar whose work he plumbed, but whom he had entirely invented; a lover who is not known to have existed.

			Shariati was not yet forty-four when he died, but he was a heavy smoker and under considerable stress. Iranian revolutionaries would immediately and forever after claim that he was murdered by the shah’s secret agents abroad, but no evidence exists to substantiate this notion. After an autopsy, his body was transported to London, where his associates were to perform burial rites before flying the body to Damascus for interment.

			Islamic funerary rites are typically performed by close relatives of the same sex as the deceased, and Shariati had none around him in Britain. And so four young men from the revolutionary movement washed Shariati’s body in the ritual fashion, wrapping it in the traditional white burial shroud. They were Ebrahim Yazdi, Sadegh Ghotbzadeh, Mohammad Mojtahed Shabestari, and the chemistry student who had come that day to see him, Abdolkarim Soroush.

			Yazdi and Ghotbzadeh would go on to be important figures in the first postrevolutionary governments of Iran. Shabestari, a young cleric who led prayers at a mosque in Hamburg at the time of Shariati’s death, would later become one of the leading clerical voices for religious reform in the 1990s.

			As for Soroush, he would go on to become a lay theologian of far-reaching influence. Like Shariati, he would argue for a living Islam, flexible enough to accommodate contemporary ideas and concerns if not to become their vehicle. Like Shariati, too, Soroush would attract legions of young acolytes who sought to reconcile their anger at the Iranian state with their fealty to Islam. By the early 1990s, Soroush was Iran’s leading lay theorist of Islamic reform—Shariati’s heir apparent and one of his most potent posthumous critics.

		

	
		
			TWO

			ISLAMIC REPUBLIC

			[image: Chapter Ornament]

			So our city will be governed by us and you with waking minds, and not as most cities now, which are inhabited and ruled darkly as in a dream by men who fight one another for shadows and wrangle for office as if that were a great good, when the truth is that the city in which those who are to rule are least eager to hold office must needs be best administered and most free from dissension, and the state that gets the contrary type of ruler will be the opposite of this.

			By all means, he said.

			—Plato, The Republic

			IN 1963, in the city of Shiraz, Alireza Haghighi was born between worlds. His aristocratic mother had married a bazaar merchant who bled her of her fortune and took another wife, leaving mother and son to a hardscrabble life in the city’s southern slums. There the neighbors were gruff, poor, and devout. Alireza’s mother grew remote in her piety. From her, Alireza learned to read the Quran in Arabic, something none of his peers could do. She tolerated no television, nor any other Western affectation. Alireza was a solitary child, and lonely but for the books he turned to for knowledge of humanity and of the world.

			He was a hungry patron at the local library, where he checked out The Count of Monte Cristo and read it in one night, to the librarian’s disbelief. After school he prayed at the neighborhood mosque, Masjed-e No. The mosque, too, had a library, and it was there that Alireza discovered Samad Behrangi. The Little Black Fish spoke to him of the isolation of poverty and the occlusion of wealth. He felt himself swimming in both the mountain stream and the open waters, his gaze constantly forced on the confusing disparity between his life and the lives of his rich, secular, cosmopolitan cousins, whose homes were as lavishly appointed as Alireza’s was bare. He did not know it then, but he inhabited the very cleavage in Iranian society that would produce a revolution and its continuous aftershocks. He resolved to educate himself somehow. He had the intelligence and drive, and he had no father looming over him, pressing him into a family business or dictating the course of his education. He would compete with his cousins by the power of his mind.

			In the south of Shiraz, there was no obvious haven for a restless intellect. But there was a shrine, in short walking distance from Alireza’s home, and a mosque surrounded by trees. At Masjed-e No, Alireza escaped the rough manners and profane language of his neighborhood and entered into a sort of polite society, one that prized courtesy, helpfulness, sensitivity to suffering, and Islamic morality. The refinement of the clergy mirrored the refinement of his educated cousins, but within the moral boundaries of his mother’s faith. For Alireza, the mosque was father and teacher, political conclave and spiritual home. In the waning decade of the shah’s rule, the mosque crackled with talk of social justice, an end to tyranny and to the inequality it was Alireza’s birthright to stare down.

			He dreamed of becoming a clergyman. At fifteen he left high school to study at the nearest seminary. When the seminary’s headmaster, Ayatollah Hashemi Dastgheib, talked to the students about the Quran, Alireza, his mind alight, would pepper the old cleric with questions. Why did the Quran say this? Why did it not say that? One night the ayatollah pulled Alireza aside. The seminary was not the right place for him, he explained. All the other students were from rural villages. Only Alireza was from Shiraz. It would be better for Alireza to return to his high school, earn his diploma, and then come back to study religion. From this conversation Alireza understood that his questions had been received as impertinence, that he had inadvertently undermined the authority of his elders and was being asked to leave.

			Although his clerical ambitions dimmed, Islam remained one of Alireza’s two great loves. The other was cinema, a forbidden fruit from the West, secreted away from him in movie houses from which his mother forbade him entry and which he could not in any case afford. One of his neighbors had fashioned a homemade zoetrope, through which he would feed reels of Hollywood films while Alireza peered into the lighted box with just one eye. Like this, Alireza became entranced with cinema. He tutored neighborhood children, helping them with their schoolwork in exchange for bouts of television or glimpses of American movies. Years later, when he saw Cinema Paradiso, the 1988 Italian film about a movie director’s childhood obsession with cinema, Alireza felt it told the story of his life. Movies, he had determined as a boy, were a keyhole through which he could see the contents of other people’s minds, the very grain of life and love in worlds far away.

			Had he lived in Tehran, had he been five years older, Alireza might have spent long evenings under Shariati’s spell at Hosseiniyeh Ershad. But it was 1977, near the time of Shariati’s death, when his works and those of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini began to circulate in Alireza’s Shiraz. When Shariati died, Alireza was fourteen. He knew just enough to eagerly accept when a friend’s brother, who was a university student, offered to take him to the memorial service and demonstration on campus marking the fortieth day after Shariati’s death.

			The events of that day would brand themselves on Alireza’s memory, but not because of Shariati. When he arrived on campus, the friend’s brother vanished almost instantly into the crowd, and a policeman stopped Alireza, still a slender boy, to demand his university ID. He thought quickly. He told the officer he was there to find his high school teacher, because he was looking for his grade. The officer struck him, and Alireza fell to the ground. Nobody came to his aid.

			The police waved him to a spot behind a line of police cars and fire trucks near the Eram Garden, by the Faculty of Law. In that spot was another young man who had gotten into trouble. His name was Ahmad Meftahi. Some six months later, Meftahi would be murdered by the shah’s police. After the revolution, Alireza’s high school would be renamed for him. But that afternoon Meftahi and Alireza watched in silence as students spilled toward a dormitory where the memorial ceremony would be held. It was a place, a moment, heavy with tension, the anticipation of violence, the electricity of a cause deeply felt. And just then, in the road alongside Alireza, a young man pulled up in a Citroën.

			“Mehri!” the man called. It was his girlfriend’s name. “Mehri! Come here.”

			The young man saw Alireza and the outpouring of students, most of them in modest religious dress. “Why are all these people here?” he asked.

			“For Shariati,” said Alireza.

			“Shariati?” said the young man. “Who is Shariati?”

			Mehri had broken through the crowd and approached the window of the Citroën. The young man kissed her, a long kiss hello, something Alireza had never seen anyone do in public.

			At fourteen, there was a lot he had never seen. He had never been to a party, apart from the weddings of his rich cousins. He knew little of youthful levity and still less of the cosmopolitan adolescent culture of his day, charged with adrenaline and sexuality and revolt. Between his poverty and his mosque, he had spent even his childhood in serious discussions, in books and prayer. And now, in the movie rolling in Alireza’s mind, there at the Eram Garden was a brightly lit scene, a footloose young man and his girlfriend in a Citroën, and the somber boy by the side of the road, feeling in himself something monastic, the drive into politics as abstemious and serious as his lost calling to the clergy. Some people, he understood in that moment, came to a scene like this one at the University of Shiraz for politics. Some people came for life. For Alireza, politics would have to be life, his source of meaning, his intoxicant of choice. Otherwise a person would give up, would fall instead for the girl and the car and the afternoon sun. There might not even be a price to be paid.

			That night the Islamic Revolution began in Shiraz. At Masjed-e No there was a ceremony for Shariati, and as the crowd departed, it sent up a chant: “Hail to Ayatollah Khomeini.” It was the first invocation of the exiled cleric at an Iranian demonstration—the first, it would turn out, of a great many. There was no mention of the shah, only of Khomeini. When the police attacked the crowd, Alireza and Meftahi slipped away. The demonstrators surged toward Capri Cinema, the city’s movie house, shattering its plate glass window with rocks.

			To many of the demonstrators, the cinema was a symbol of licentiousness, Westoxication, and corruption. To Alireza it was the location of a 70-millimeter film festival he’d planned to attend the next day. Capri had already shown Ryan’s Daughter and Ben-Hur; Alireza wanted to see Spartacus. When he arrived that morning, there was a line for tickets, but the posters of John Wayne and Barbra Streisand that had long graced the cinema windows now winked through broken glass. The moviegoers asked the owner what had happened.

			He could have said, “An Islamic revolution has begun.” In just a month or two, the demonstrations would spread to Tehran, and in the years of revolutionary and postrevolutionary violence to follow, some 195 of Iran’s 525 movie houses would be demolished. But that morning in northern Shiraz, none of this was even thinkable. The cinema owner ventured a guess: “Some drunks must have gotten into a fight.”

			• • •

			OF ALL IRAN’S REVOLUTIONARY THINKERS, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini was the least ambivalent. He wrote and thought with a vigorous clarity, the lines of his logic clean and straight. He had the discipline of a philosopher, the certitude of a man of the cloth, the soul of a mystic, and an ambition whose patience and magnitude would one day astound the world. With his deep-set eyes and chiseled features, Khomeini was a man with a commanding physical presence. From beneath his great black eyebrows—he had a habit of arching only one of them—his gaze beamed a cold, dignified intelligence that seemed to encompass things unseen.

			Khomeini was born near the dawn of the twentieth century, and he lost his father, a provincial cleric, when he was only five months old. His mother and then his brother raised him. As a teenager, Khomeini helped build bunkers for World War I and learned to fire a rifle. He entered the seminary at seventeen. By the time he was thirty-four he had completed his advanced clerical studies and begun publishing treatises on everything from poetry to politics, jurisprudence to mysticism. Like Shariati, Khomeini was inflamed by the situation in which he found his country, and he saw his religion as a source of resistance and power.

			Shiism, the world’s second-largest Islamic sect, emerged in the seventh century as the creed of those who believed that the rightful leader of the Muslims was the Prophet Mohammad’s first cousin, Ali, and after him, the line of his descendants. The Prophet had twelve such successors, whom the Shia called imams, each of them infallible and endowed with divine wisdom. But worldly adversity and tragedy diverted the imams from their rightful paths, as the Muslim community was not united in accepting their divine leadership. The twelfth imam went into occultation, meaning that his presence on earth would be revealed only at God’s appointed hour.

			Shiism was the most hierarchical branch of Islam, often likened to the Catholic Church. Shiite clerics were ranked in their prestige, from the mojtahed fresh out of the seminary to the grand ayatollah, who had not only achieved the most distinguished level of scholarship but who had answered the call of his students and followers to publish a compendium of his fatwas on a broad range of practical matters. Ordinary Muslims could select from among these grand ayatollahs a marja al-taqlid, or source of imitation, whose religious injunctions he pledged to follow. Ruhollah Khomeini became a marja in 1963, the same year he catapulted to political prominence as an opponent of the monarchy.

			In a 1944 book called Revelation of Secrets, Khomeini argued that the only legitimate government was an Islamic one guided by the clergy. That year he called for clerics and their followers to rise as militants. The shah, Khomeini believed, had sold his country to foreigners, who would not only pillage its resources but corrupt its very soul. For unlike Shariati and the religious modernists, Khomeini did not have mixed feelings about Western cultural influence: rather, he was averse to it. In 1963 the shah unveiled a reform package that included female suffrage and permission for non-Muslims to hold public office. These two measures, Khomeini protested, were against Islam. In fact, they were a cover to allow Bahais, members of a post-Islamic religious minority, to infiltrate the government and ensure its fealty to Israel. What the shah called the White Revolution, Khomeini viewed as American reforms.

			Although the White Revolution was probably not evidence of it, the shah’s subservience to the United States was hardly subtle. The Iranian monarch had become obsessed with building his military, whose equipment and advice all came from the United States. A growing community of American businesspeople, particularly from the defense industry, took up residence in Iran. In 1964, as part of a deal with Washington, Iran’s parliament passed a bill that made American military personnel and their families living in Iran immune from criminal prosecution. Khomeini thundered:

			If some American’s servant, some American’s cook, assassinates your marja in the middle of the bazaar, or runs over him, the Iranian police do not have the right to apprehend him! Iranian courts do not have the right to judge him! The dossier must be sent to America, so that our masters there can decide what is to be done! . . . Let the American President know that in the eyes of the Iranian people, he is the most repulsive member of the human race today because of the injustice he has imposed on our Muslim nation. Today the Quran has become his enemy, the Iranian nation has become his enemy. Let the American government know that its name has been ruined and disgraced in Iran.

			The shah had Khomeini arrested and put down the ensuing protests with bullets, leaving as many as four hundred dead and sending Khomeini into exile in neighboring Iraq. But the ayatollah’s words had resonated deeply with an offended public, and his rough treatment at the shah’s hands only burnished his prestige.

			During his years of exile, Khomeini elaborated his political vision, which he had first intimated decades earlier. God could not have meant for Muslims to live in darkness during the occultation of the twelfth imam. But all the world’s regimes, Khomeini noted as early as 1941, had been established by force of arms. They had no claim to legitimacy or justice. Only a government of God could possess those virtues. In the absence of divine rule, one had only to look around, “from the streetsweeper to the highest official,” to see the prevalence of “disordered thoughts . . . self-interest, lechery, immodesty, criminality, treachery, and thousands of associated vices.” Such, one might think, was the human condition. But Khomeini believed that man was capable of higher states. He believed it first as a mystic, committed to a spiritual path to personal perfection, and then as a matter of politics. A just and divine government, under clerical guidance, would elevate its subjects and deliver them from the disorder and darkness to which they were prone.

			A series of lectures Khomeini gave in Najaf, Iraq, and published in 1974 became his treatise on the subject, called Islamic Government. In it Khomeini argued for a state that would have neither a constitution nor legislation beyond the revealed word of God. In the absence of the twelfth imam, the duty of guiding such a nation must fall to its most esteemed Islamic scholar, or faqih, who would be uniquely qualified to interpret the divine texts.

			Khomeini wrote: “The governance of the faqih is a rational and extrinsic matter; it exists only as a type of appointment, like the appointment of a guardian for a minor. With respect to duty and position, there is indeed no difference between the guardian of a nation and the guardian of a minor.” Khomeini’s view of the people as infantile and incapable of judgment dovetailed with Shariati’s rationale for “directed democracy” and with Plato’s for the philosopher king of his Republic, who would rule in his wisdom over citizens as benighted as cave dwellers. The Platonic elements were not accidental. Few places on earth have preserved the ideas of the ancient Greek philosophers with more reverence than the Shiite seminaries of the Middle East, where Aristotle and Plato have exerted a far-reaching influence on Islamic scholarship.

			During the very years Khomeini spent painstakingly setting forth this vision, he attracted an enormous following among young Iranians who hardly acknowledged it. What they thrilled to was Khomeini’s assertion of a proud and defiant national identity and an indomitable will to resist tyranny. His letters and declarations, written in a more vernacular language than Islamic Government and distributed more widely, carried these messages. They recalled the man who had stood up to the shah in 1964. They inveighed against the two empires, in the East and in the West, that had conspired to inflict the state of Israel on the Muslim world as
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