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Abstract
This study focuses on post-revolutionary Iran. The Islamic Republic 
might initially appear to involve a religious cosmology cognate to the 
term ‘politicized religion’ – a political use of religion. However, the more 
complex arrangement of secular and metaphysical politics, as identified 
in this research, provides context to evaluate the case of the Islamic 
Republic in the framework of a ‘political religion.’ In particular, this study 
explores the Iranian regime’s sacralization of politics, its employment of 
charismatic leadership, and its efforts to create a ‘new man.’

Keywords: Political Religion, Fascism, Islamism, Cultural Revolution, 
Charismatic Leadership, Sacralization of Politics, New Man, Shia Politics, 
Iran, Islamic Republic

Dr. Eliot Assoudeh – University of Nevada, Reno; 
eassoudeh@unr.edu 

The Journal for Interdisciplinary Middle Eastern Studies
Volume 4, Spring 2019, pp. 57-95
DOI: https://doi.org/10.26351/JIMES/4/3
ISSN: 2522-347X (print); 2522-6959 (online)



58 Eliot Assoudeh

Introduction

In the history of nations, there are opportunities for national rebirth, for 
awakening an ideal, for liberation from darkness and oppression, for moving 
toward happiness. If a nation embraces such opportunities properly and in 
a timely manner, if the nation is led in a good direction, then not only does 
that nation become new, but also the whole world experiences something new. 
The revolution of the Iranian people as led by the man of God was such an 
opportunity not only for the rebirth of this nation but for all of human society 
to begin anew. Iran’s Islamic Revolution was not a mere change of regime; it 
was to have represented a total transformation of the whole nation. Revolutions 
manifest first in values, then in forms.

Thus Ayatollah Dr. Mohammad Beheshti, the General Secretary of the Islamic 
Republic Party (1979-81) and the Chief Justice of Iran (1980-81), described the 
objectives of the Iranian revolution of ’79 while speaking to armed forces soon 
after the revolution succeeded.1 Beheshti’s cadence bears a close resemblance to 
Hermann Broch’s characterization of despair and decadence in interwar Germany, 
which Roger Griffin cites while describing the Nazi revolution and its own quest to 
build a new world order.2

There awakens within him a doubly strong yearning for a Leader to take 
him tenderly and lightly by the hand, to set things in order and show him 
the way; a Leader who is nobody’s follower and who will precede him on 
the un-trodden path of the closed circle and lead him on to ever-higher 
reaches, to an ever-brighter revelation; the Leader who will build the 
house anew that the dead may come to life again, and who himself has 
risen again from the multitude of the dead; the Healer who by his own 

1 Mohammad Beheshti, “Objectives of the Revolution,” Speech delivered to Iran’s armed 
forces (1980).

2 Roger Griffin, “Party Time,” History Today, Vol.  49, No. 4 (1999), pp. 43-49.
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actions will give a meaning to the incomprehensible events of the age, so 
that Time can begin anew.3

Among the revolutionary forces spearheading the Shah’s overthrow, the Shia 
Islamist faction led by Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini offered itself as a panacea. 
As a reaction to perceived modernity-driven crises of identity and the decay 
of traditional values, the Islamists’ call for national rebirth and socio-political 
renaissance began with a quest to create a new society and a new utopian order.

After four decades of political choreography, manipulation, intervention, 
terror, and war, the Islamic Republic of Iran remains a puzzle to political scientists 
and policymakers alike. The lack of consensus over Iran’s political system 
makes a comparative study a challenging task. What regime type best describes 
the Islamic Republic? This paper is an attempt to show how responding to the 
question of whether the Islamic Republic is some variety of political religion will 
help not only in understanding the nature of the regime, but also by adding to the 
scholarship on political religion.

The political ideas of Shia Islam, as they have been formulated by Ayatollah 
Khomeini and Ayatollah Mohammad Beheshti, show similarities to Western 
political religions such as communism and fascism, and especially to Eastern 
European ‘native fascism,’4  as well as to Latin American permutations, which 
often sincerely espouse religious views.5 In stressing these areas of convergence, 
this article specifically evaluates the Islamic Republic’s charismatic leadership 
and the sacralization of politics alongside its stated aim to create a new Shia-
Iranian self and a new Islamic civilization. As a political system which at first 
appears to be rooted in religious ideology, the Islamic Republic is in fact more 
inner-worldly and secular. The revolutionary Shiism that emerged in 1979 – as a 

3 Hermann Broch, The Sleepwalkers (New York: Vintage International, 1996), Kindle 
Edition.

4 Peter F. Sugar, Native Fascism in the Successor States, 1918-1945 (Santa Barbara: ABC-
Clio, 1971).

5 Roger Eatwell, “Reflections on Fascism and Religion,” Totalitarian Movements and 
Political Religions, Vol. 4, No. 3 (2003), pp. 145-166.
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revolt not only against modernity and secularization, but also against traditional 
Shia Islam (in particular its quietism)6 – thus represents a non-European case study 
on a construct of fascism as a political religion with deep roots in a traditional 
organized religion – Shiism.

The first section will introduce the concept of fascism as a political religion. 
The second section (Shia Islamism) gives an overview on the emergence of a 
totalitarian Shia movement and Shia militancy in Iran and discusses the impact 
of two Islamist ideologues, Navvab Safavi and Ali Shariati, on the worldviews 
of Islamic Republic revolutionary elites. The third section contextualizes Shia 
nationalism within contemporary Iranian politics. The final sections will map 
how the Islamic Republic’s political culture constitutes a political religion, with 
a particular focus on the charismatic leadership, sacralization of politics (God of 
Government), and creation of a new man (Making a Shia-Iranian Self and Quest 
to Regenerate Time).

Fascism as a Political Religion

A case for including Iran’s clerical establishment in the category of fascist/
clerical fascist movements/regimes will be explored here. Recognizing that 
the word ‘fascism’ is one of the most contested and loaded terms in political 
science, it is apparent that this ideology is more often defined by a list of its 
related attributes; “its clothing, and focusing on external symbols, which are 
subject to superficial imitation, adds to confusion about what may legitimately 
be considered fascist.”7 Fascism is best understood when it is studied in its wider 

6 For more information see Sami Zubaida, “Sects in Islam,” in Peter Clarke (ed.), The 
Oxford Handbook of the Sociology of Religion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 
pp. 545-561.

7 Roger Eatwell, “Towards a New Model of Generic Fascism,” Journal of Theoretical 
Politics, Vol. 4, No. 2 (1992), pp. 161-94; Robert Paxton, “The Five Stages of Fascism,” 
in Roger Griffin and Matthew Feldman (Eds.), Fascism (London: Routledge, 2004), pp. 
305-326.
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context − that is, when more attention is paid to fascism’s processes rather than 
attributes. 

In the 1990s, Roger Griffin and other leading scholars of Fascist Studies 
arrived at a ‘new consensus’ that fascism is better understood if studied as an 
ideology, rather than as sets of characteristics or as only a regime. Like any 
ideology, fascism has an “ineliminable” ideological core (minimum attributes 
required for an ideology to be called fascism), which constitutes its minimum 
definition and helps scholars identify its various permutations. Elsewhere I discuss 
why the ‘ultra-nationalism’ component of Griffin’s fascist minimum might cause 
hesitation among scholars to label a movement fascist, if its nationalist sentiments 
are not as strong as Nazism and Fascism, and thus why palingenetic nationalism 
– national rebirth – might be a more relevant analytical tool for understanding 
a greater variety of fascist permutations.8 Some scholars believe that Stalinism 
with its Great Patriotic War and its quest to create a paradise for proletariat was a 
variety of fascism.9 The Castro Regime in Cuba is another example. In particular, 
the regime’s palingenetic effort at a moral regeneration of Cuba was infused with 
intense nationalism and a cult of leadership.10 

While I do acknowledge the usefulness of Griffin’s putative ‘fascist 
minimum,’ I suggest an approach that includes additional elements in order to 
be more conclusive. Roger Eatwell’s definition views fascism as an ideology 
seeking “to create a ‘new man’ (specifically, an elite) who will forge a holistic 
nation and generate a radical Third Way state. ‘Holistic’ applies as fascism seeks 
to homogenize a nation, versus celebrating a diversity of population; ‘Third Way,’ 
because fascism seeks to synthesize aspects and diverge from both capitalism and 

8 Eliot Assoudeh, “Between Political Religion and Politicized Religion: Interwar Fascism 
and Religion Revisited,” Religion Compass, Vol. 9, No. 1 (2015), pp. 13-33.

9 For more information see: Bruno Rizzi, La lezione dello stalinismo (Rome: Opere nuove, 
1962), p. 46. Cited in A. James Gregor. The Fascist Persuasion in Radical Politics (NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 2015), p. 193.

10 Eusebio Mujal-Leon and Eric Langenbacher, “Is Castroism a Political Religion?” 
in Roger Griffin et al. (eds.), The Sacred in Twentieth-Century Politics (London: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2008), pp. 51-85.
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socialism.”11 Neither Stalinism nor Castroism was a ‘Third Way’ state. Therefore, 
I conclude that a palingenetic form of populist nationalism, which aims to forge a 
holistic nation and a Third Way state, serves as a functional criterion to define a 
movement as fascist.  

The theory of fascism as a political or secular religious movement whose 
promise is a kind of large-scale salvation of the populace from a state of corruption 
is now more broadly accepted as integral to any study of it.12 The power of 
mythologies and religious symbols is such that many political movements have 
co-opted some form of salvific narrative. Following this line of thought, fascist 
ideology becomes a form of secular religion, with national rebirth standing in for 
a salvation narrative.13 Gentile defines political religion as:

a type of religion which sacralizes an ideology, a movement or a political 
regime through the deification of a secular entity transfigured into myth, 
considering it the primary and indisputable source of the meaning and the 
ultimate aim of human existence on earth.14

He continues, noting that political religion aims

to shape the individual and the masses through an anthropological 
revolution in order to regenerate the human being and create the new man, 
who is dedicated in body and soul to the realization of the revolutionary 
and imperialistic policies of the totalitarian party, whose ultimate goal is 
to create a new civilization beyond the Nation-State.15

11 Roger Eatwell, Fascism: A History (London: Random House, 2011), p. 4.
12 Matthew Feldman, Ezra Pound’s Fascist Propaganda (London: Palgrave, 2013), Kindle 

Edition.
13 Roger Griffin, The Nature of Fascism (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1991).
14 Emilio Gentile, “Fascism, Totalitarianism and Political Religion,” Totalitarian Movements 

and Political Religions, Vol. 5, No. 3 (2004), p. 328.
15 Ibid.
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Yet a full understanding of political religion may entail that the concept of 
religiousness be expanded to include a wider field of developmental elements 
potentially bearing influence on the religious progression of a state. Political 
religion is not a simple phenomenon—the entire infrastructure of belief 
regarding authority, history, and society creates a framework for understanding 
the world, personal values, and truth, a framework that will be to some degree 
incompatible with other worldviews. Without doubt, theories of political 
religions also oscillate somewhat between Weberian and Durkheimian concepts 
of religion. Broadly speaking, a focus on the elements of meaning and higher 
purpose swings toward Weber’s concept of religion, while focusing more on 
the functions of sacralization and rituals indicates greater compatibility with 
Durkheim’s view.16 

Political religion as a theory is weakened by a skepticism about traditional 
religions, especially their often-negative reactions to liberalism and modernism. 
And here it is appropriate to mention the great contributions of Juan Linz and Eric 
Voegelin to political religion theories. Comparing political religions with theocracy 
and Caesaro-papism, Linz concludes: “the politicization of religion in the service 
of nationalism, or nationalism in the service of religion is a central theme in 
nineteenth- and twentieth-century history and leads to phenomena that sometimes 
border on political religion.”17 Exploring whether the Muslim Brotherhood’s 
Islamism is a variety of political religion, Hendrik Hansen shows that “Islamism 
may properly be classified as one, provided that one does not consider the ‘murder 
of God’ (Voegelin) to be the central attribute of political religions, but rather the 
radicalization of the friend–foe-distinction and the understanding of politics as a 
purge of evil from the world.”18

16 Juan J. Linz, “The Religious Use of Politics and/or the Political Use of Religion” in Hans 
Maier (ed.), Totalitarianism and Political Religions, Vol. 1: Concepts for the Comparison 
of Dictatorships (London: Routledge, 2004), pp. 102-132.

17 Ibid, p. 107.
18 Hendrik Hansen, “Islamism and Western Political Religions,” Religion Compass, Vol. 3, 

No. 6 (2009), pp. 1026-1041.
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This article examines the Islamic Republic through the lens of political 
religion. Acknowledging that the core of the Islamic Republic’s ideology is 
rooted in Islam, I discuss how the elites of the regime have incorporated secular 
components into their doctrine, thereby reducing the transcendent to a secular, 
political entity. I also show how the Islamic Republic meets the core ideological 
tenets of fascism; therefore, the emphasis of this paper is on the compatibility 
of the Islamic Republic’s nationalism, charismatic leadership, sacralization of 
politics, and mission to create a new man, with fascism as a variety of political 
religion.

Shia Islamism: A Revolutionary Latecomer

Faced with modernity-driven cultural structures and crisis, one possible reaction 
is to move to create an alternative model of order; analyses of European and 
Muslim reactions to World War I show striking similarity in that respect.19 Over 
a period of 15 years, between 1940 and 1955, on the political left and right, three 
political movements with totalitarian ambitions emerged in Iran: The Tudeh Party 
of Iran (a Communist Party with Stalinist ideology, Est. 1941), Feda’iyan-e Islam 
(Devotees of Islam, a Shia Islamist organization, Est. 1946), and the National 
Socialist Workers Party of Iran (SUMKA, aka the Nazi Party of Iran, Est. 1952). 
They all emerged in a response to modernity and a crisis of identity and morality. 
All of these movements were avowedly revolutionary, and their solutions to the 
perceived crisis were utopian in ideal. Furthermore, each of these movements 
aimed to dominate all of Iran. 

In the wake of World War I, four major empires were upset or obliterated 
across the greater Middle East. In the vacuum of structure, a broad dissatisfaction 
with modernism and a restless desire to revitalize Islam’s Golden Age grew 

19 Mehdi Mozaffari, “What is Islamism?” Totalitarian Movements and Political Religions, 
Vol. 8, No. 1 (2007), pp. 17-33.
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among Muslims.20 Following the Great War, Reza Shah’s modernization policies 
caused intense disillusionment with the government among Shia clergy across the 
country, which only increased the momentum of an Islamist movement after his 
abdication.

The revolutionary views of the Ayatollah Khomeini and his fellow clergymen 
were significantly influenced by the ideas of Islamist groups like Feda’iyan Islam, 
and of scholars such as Jalal Al-e-Ahmad and Ali Shariati. Hassan Rouhani, the 
incumbent president of the Islamic Republic, stated in his memoir that, after 
1940, due to a more relaxed and less hostile atmosphere toward clerics, political 
sermons became increasingly popular in pulpits across the nation.21 The late 
1940s fostered the first emergence of religion as a significant political factor 
in contemporary Iran. It was during these years that the terroristic activities of 
the young cleric group Feda’iyan-e Islam resulted in several assassinations of 
influential Western-friendly statesmen (e.g., Prime Minister Ali Razmara) and 
intellectuals (e.g., Ahmad Kasravi) accused of corruption and secularism. The 
Feda’iyan were influential among religious groups due to support from Khomeini 
and other radical Shia leaders; in 1950, they were the first to publish plans for a 
fully Islamic government.22 According to some journalistic accounts, this was a 
key precursor to the theory of the “Islamic Republic.”23

Navvab Safavi was founder of the Feda’iyan-e Islam. The group’s manifesto 
is still Navvab Safavi’s Facts Guide, an early source considered a foundational 
document for Khomeini’s Islamic Government.24 The main argument there 
proposes that “Muslim Iranians know that we are right, and we speak the truth. 
In agreement with us that Iran is the true land of the Prophet’s successors, and 

20  Ibid. 
21 Hassan Rouhani, Memoire of Dr. Hassan Rouhani, Vol. 1 (Tehran: The Strategic Research 

Center, 2016).
22 Said Arjomand, The Turban for the Crown (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988).
23 Hamid Alavi, “What Would Navvab Safavi’s Paradise Look Like?” BBC Persian, 17 

January 2016.
24 Davoud Feirahi, Jurisprudence and Politics in Contemporary Iran, Vol. 2 (Tehran: 

Nashreney, 2013).
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with the help of God Almighty, Muslim Iranians take revenge on the enemies of 
Islam and we commit to put an end to the Iranian national decadence. Eventually, 
the land of true followers of the Prophet, Iran, will turn into the paradise of the 
world.”25 Feda’iyan-e Islam’s use of nationalism in the service of Shiism marked 
the departure of romantic revolutionary Shia nationalism in Iran. The Facts Guide 
was banned prior to the revolution but was later printed and widely distributed. 
The Islamic Republic now recognizes Navvab Safavi as a hero, naming highways 
and streets after him across the nation. Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, the current 
Supreme Leader, calls Safavi the pioneer of jihad and martyrdom and attributes 
the origin of his own fervor for revolution to reading Navvab’s book; he even 
identifies it as the original blueprint of an Islamic government constitution. Jafar 
Shajooni, a member of Combatant Clergy Association, has said that “We need 
heroes like Navvab Safavi to defend the Islamic Revolution and the ideology of 
Iranian people.”26

Ali Shariati was a core member of the Freedom Movement of Iran Party, a 
religious nationalist political force founded in 1961. Many scholars identify Shariati 
as an Islamic-Marxist ideologue, while others draw parallels between Shariati’s 
Islamism and historical fascism – both sought to mobilize citizens trapped on 
the spectrum between Western democracy and Marxist socialism.27 And yet, a 
contemporary Russian neo-fascist ideologue, Alexander Dugin, identifies Shariati 
as the Iranian precursor of his Fourth Political Theory, with the core principles of 
social justice, national sovereignty, and traditional values.28 

As traditional forms of social identification weakened during the Pahlavi era, 
Shariati’s consciousness grew out of a more collective identity – Shiism. Shariati 
has striking similarities with those who critiqued the lack of German culture 

25 Navvab Safavi, Facts Guide (Tehran: Nazir, 1950).
26 “Clergymen Should Be Defending the Revolution,” available at: http://seraj24.ir/fa/news-

details/52315.
27 A. James Gregor, The Search for Neofascism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2006).
28 Eugene Montsalvat, “The Iranian Precursors of the Fourth Political Theory,” Katehon 

Think Tank, June 27, 2016.
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and spirit in modern Germany, and who spoke early of the need for national 
renewal.29 In a collection published in honor of his intellectual legacy Shariati 
was remembered as “an intellectual, who dedicated his life to the cultural rebirth 
of Iran and Islam.”30 Out of this sense of cultural despair, Shariati arrived at a 
radical heroism in order to redeem Shia Iranian identity.

He believed that Shiism during the Safavid dynasty had betrayed its 
revolutionary mission and turned into a passive instrument at the hands of 
oppressors and exploiters, which he labeled Black Shiism. For Shariati, the 
true Shiism was Shiism of Ali, the first Imam. This Alawite Shiism, which was 
revolutionary and anti-tyrannical, was thus labeled a Red Shiism.31 

Among the three types of belief systems through which one’s racial ideology 
is expressed – racism, ethnocentrism, and conspiracy theory32 – Ali Shariati’s 
racial ideology was rooted in his Shia-centrism, a presupposition or belief in 
the superiority of Shia culture. Shariati’s obsession with Revolutionary Shiism 
manifests itself in every aspect of his writing and thinking. For him, Ummah is not 
a community of Muslims, but a parable of an ideological community connected to 
Imamate, which he defines as a social, ideological and political regime, crystalized 
in the person of Ali – the first Shia Imam.33

According to Shariati, Shiism is able to play the role of a political party 
because its interpretation of Islam forms an ideology crafted out of the religion 
− a party equipped with a glorious past and historical epic, populated with 
heroic characters.34 To redeem the oppressed, Shariati emphasized the duty of 
Shia Iranians both during occultation as well as in the waiting period. As will be 

29 Fritz Stern, The Politics of Cultural Despair (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1961).

30 Mehdi Jami (Ed.), The Legacy of Ali Shariati and the Future of Iran, (London: H&S 
Media, 2017).

31 Ali Shariati, Safavi Shiism vs. Alawite Shiism (Tehran: Ershad Publication, 1972).
32 Richard C. Thurlow, “Ideology of Obsession on the Model of AK Chesterton,” Patterns 

of Prejudice, Vol. 8, No. 6 (1974), pp. 23-29.
33 Ali Shariati, Ummah and Imamate (Tehran: Ershad Publication, 1969).
34 Ali Shariati, Shiism: A Perfect Political Party (Tehran: Ershad Publication, 1977).
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discussed in the following sections, Shariati and Safavi had a great influence on 
the Islamic Republic’s elites and institutions.

Like fascism, the Shia Islamist movement was also a latecomer, but contrary 
to the European totalitarian movement gained political power (in 1979) much later 
than its emergence (1940s). Mehdi Bazargan, the Prime Minister of the Interim 
Government after the Revolution, identified two key phases for the revolution 
of 1979: The first phase, resulting in the overthrow of the monarchy, was led 
by a multi-class coalition of anti-Shah groups, and the second phase led to the 
consolidation of power in the hands of the clergy. It was during the second phase 
that a radical faction of the clerical movement consolidated state power, and 
the revolution’s true goals, in regard to political power ultimately subjugating 
religion, were met.

Many fascist elites presented fascism as an alternative to capitalism and 
socialism – a third way. Ayatollah Khomeini announced that the political 
system of Iran is the Islamic Republic, representing a third way; an alternative 
to capitalism and socialism; by the same token he also rejected theocracy and 
liberal democracy.35 The main obstacles in classifying Iran’s political system as 
a theocracy or ‘revolutionary traditionalism’36 are the institution of Velayat-e 
Faghih [rule of the jurist], the revolutionary elites’ perception of Ummah, as 
well as the regime’s ideological core, known as Imam’s Path. Many notable 
clergymen, religious scholars, and political activists have raised concerns about 
Khomeini’s Velayat-e Faghih as a totalitarian threat to core Islamic principles 
and traditional Shiism, as will be stressed further in the section, ‘Sacralization 
of Politics.’37

35 Abdol Wahhab Farati, “The Concept of Islamic Government and the Islamic Republic 
According to Imam Khomeini,” Political Science Quarterly, Vol. 2, No. 5 (1999).

36 Arjomand, The Turban for the Crown.
37 Asghar Schirazi, Political System of the Islamic Republic of Iran (Paris: Cemandaz, 

2009).
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Revolutionary Shia Nationalism

Modern Iran has witnessed the emergence of three distinct discourses on national 
identity: liberal nationalism (during the Constitutional Revolution), Persian 
nationalism (during the reign of Reza Shah), and Shia nationalism (since the 
revolution of 1979). While the first discourse was an attempt to achieve a balance 
between the two dominant cultural elements of Iranian identity (Persian and Shiite), 
the other two discourses tried to subordinate one element to the other. Yet each 
of these rival approaches ‘imagined’ Iran differently, to use Anderson’s famous 
statement,38 depending on which of the three elements (ethno-linguistic, religious, 
or territorial) they stressed.39 The Islamic Republic’s ‘imagined community’ 
is transnational and centered around Shiism. In this sense, the regime’s Shia 
nationalism is very similar to the Nazis’ ‘imagined community’ – a transnational 
movement based on Aryan race. 

Revolutionary Shiism is a post-1979 phenomenon. Khomeini’s revolutionary 
discourse, political agenda and activism raised serious concerns from traditional, 
conservative clergy. The transformation of the Shia faith into revolutionary creed 
required some significant changes to the traditional formation. As noted above, 
Khomeini’s revolutionary ideology was strongly influenced by Ali Shariati. Shiism 
as defined by tradition is clearly quite different from Shariati’s definition, which 
essentially wraps Shia imagery and symbolism around a modern revolutionary 
ideology.40

The following is Khomeini’s view on Shia nationalism:

We accept the (concept) of the nation and self-sacrifice in the way of one’s 
homeland under the guidelines of Islam. We accept the concept of a nation 

38 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism (New York: Verso Books, 2006).

39 Meir Litvak. “The Construction of Iranian National Identity: An Overview”. In Meir 
Litvak (ed.), Constructing Nationalism in Iran: From the Qajars to the Islamic Republic 
(London: Routledge, 2017).

40 Heinz Halm, Shiʿa Islam (Princeton: Wiener Publishers, 1997).
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within the teachings of Islam, and that nation is the nation of Iran; for this 
nation, we are willing to engage in acts of self-sacrifice, but this must be 
under the auspices of Islamic teachings, in order that it is not all about 
the nation itself or about pride. The limits of nationalism are found in the 
limits of Islam, and Islam itself emphasizes nationalism.41

For most fascists, therefore, as Giovanni Gentile claimed: “State and individual 
are the same thing, or rather, they are inseparable terms of a necessary synthesis.”42 

It is likely that this is why fascist manifestos often advocate self-sacrifice and 
martyrdom for the nation. The Legionnaires in Romania had to learn to sacrifice, 
similarly, “in order to get used to transcending his own person in the service of 
his people.”43 And more recently, for Russian neo-fascist ideologue, Alexander 
Dugin, historical fascism is equivalent to nationalism, a modern version that is 
romantic and rebellious; a nationalism that gives birth to a community of heroes 
and supermen.44 For Iran’s revolutionary elites, it is martyrdom and sacrifice that 
regenerates Iranian society and creates the ideological community of Ummah. As 
cited in Article 20 of the moral memorandum of the Islamic Republic Newspaper, 
the official press of the Islamic Republic Party (1979-89), “the culture of sacrifice 
and martyrdom is the backbone and the pillar of the Islamic Revolution, the 
Islamic Republic system, and Iran’s national security.”

Musa Najafi, head of the Research Institute for Culture, Islamic Civilization 
and Revolution, identifies Iran as a cradle of religions and claims the Islamic 
Revolution has given a new meaning to the “religious precious treasures” that 

41 “What Is the Opinion of Imam Khomeini on the Issue of Nationalism?” Islamic Thought 
Foundation. Cited in Annie Tracy Samuel, “Guarding the Nation: The Iranian Revolutionary 
Guards, Nationalism and the Iran-Iraq War,” in Meir Litvak (ed.), Constructing 
Nationalism in Iran: From the Qajars to the Islamic Republic (London: Routledge, 2017).

42 Giovanni Gentile, “The Philosophic Basis of Fascism,” Foreign Affairs, January 1928.
43 Corneliu Zelea Codreanu, For My Legionaries (York, SC: Liberty Bell Publications, 

2003).
44 Aleksandr Dugin, “Fascism—Borderless and Red,” Translated by Andreas Umland, 

(2006). 
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were historically endowed to Iranians. Referring to this spiritual presence of the 
Iranian national identity, Najafi argues that it is developmental and evolutionary. It 
has shown itself in language, script, art, music, architecture, and more, and Najafi 
believes that with the Safavids taking power, the meaning of national identity for 
Iranians was transformed from a secular form of nationalism to a religiously based 
nationalism.45

Khomeini’s political Shiism recast religious rituals into the everyday life 
activities of Iranian citizens. Inspired by Shariati, the regime’s rhetoric identified 
every land as Karbala, every month as Moharram, and every day as Ashura. The 
Basij extended this concept to cyberspace and defined the Internet as a Karbala of 
zeros and ones – a battleground between Islam and Western culture. The Islamic 
Republic ideology, as Zubaida argues, transformed the image of Hossein from the 
“redeemer” to the “revolutionary exemplar.”46 

Religious nationalism was instrumental in the cultural rebirth programs of 
clerical fascist movements in interwar Europe and Latin America. Father Gabriel 
Riesco, a clericofascist intellectual, suggested that, “God is Argentine,” and he 
asked Argentine youth (i.e., nacionalistas) to foster Christian sentiment, because 
Catholicism must be compatible with nationality.47 Jose Pemartin in What is 
‘the New Spirit,’ also known as ‘Franco’s “Mein Kampf,”’ wrote that “Spanish 
Fascism must be a Catholic Fascism, but it must be well understood that it is 
not only Catholic but Spanish Catholic.”48 Almost all of the Eastern European 
fascist movements also included an ultimate goal of fusing the Christian church 
and state. Unquestionably, religion, church, and clergy were of deep concern in 
any fascist development.49

45 Mousa Najafi, Spiritual Presence of Iranian National Identity (Tehran: Ma’ref Publishing, 
2009).

46 Zubaida, “Sects in Islam.”
47 Federico Finchelstein, Transatlantic Fascism (London: Duke University Press, 2010), p. 

152.  
48 Franco’s “Mein Kampf”: The Fascist in Rebel State (New York: Spanish Information 

Bureau, 1939).
49 Sugar, Native Fascism in the Successor States.
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From Charismatization to the Leadership Cult

Emilio Gentile argues that fascism arose not as a full theory of society and state, 
but rather as a charismatic movement in reaction to extraordinary circumstances. 
The same is true of the Islamist movement that emerged in Iran in 1963 against 
the modernization of the Pahlavi kings and the Shah’s White Revolution50 – the 
series of reforms enacted, including land reform, the enfranchisement of women, 
and the formation of a literacy corps. The latter provided Khomeini with enough 
incentive to mobilize his Islamist movement against capitalism and liberalism 
from June 1963 on. Khomeini’s intense ideological clash with the Shah led to 
his exile in 1964. The Feda’iyan Islam were highly influential in the cleric-
led religious militant uprisings that took place between 1962 and 1963, uniting 
groups in protest of Khomeini’s exile. 1963’s tumult and the events following 
the exile at the end of 1964 further opened up the field of political commentary 
to religious sectors. On December 20, 1964, the birthday of the Mahdi, Twelfth 
Shia Imam, some clerics led by Mohammad Taghi Mesbah Yazdi founded a 
newspaper.51 The name of the paper was Enteqam [Revenge], and its mission 
statement reads: “the enlightening of drugged minds, the awakening of dormant 
religious sentiments … and the mobilization of all with the ideological weapon 
of faith.”52

The series of events in the aftermath of June 5, 1963 (as mentioned above) 
gradually led to an acceptance of Ayatollah Khomeini as the charismatic leader 
of the revolution. Borrowing from Robert Mallett’s study on Mussolini’s spiritual 
revolution, any analysis of the Islamic Republic in political religious terms must 
begin with the premise that, as with other revolutionary charismatic leaders, 
Ayatollah Khomeini as Supreme Leader was the focus of attention for an entire 

50 For more information, refer to: “The White Revolution,” Iranian History, Encyclopedia 
Britannica.

51 He is one of the notable right-wing jurists and Islamic philosophers in Iran and is a 
disciple of Ayatollah Khomeini. He was also the mentor of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, a 
former Iranian president, and one of the key advocates of Shia messianic politics.

52 Arjomand, The Turban for the Crown, pp. 95-96.
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movement. Amir Taheri provided an account about how Iran’s Islamist movement 
constructed a cult of personality around the person of Khomeini:

In Iran, however, the cult of Khomeini developed into a veritable secular 
religion. His iconic image is grown in the shape of cedar forests on 
mountain slopes. His shrine south of Tehran is described as “the second 
Mecca.” All prayers must start and finish with his name. … Men, women, 
and children march in front of 10-foot-high portraits of the “Imam” in 
Tehran and Beirut, taking the salute.53

The elites of the current Islamic Republic embrace the turmoil of ’63 as the 
prologue to their Islamic Revolution and label the emergent Islamist movement 
as Imam Khomeini’s Grand Movement. The regime celebrates the movement 
annually through a national festival called Rouh-e Khoda [the Spirit of God]. 
The name of the festival has a twofold meaning: on the one hand, it is the Farsi 
translation of Khomeini’s first name “Rouhollah,” which is Arabic. Secondly, the 
festival’s name connotes a reverence on the level of a deity, painting him as an 
almost Christlike figure. Participants in this festival present various works of art: 
paper, blogs/writings, calligraphy, painting, and poetry. The artworks generally 
focus on the roles Khomeini and the 1979 revolution play in both Iranian and 
world affairs. In other examples of political religions, Christlike depictions of 
charismatic leaders are not unusual.  Nazi elites, in order to keep the German 
people unified in enthusiasm about Hitler’s leadership in the midst of war and 
scarcity, even used the Christmas season to extend Hitler’s role to that of religious 
icon, going so far as to replace the coming of Jesus narrative with that of a ‘Savior 
Führer’ (Deutsche Kriegs Weinacht, 1944). The same is true of the cults of Lenin 
and Mao, where some ‘cheerleaders’ such as the Communist Party and the God-
Builders Society (in the case of the Soviet Union) initiated the perception of 

53 Amir Taheri, “Fascism in Muslim Countries,” American Foreign Policy Interests, Vol. 26, 
No. 1 (2004), pp. 21-30.
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Lenin as a self-sacrificing emblem of peace,54 or lent their support to create a 
cult of personality around the person of Mao.55 However, both Lenin and Mao 
downplayed such celebratory efforts, which is also true in the case of Ayatollah 
Khomeini.

According to Weber, post-revolutionary institution-building and development 
can be affected by the transfer of charismatic authority to revolutionary leaders. 
Once a historical interruption has been accomplished by a charismatic leader, the 
next transformation is a process of “routinization,” by which a culture returns to 
a new pattern of normalcy—ultimately, the transfer of charisma from a leader 
onto the wider political culture. Khomeini, as both a religious and political leader, 
clearly exercised his authority to routinize his charismatic leadership. In this vein 
he was instrumental in shaping revolutionary organizations and institutions,56 

such as Velayat-e Faghih, the Assembly of Experts, the Islamic Republic Party, 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps, and the Supreme Council of the Cultural 
Revolution.

Khomeini’s inner circle and core supporters also played crucial roles in elevating 
the charismatic domination of the Ayatollah. For instance, Ayatollah Beheshti, 
who held several key positions in the regime, put forth the most significant effort 
to constitutionalize Velayat-e Faghih. Beheshti’s Hegelian approach to history 
maintained that the persona of Khomeini, from his childhood to his emergence 
as leader, paralleled that of the Prophet Mohammad. Additionally, Beheshti 
compared the socio-economic time of the revolution to the time of the Prophet 
Mohammad being appointed as the prophet by God. In this way, Beheshti also 
sacralized both Khomeini and the Revolution.

54 Nina Tumarkin, Lenin lives (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997).
55 Rana Mitter, “Maoism in the Cultural Revolution: A Political Religion?” in Roger Griffin 

et al. (ed.), The Sacred in Twentieth-Century Politics (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2008), pp. 143-165. 

56 Max Weber. Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology. G. Roth & C. 
Wittich (Eds.). (Berkeley: University of Califirnia Press, 1978); Arjomand, The Turban 
for the Crown.
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‘Emotional Drama’ of 1979

George Mosse defines fascism as a revolutionary movement, which emerges in 
response to cultural malaise, corruption, and political decay, founded and fueled 
by a drive to renew the whole culture.  The same is true of the Islamist movement 
that emerged in 1963. Khomeini believed that Iran under the Shah was doomed 
by its own comfort and complacency to declining birth rates, religious and moral 
decay, and diminished validity, and saw these declines as likely rooted in the 
Shah’s modernization.

Khomeini, on unique occasions, stressed that the revolution would not only 
bring earthly happiness for the Iranians and globally oppressed peoples, but that 
it would benefit their spiritual lives as well. The elites of the Islamic Republic 
repeatedly sacralize the revolution. To take but one example amongst many, they 
argue that the Revolution of 1979 connects the insurrection of Imam Hossein in 
Karbala, Iraq to the global revolution of Mahdi. 

After seizing power, Ayatollah Khomeini used apocalyptic rhetoric to 
sacralize the Revolution of 1979, framing the Iranian nation as the vanguard of 
Shia Islam. The following are excerpted from his Sahifeh Nour [Scriptures of 
Light]:

I hope this Revolution turns into a global movement and facilitates the 
second return of Imam Mahdi (Vol. 21, P. 327).

Greetings upon Iranian people, whose sacrifice and martyrdom facilitate 
the second return of Imam Mahdi (Vol. 21, p. 325).

In its first issue, the editorial section of the Islamic Republic Party’s newspaper 
described the Party’s worldview. The editor emphasized that it is based on a 
revolutionary Islamic ideology, which they claimed is broader than a narrow 
traditional Islamic perception of the world:
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The window through which we look out into the world views the Islamic 
Revolution as a gate that opens a glorious future to oppressed populations 
of the world. We do not understand this Revolution, a Western-style 
democratic revolution, rather a historical necessity that links the human 
journey which started with Adam to [our savior] Mahdi. … The window 
through which we look out into the world views the continuation and 
spread of the Islamic Revolution as inescapable necessity. …We look out 
into the world through the view of our heroic community.57

The Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) identified the Iranian Revolution 
as a “renaissance” − a movement able to change not only the everyday life 
of Iranian citizens, but also to bring global justice. It is to meet this goal of 
fostering ideological roots that the IRGC’s Office of Liberation Movements 
was formed, and in 1980 the IRGC stated: “Our Islamic Revolution initiated 
a renaissance … The leader of the Revolution, Imam Khomeini, called on all 
oppressed masses to form a global party … This Revolution is the continuation 
of the prophets’ paths … May we celebrate justice across the world soon.”58 

Shortly after the establishment of the IRGC, its elites formed the Quds Force, 
which was responsible for the export of revolutionary ideas and practices. Since 
its first international presence in Bosnia (1994), the Quds Force has expanded its 
authority in the Palestinian territories, the Persian Gulf Sheikhdoms, Lebanon, 
Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria.59

57 “What is Our World View?” Islamic Republic Newspaper, May 30, 1979.
58 See “The IRGC’s Message to the Conference of Liberation Movements,” The Ideological 

Office of the IRGC: Collection of Statements Nos. 1-15 (Teheran: The Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps Press, 1980), pp. 70-76.

59 For more information see Ali Alfoneh, Iran Unveiled: How the Revolutionary Guards Is 
Transforming Iran from Theocracy into Military Dictatorship (Washington DC: American 
Enterprise Institute, 2013).



77Shia Phoenix: Is Iran’s Islamic Republic a Variety of Political Religion?

A New Tool for a New Despotism60

The root of a totalitarian experiment can be found in the core ideals of a 
revolutionary party, which typically views political power as the means of 
expanding its ideological hegemony and its ideas for refashioning the society, 
even after it has established dominance.61 In Iran, the establishment of the 
clerically-based Islamic Republic Party (IRP) in 1978 happened only a year 
before the revolution marked the totalitarian departure of the Islamist faction of 
revolutionary forces. Beheshti and Rafsanjani were able to convince Khomeini 
that a political party was necessary in order to organize a successful resistance 
movement.62 In the early 1980s the Party had 3.5 million members (ten percent 
of Iran’s population), and the IRGC was formed as its military wing.

Beheshti, in an interview with the Islamic Republic newspaper, spoke of the 
contrast between Western political parties, which only competed over power, and 
the main task of the IRP, which was education. In 2016, Beheshti’s son, in an 
interview about the role of the IRP in the revolution of 1979, stated that the party 
was like a ‘temple’ for his father.63 The emphasis upon educational aspects of the 
fascist party has been so pronounced that Cornella Zelea Codreanu, leader of the 
Romanian Iron Guard, viewed it as a school,64 and Eugen Weber labeled it “a 
church and dynamo.”65 

60 I borrowed the title from Dante L. Germino, The Italian Fascist Party in Power 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1959).

61  Emilio Gentile and Robert Mallett, “The Sacralization of Politics: Definitions, Interpretations 
and Reflections on the Question of Secular Religion and Totalitarianism,” Totalitarian 
movements and Political Religions, Vol. 1, No. 1 (2000), pp.18-55.

62 “The Islamic Republic Party: From Foundation to Dissolution”, Tehran, Hamshahri 
Online, 19 February 2011.

63 Seyyed Mehdi Dezfouli. “The Islamic Republic Party was Martyr Beheshti’s Temple”, 
Tehran, Hezb Jomhouri Eslami Blog, 30 November 2016.

64 Codreanu, For My Legionaries.
65 Eugen Weber, “Varieties of fascism,” 1964, Reproduced in Roger Griffin and Matthew 

Feldman, Fascism: Critical Concepts in Political Science, (London: Routledge, 2004), p. 
80.
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In 1982, Ayatollah Khamenei, then President of the regime and the General 
Secretary of the Party, asserted to provincial leaders that “we believe that the IRP 
is the spine of the Islamic Revolution.”66 Hashemi Rafsanjani, then Head of the 
Majles [the Islamic Consultancy Assembly], likewise noted, “For the first time 
in the history of Shiism, we have a party, which is based on rule of the jurist.”67 

Hassan Ayat, a key member of the Islamic Republic Party, petitioned parliament 
when the Party was ready to seize power. He described the Islamic Republic 
Party’s objectives as follows:68

1. To adopt an offensive policy on domestic and international affairs. 
2. To prepare the party to control political power, with the Imam acting 

as advisor.
3. To make Iran the headquarters of a universal Islamic revolution.
4. A central tenet of the party would be pro-Palestine and anti-Zionism; 

Israel should never have political support from an Islamic government.
5. Any opposing groups should be crushed.
6. To attain independence, political, economic, or otherwise.
7. To renew the military structure and enforce powerful and ideologically-

driven discipline.
8. To eliminate class distinctions and win the support of the working 

class through integrating them into society.
9. To create a new, publicly-approved constitution.
10. To conduct a mass ideological purge of all governmental offices and 

universities, so that loyalists to any opposition are removed from 
power.

66 “Our Duty as Members of the Islamic Republic Party,” IRP Educational Booklet, No. 4, 
Isfahan Branch. 

67 “Spirit of an Islamic Organization,” IRP Educational Booklet, No. 2, Isfahan Branch. 
68 Seyed Hassan Ayat, Lessons from Iran’s Political History, (Tehran: Islamic Republic 

Party Press, 1985).
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The IRP was able to successfully form, pass, and implement the “rule of the jurist” 
Article in the first Majles. In addition, the Party was instrumental in propagating 
the Imam’s Path as the central ideology of the regime.

The Imam’s Path is a set of ideals and principles of the Islamic Republic, 
based on writings in Scriptures of Light and in Imam’s Divine and Political Will. 
Some of the main components of this interpretation are: loyalty to Velayat-e 
Faghih, anti-Americanism and/or anti-Westernism, no recognition of the state 
of Israel, national unity, and the belief that protecting the sacred system of the 
Islamic Republic is equivalent to protecting personal faith. After the Iran-Iraq 
war (1980-88), due to internal conflict between the then leaders of the Party, 
Khomeini resolved the Party and its members would be mainly divided into 
two clerically-based parties: the right-wing Combatant Clergy Association, 
whose members hold high offices, and the reformist Association of Combatant 
Clerics, which has been politically marginalized since the failure of the reform 
movement in the mid-2000s.

God of Government

Beheshti believed that Iran’s Shia political system was Imamate-Ummah, a 
leader-nation. In a Shia-Iranian context, these words have specific meanings. 
Sunni Islam’s articles of faith are: oneness, prophethood, and the day of 
resurrection; while Shia Islam has two further articles: leadership [imamate] and 
justice. Imamate means leaders appointed by God to lead and guide a society. 
Ummah refers to the true followers of the Imam’s Path. In a way, Ummah bears 
some similarity to the nationalistic identity of the Volk community for the 
Nazi regime; thus, the Imamate-Ummah relational meaning might therefore be 
interpreted as “Führer-Völk.” This composition – Imamate-Ummah – is found in 
Article Five of the Iranian constitution, written by Beheshti, and retaining a very 
specific interpretation of Ummah. According to his definition, which is similar 
to Shariati’s, Ummah “is a society of individuals, with the same goal under 
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one leadership, moving towards their ideal.” Beheshti differentiates between 
Ummah and people. Islam is for all people, independent from any personal 
belief system. However, Ummah is an ideological community and as such, it 
needs secular leadership. Based upon his many studies of ideological regimes, 
Beheshti claimed: “I arrived at the idea that a successful and healthy society 
must be ruled by a jurist.” Velayat-e faghih indicates an individual who discerns 
and dominates the governance of a society, in theory and practice. This powerful 
person must also meet a set of criteria: he must be aware, just, brave, virtuous, 
skillful and managerial.69

Ayatollah Beheshti, in his speech before the first term of Majles, defined 
the rule of the jurist thus: “We proposed to be included in the Islamic Republic 
constitution: at the time of the occultation of the Twelfth Imam, may God hasten 
his reappearance, the guardianship and the leadership of the Ummah, meaning the 
center of gravity for leadership and governance, is the responsibility of a jurist 
who is faithful, God-fearing, knowledgeable, brave, aware, and informed.”70 On 
another occasion, he explained that Velayat-e Faghih is not a divine entity. It is not 
assigned to a jurist directly by God, or through the Prophet, or even directly by the 
Hidden Imam.71 Rather, this position is gained by an indirect vote of the nation, 
effected through the Assembly of Experts. Nonetheless, Beheshti sacralized this 
institution when he emphasized that the rule of the jurist was the same as the rule 
of the Prophet.

Khomeini offered his theory of Velayat-e Faghih in two versions; while 
the first version sought to stay within the traditional framework of Shiism, the 
second version was wholly different. The initial representation is a government 
restricted by the Islamic law. In this incarnation, Islamic jurisprudence may 
resolve any legal matter. Sharia, a complete system of laws and rules to guide all 

69 Feirahi, Jurisprudence and Politics in Contemporary Iran.
70 Ayatollah Beheshti’s speech in the First Majles (YouTube video clip. Available online at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E9eIF7j9mTU).
71 In Shia Islam it is believed that the Hidden Imam had four special deputies appointed by 

him, but special representation ended in the year 980 AD (329 in Islamic Calendar). 
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human life, is the chosen metric by which to govern. The conclusion Khomeini 
reached was that the Islamic government needed a way to determine the real 
interests of the governmental system. He provided permission for the government 
to contradict Sharia laws when it suited their best interests. In this very different 
Shiism, all legal and political powers and authorities are subordinate to one 
person, who must be an Islamic jurist (called the Supreme Leader, or Vali-e 
Faghih).72 Thus, “the link to God,” to quote Voegelin, “in the perfectly inner-
worldly symbolism is severed and replaced”73 by the institution of Velayat-e 
Faghih. Mesbah Yazdi, a diehard advocate of the “rule of the jurist” theory, 
once claimed: “Opposing Velayat-e Faghih is equal to opposing the prophet and 
innocent imams.” In Friday prayers, Imams systematically propagate the idea 
that defending Velayat-e Faghih is the highest national priority for Iranians.74 In 
a speech delivered to the veterans of the Iran-Iraq War, Qasem Soleimani, the 
head of the IRGC’s Quds Force, said: “The main pillar of the regime is Velayat-e 
Faghih, which is like a living Quran, and we safeguard and defend it through 
sacrifice and martyrdom.”75

Khomeini’s Velayat-e Faghih and his construction of a revolutionary Shiism 
raised deep concerns amongst traditional clergymen in Iran, Iraq, and other Shia 
dominated communities. As Hassan Yousefi Eshkevari, a religious intellectual, 
explained in an interview, the concept of Velayat-e Faghih had no place in the 
thoughts of traditional clergymen such as Ayatollah Taleghani, for two main 
reasons: Velayat-e Faghih extended the authority of the jurist far beyond the 
Prophet’s authority; and second, traditional Shia clergy remained loyal to the 

72 Arash Naraghi, “Ayatollah Khomeini’s Theory of Government,” in Abbas Milani and 
Larry Jay Diamond (eds.), Politics and Culture in Contemporary Iran (Boulder: Lynne 
Rienner Publishers, 2015).

73 Eric Voegelin, “Modernity without Restraint: Political Religions; New Science of 
Politics; and Science, Politics, and Gnosticism”. In Collected Works of Eric Voegelin, Vol. 
5. Edited by Henningsen Manfred. (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1999).

74 Ali Khatami, “The First Priority for Our Nation Is to Support Velayat-e Faghih,” Tehran, 
Iranian Students’ News Agency, 13 January 2017.

75 “Gen. Soleimani: It Is Not in Our President’s Dignity to Reply to Trump”, Tehran, Iranian 
Students’ News Agency, 26 July 2018.
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legacy of the constitutional revolution.76

Islamic jurisprudence has been undermined by the theory of Velayat-e Faghih 
ever since the revolution, and Shiite clerics of all levels have observed that the 
Supreme Leader may often overrule them. The authority that Velayat-e Faghih 
lends to the Supreme Leader empowers him to overrule any law that contradicts 
his or the regime’s interest—resulting in the declining relevance of the clergy 
as spiritual authority, and the increase of security enforcement.77 In addition to 
traditional clergymen, activists and organizations with different political affiliations 
identified the totalitarian nature of Velayat-e Faghih and the concentration of 
power in the hands of Ayatollah Beheshti and his Islamic Republic Party as early 
signs of a fascist state in post-revolutionary Iran.78

Khomeini’s Velayat-e Faghih creates a new god in the form of a human 
personality. In the Islamic Republic, God is not dead, but rather, the government 
is competing with religion for godhood. Khomeini knew that with the traditional 
fiqh he could not govern a country in a modern world, so his innovation was 
to create a Shia modernity compatible with contemporary ideals. His theory of 
power is centered upon the protection and expediency of the political system. 
Khomeini’s government can therefore be seen as a totalitarian regime that makes 
use of traditional religion. Before Khomeini’s death, parliamentarians drafted an 
amendment to the Constitution stating that religious qualification and political 
leadership were two separate matters. This is how the Assembly of Experts was 
able to appoint then President Khamenei as the Supreme Leader, who lacks the 
religious legitimacy and charisma of Ayatollah Khomeini.

76 Hassan Yousefi Eshkevari, “Velayat-e Faghih Did Not Have any Place in the Thoughts of 
Ayatollah Taleghani,” Center for Defense of Human Rights in Iran, September 13, 2013. 
See also Zubaida, “Sects in Islam.”

77 Naraghi, “Ayatollah Khomeini’s Theory of Government”; See also Mehdi Khalaji, The 
New Order of the Clerical Establishment in Iran, (London: Mardomak, 2010).

78 Ali-Asghar Haj Seyed Javadi, “From Footsteps of Fascism to the Giant of Fascism,” 
Association des Universitaires Iraniens en Europe, March 1980; “Fascism: Nightmare or 
Reality?” Rah-e Kargar, October 1979.
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Another shared feature of the Islamic Republic as a political religion is the 
burial ceremony for martyrs; there are some close parallels with the Legionary 
movement in interwar Romania. The Iron Guard portrayed its martyrs as brave 
souls who heroically gave their lives for Christianity, occasionally representing 
them as “Romanian contemporaries of Jesus.”79 Ayatollah Beheshti and 72 other 
members of the IRP were assassinated in an attack on the headquarters of the 
Islamic Republic Party in 1981. By sheer accident, the number of martyrs was the 
same as those historically martyred beside Imam Hossein. The funeral ceremony 
was intentionally staged similarly to Ta’zieh, a dramatic religious-based street 
theater play, which is performed every year to commemorate Ashura. The regime 
also compared the Beheshti group to Hossein, as heroes in their battle against 
a contemporary Yazid – that of American imperialism. One politician stated: 
“Through pure-blood sacrifice, Martyr Beheshti and his companions ensured 
Islam and the Islamic Revolution and strengthened the foundation of the sacred 
Islamic Republic.”80 

Islamic Republic’s Cultural Revolution: 
Making a Shia-Iranian Self

The doctrine of fascism has long seen itself as more cultural than economic; 
likewise, this perspective can be seen in the Islamic Revolution’s tendency to 
contextualize itself in opposition to both Western thought and Communism.81 

According to an Islamic Republic Party education booklet, the revolution of 1979 
has a singular culture which demands that the institutional culture of Iran conform 
to the new constraints.

79 Valentin Săndulescu, “Sacralised Politics in Action: The February 1937 Burial of the 
Romanian Legionary Leaders Ion Moţa and Vasile Marin,” Totalitarian Movements and 
Political Religions, Vol. 8, No. 2 (2007), pp. 259-269.

80 Masoud Morsalpour, “Martyr Beheshti and His Companions Strengthened the Foundation 
of the Regime by Their Blood”, Tehran, Fars News Agency, 21 June 2016. 
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Soon after the Revolution, Khomeini called for a comprehensive “cultural 
revolution,” ranging from academia to sport. By Khomeini’s decree, the Committee 
of Cultural Revolution was established. It had one key responsibility: to execute 
a mass, nation-wide purge to purify the academic and governmental offices from 
any opposition. University campuses re-opened after three years, following a vast 
Islamization of the entire educational system. Any student or faculty member 
identified as disloyal to the Islamic Republic or Velayat-e Faghih was eliminated. 
This purge-style reform greatly resembles Mussolini’s Italy in which, according 
to Giovanni Gentile, the right to Italian citizenship was culturally equivalent to an 
individual’s support of fascism.82 

As university campuses re-opened, students were vetted by both entrance 
exams and a political vetting process to confirm loyalty and check for opposition 
affiliation. Khomeini supported this vetting process, believing that the welfare and 
prosperity of any society is inextricably linked to its educational system. Later, 
the Committee of the Cultural Revolution, due to its success in revolutionary 
cleansing, became the Supreme Council of Cultural Revolution and named an 
Islamic Nationalist Headquarters by Khomeini.83

The Council is not mentioned in the Islamic Republic’s Constitution, and 
there was some initial disagreement as to whether its bills were legally binding; 
however, the Council is directly under the supervision of the Supreme Leader. 
According to the revised version of the Constitution, the Supreme Leader is above 
the law and his commands are treated as law, including any bills passed by the 
Supreme Council of Cultural Revolution.84 Ayatollah Khamenei has emphasized 
the significance of the Council often, even calling it the “Cultural Command 
Room of the State.” Khamenei stresses that for the country to be powerful and for 

82 Gentile’s letter to II Tevere, April 29, I926. Cited in Philip V. Cannistraro, “Mussolini’s 
Cultural Revolution: Fascist or Nationalist?” Journal of Contemporary History, Vol. 7, 
No. 3 (1972), pp. 115-139.
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IMNA, Tehran (5 February 2014).

84 Farajollah Hedayat Nia, “Legal Status of the Supreme Council of the Cultural Revolution,” 
Ravagh-e Andishe Quarterly, No. 8 (2013).
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the regime to endure, it is critical to work on cultural structure of the nation; if the 
culture could be regulated, the regime would be necessarily more sustainable in 
the future. On still another occasion, he addressed the idea that all bills passed by 
the Council are like law and should be observed.85

Italian fascism faced a similar cultural revolution in the 1920’s, the 
leadership believing it was necessary to “discipline” the old, morally decayed 
Italy in order to replace it with a new and strong culture. Cultural elites like 
artists were expected to commit fully to the government agenda and lead the 
populace by bringing fascist ideology from the political realm into the arts and 
popular culture. Organizations such as the National Fascist Institute of Culture, 
the Royal Academy of Italy, and the Ministry of Culture were early harbingers 
of Mussolini’s cultural totalitarianism. As the ideology strengthened around 
cultural nationalist ideals, foreign newspapers, music, films, and literature, in 
particular American cultural values, were systematically removed, because they 
represented anti-fascist ideology. Even Italian fashion designers were co-opted 
in a campaign called the “Battle for Italian Fashion” against any foreign fashion 
influences.86 

Italian fascism’s measures in ‘taming’ their national culture closely parallels 
the Islamic Republic’s cultural engineering attempts. In this ideology, art is morally 
obligated to serve the revolution and its objectives. As Khamenei emphasizes, 
the revolutionary culture is in great need of responsible artists who advocate for 
revolutionary values, not against them. Artists as humans bear a responsibility 
to serve human society as a collective. Revolutionary art must both elevate 
and transcend the spirituality of its audience;87 in this narrative, artwork that 
does not propagate the revolutionary values is labeled honar-e na’ mote-ahhed 
[irresponsible art], which bears some resemblance to the concept of the Nazis’ 

85 See Ayatollah Khamenei’s website.
86 Cannistraro, Mussolini’s Cultural Revolution.
87 “Engineering of Responsible/Committed Art in the Thoughts of the Great Leader of the 

Revolution,” Tehran, Fars News Agency, 22 September 2012.
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“degenerative art” – artwork that was considered un-German and intolerable.88 

In the early 2000s, the Ministry of Islamic Culture and Propaganda established a 
working group to organize and monitor clothing and fashion in Iran. Soon after 
its establishment, this office successfully issued a bill for “the protection and 
strengthening of Iranian-Islamic identity and culture, and to advocate for a native 
style of clothing and fashion.” This office has also organized a Fajr Clothing and 
Fashion Festival since 2011.

Hassan Rouhani, Iran’s incumbent president, points out that there are two 
processes at work in the Islamic Republic: “engineering of the culture” and 
“cultural engineering.”89 Engineering of the culture drafts a blueprint for all 
components, as well as their contents, that constitute a culture. In this blueprint, 
elements and layers of attitudes, values, and behavior of culture are examined. 
Cultural engineering, by contrast, is the main part of social engineering, which 
focuses upon cultural aspects of economic, political, and social functions. It also 
offers strategies and plans to not only preserve these functions but make them 
richer and more deeply embedded.

To transcend the lives of Iranians, Khamenei instructed the building of two 
centers: the Cultural Engineering Council (est. 2007), and the Center for the 
Islamic-Iranian Model of Progress (est. 2011). While meeting with members 
of the Supreme Council for drafting the Islamic-Iranian Progress Model 
and its affiliated think tanks, the Supreme Leader discussed the relationship 
between the Islamic-Iranian Progress Pattern and his vision for building a new 
Islamic civilization, which goes beyond mere materialistic or even spiritual 
advancements. Khamenei emphasized that this new civilization would arise at 
the same time that the failure of the materialistic schools in the West finally 
become apparent. Most importantly, the primary core of this new civilization, 
which is now only in its infancy, derives from the Islamic Revolution of 1979. 

88 “Degenerative Art,” Holocaust Online, http://holocaustonline.org/culture/degenerate-art/ 
(Accessed on May 15, 2019).

89 Hassan Rouhani, Political Thoughts of Islam: Cultural and Social Affairs (Tehran: 
KomeilKamil Publication, 2009).
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In his view, the Iranian revolution prepared the world to transition from its 
current injustice and violence to a status marked by the advancement of justice 
and the presence of spiritual rewards. Accordingly, he has stressed that “the 
reappearance of the Mahdi is the highest and the most powerful motivation for 
the creation of the new Islamic civilization.”90

Fascist movements advocate either for or against the traditional values. 
Nazi elites and ideologues, who advocated for creating new values and “turning 
(one’s) back on the oldest ones”91 as that glorious past was “shattered,” are an 
exception.92 In contrast, fascists in most other European countries praised at least 
some aspects of their cultural past. In Italy, the regime committed to modernizing 
Italian culture, but using the template of “a more glorious past.”93 In the case of 
Iran, the regime’s cultural ambitions are rooted in both the revolutionary Shiism 
of Imam Hossein’s insurrection in Karbala and the awaiting culture in the time 
of occultation.

As Michael Ledeen argues, “spiritual” transformation was at the core of the 
universal fascism project.94 Locating the aspiration to create a ‘new man’ within 
a fascist ideology is key to understanding where the ideology falls in terms of 
totalitarian and revolutionary ambitions, as well as its cultural goals—whether 
those are modernization, a new order, or identified with a past ideal, and whether 
they are centered around an ethnic, racial, or religious identity. 

90 “Members of the Supreme Council of the Iranian-Islamic Model of Progress Meet with 
the Leader of the Revolution”, Official Website of Ayatollah Khamenei, Tehran, 4 March 
2013.

91 Alfred Rosenberg, Blood and Honor: A Struggle for German Rebirth. Speeches and 
Essays 1919-1933 (Munich: Zentralverlag der NSDAP/Franz Eher, 1938), pp. 357-263. 
Reproduced in Roger Griffin (ed.), Fascism, pp. 131-2.

92 Joseph Goebbels, Die deutsche Kultur vor neuen Aufgaben [The New Tasks of German 
Culture], Signale der neuen Zeit [Signals of the New Age] (Munich: Zentralverlag der 
NSDAP/Franz Eher, 1934), pp. 323-36. Reproduced in Roger Griffin (ed.), Fascism, 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), p. 134.

93 Cannistraro, “Mussolini’s Cultural Revolution,” pp. 115-139.
94 Michael A Ledeen. Universal Fascism: the Theory and Practice of the Fascist 

International, 1928-1936 (New York: H. Fertig, 1972).
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The Islamic Republic Quest to “Regenerate Time”95

Political socialization functions on two levels: societal and individual. While 
political socialization at the former level operates through cultural transmission – 
exposing new generations to established patterns, its operation at the latter level 
is best understood through channels that shape individuals’ political views.96 To 
socialize its political culture and create its new “communities of feeling,”97 the 
Islamic Republic mainly relies on political rituals; more than 50 ceremonial 
events, usually stemming from its revolutionary Shiism rather than traditional 
religion, have been introduced to the nation’s calendar under the Islamic Republic. 
The regime’s use of “revolutionary festivals,”98 is much like fascism’s emphasis 
upon public display and political choreography.

Among the regime’s various ceremonial events, the Fajr celebration is the most 
significant. Dahe-ye Fajr [Ten Days of Dawn] is a ten-day annual celebration in 
the Islamic Republic of Iran. It celebrates the return of Ayatollah Khomeini from 
exile on February 1 through the victory day of the 1979 revolution on February 
11. Dahe-ye Fajr is celebrated with commemorations in Khomeini’s mausoleum, 
rallies and demonstrations, military parades and marches, inaugurations, and 
events such as the Fajr International Film Festival, which has been held every 
year in Tehran since 1982.

Every year on February 1, a number of senior government officials and 
military commanders attend a special ceremony at Tehran’s Mehrabad Airport 
in remembrance of the historic return of Ayatollah Khomeini from exile. Every 
year on February 1 at 9:33 am (the time and date that the Ayatollah arrived in 

95 This section, inspired by Mabel Berezin’s “Making the Fascist Self” and Roger Griffin’s 
“The Fascist Quest to Regenerate Time”, is an attempt to explore their arguments in an 
authoritarian context outside Europe and the Interwar period.

96 Richard Dawson and Kenneth Prewitt, Political Socialization: An Analytic Study (New 
York: Little, Brown and Company, 1968).

97 Mabel Berezin, Making the Fascist Self: The Political Culture of Interwar Italy (New 
York: Cornell University Press, 1997). 

98 Roger Griffin, A Fascist Century, (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008).
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Tehran from Paris), school bells ring all over the country to celebrate his arrival 
and remind the young generation of the founder of the revolution’s return.99 On 
February 11, the last day of Dahe-ye Fajr, a political celebration is held. Iranians 
and personnel of the armed forces march toward Azadi Square. “Leading religious 
and political figures, including presidents of the Islamic Republic, urge Iranians 
to join the rally and show their unbreakable ties with the Supreme Leader and 
the Islamic Republic. The rallies generally bristle with anti-U.S. and anti-Israeli 
sentiment.”100 The creation of a new collective identity through annual celebration 
of Fajr in post-revolutionary Iran show close resemblance to the construction of 
national identity through commemoration of the March on Rome in Fascist Italy.

Commemorative actions and ceremonies create a sense of ritual surrounding 
historical events such as the Fajr Festival. The celebrations and demonstrations, 
during the annual commemoration of Dahe-ye Fajr create an opportunity to 
restate the narrative in advantageous ways, and to assess the status and direction 
of the regime. The variety of rituals offers a collage-like perception of meaning 
that is perhaps more powerful than a single portrait. 101

The optimism and sense of celebration following the success of the revolution 
peaked during the fourth anniversary of the Fajr (1982). Domestic oppositions 
were suppressed, the Cultural Revolution was initiated, and Iran’s military was 
in offensive mode in the Iran-Iraq War. The regime’s focus had begun to move 
outward, to more international action. Once again, the commemorations reflected 
the shift, and a film festival was added to the Fajr annual celebrations. That same 
year, the regime also assisted the founding of the Hezbollah Branch in Lebanon, 
establishing its Shia legitimacy among Arab nations.

February 1, 1988 marked the first decade of the victory of the revolution. 
The Islamic Republic newspaper published a special issue for the event. An 

99 “38 Years On, Iran Celebrates Islamic Revolution Anniversary,” Ansar Press, Tehran, 31 
January 2017, accessed September 4, 2017.

100 Parisa Hafezi, “Hundreds of Thousands Rally in Iran against Trump, Chant ‘Death to 
America,’” Reuters, February 10, 2017.

101 See Berezin, Making the Fascist Self, Chapter 4.
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editorial written for that issue stated that the victory of the revolution and the 
establishment of the Islamic Republic was not an end for the movement, but 
the start of a new phase for Iranians, and it was alive and revolutionary after a 
decade through martyrdom, sacrifice, and resistance.102

The special issue also referred to a number of conspiracies against the 
revolution since its victory. The editorial emphasized that the revolutionary 
spirit which dominated the country during the first decade provided an excellent 
environment to train future experts and elites of the revolution.103 The editorial 
indicated that love for the Revolution had been sparked in revolutionary 
sympathizers’ hearts outside the borders of Iran, and that these flames of 
revolution were a threat to worldwide imperialism. The author concluded by 
paying respect to the martyrs of the revolution and labeling them ‘martyrs of the 
generation of Hossein.’104

 Among the variety of articles and memoirs included in the special issue, 
two poems are notable, in the sense that they sacralize Ayatollah Khomeini and 
the revolution to a new level, elevating them respectively to the Prophet and the 
Fajr Surah of the Quran. In one, the poem refers to Khomeini as “the prophet of 
light that rises from a horizon filled with flowers … remembering revolutionary 
days as masses having red prayers on the river of blood … at last they dance by 
Fajr, when dawn arrives … the blessed steps of the beloved of Jamaran ally105 

carved nowhere but in the Fajr.”
In the other, the poet equated the Fajr ceremony with Fajr Surah of Quran. I 

show the two in the following table for a better understanding of the sacralization 
of the Fajr:

102 “Celebrating the First Decade of the Islamic Revolution Victory,” Islamic Republic 
Newspaper, Special Issue, February 9, 1988.

103 “The Islamic Revolution and its Global Impact,” Islamic Republic Newspaper, Special 
Issue, February 9, 1988.

104 Ibid.
105 Oath to the New Revelation in the Islamic Revolution of Iran,” Islamic Republic 

Newspaper, Special Issue, “February 9, 1988.
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Table 1 – Sacralization of the Fajr Celebration
Fajr Surah of Quran Sacralization of the Fajr Celebration
Oath to the dawn
Oath to ten nights
Oath the even and the odd
Oath the night when it passes 
…

Have you not considered 
how your Lord dealt with 
[oppressors]?

Oath to this day … the day that the idol of 
monarchy [symbol of oppression] collapsed
Oath to this day … the day of grace, the day of 
doom and divine uprising
Oath to the new revelation of Islam in the 
Islamic Revolution of Iran,
 
the air filled with the fragrance of a new life, 
new blood in peoples’ veins, the sun of victory 
shines and not a single piece of cloud blocked it.

Marching Toward a New Regional Order

In post-revolutionary Iran, the force and the scope of religion, as Clifford Geertz 
defines the terms,106 became more pronounced not organically, but as sponsored 
by the state. The combination of Khomeini’s theory of Velayat-e Faghih, Shariati’s 
Red Shiism, and the Islamic Republic Party’s Imam’s Path doctrine constructed a 
political religion that invaded, in a totalistic way, Iranian society. The Islamic 
Republic, like European fascism’s cultural discipline, seeks to first cleanse, and 
then rebuild the soul of Iran itself in its quest to create a holistic ethical state that 
transcends divisions. The Shia phoenix that surfaced from the perceived ashes of 
moral decay and cultural malaise to regenerate the Shia Iranian society has instead 
become flames of destruction and illusion and has hung the sword of Damocles 
over the head of every Iranian citizen.107

Khomeini’s revolution was inextricably linked to preserving and promoting 
Shiism, politically and culturally, and the transformation of the Shiite theory of 

106 Clifford Geertz, Islam Observed (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1971).
107 I borrowed the ‘sword of Damocles’ analogy from Lauro De Bosis, The Story of My 

Death. English translation by Ruth Draper. Oxford University Press.
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authority and law are two major consequences of 1979. With the revolution’s 
success, elites immediately sacralized both the revolution and the institution of 
Velayat-e Faghih, and the roles of organized religion, mosques, and clergy were 
greatly elevated across society. The literature on the Islamic Republic demonstrates 
how Velayat-e Faghih has been sacralized into the form of a god, and how this 
‘new god’ has suspended the Islamic institution of Feghahat – a traditional Shia 
clerical institution intended to give advice on Islamic laws. 

As in many fascist movements, therefore, God is not dead in Iran; rather, 
the Islamic Republic itself has turned into a political religion that competes 
with traditional religion. The Islamic Revolution in Iran, according to Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei, had five aims: the revolution, formation of the Islamic system, 
formation of the Islamic state, formation of the Islamic nation, and formation of a 
new Islamic civilization. The main difference between the new Islamic civilization 
and the Islamic civilization is the emphasis of the former on the Iranian-Islamic 
way of life, which is rooted in the Islamic Republic’s revolutionary culture of 
sacrifice and resistance.108 The Islamic Republic intellectuals argue that civilization 
building is at the core of Iranian Shiism and the Islamic revolution of ‘79 remains 
the link between the early civilization of the Islamic Renaissance on the one hand, 
and the ideal future civilization on the other, which is to be realized by the 12th 
Shia Imam, the Mahdi. They reject the possibility of a civilization formed under 
Sunni Islam, and identify the institution of Velayat-e Faghih and the presence of 
a sacred collective wisdom in Iranian society as vital features that guarantee the 
triumph of a Shia-Iranian centered civilization over a Western modernity based 
civilization.109

Carl J. Friedrich and Zbigniew Brzezinski in Totalitarian Dictatorship 
connected the totalitarian regime’s “radical rejection of the existing society” 

108 Reza Gholami, “The New Islamic Civilization: Necessity, Features, and Definition,” 
Mehr News Agency, March 26, 2018. 

109 For more information see Mousa Najafi, Superior Civilization: Civilizational Theory of 
Islamic Awakening (Tehran: Arma Publishing, 2011); Asghar Taherzadeh, Civilization 
Building of Shiism (Isfahan: Lob al-Mizan, 2010).
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to the vision of a new world order, which was to flow to other nations 
geographically, ideologically, and politically. Emilio Gentile concludes that the 
utmost responsibility of a fascist ‘New Man’ is to ‘dedicate body and soul to 
the realization of the revolutionary and imperialistic policies’ of the regime. 
Eoin O’Duffy, for example, envisioned the Irish Blueshirts as heroes sent to 
save Christianity in Europe.110 Many nacionalistas perceived Argentina as 
the nation that must lead Europe, and they sought to create a “Christianized” 
fascist narrative for a secular world.111 Cultural imperialism is at the core of the 
Islamic Republic elites’ revolutionary ideology. Describing the main phases of 
the evolution of an ideological movement, Beheshti argued that this evolution 
does not end after achieving its ideal community. On the contrary, the expansion 
phase is a new beginning for that movement; the offer of salvation to other 
societies by helping them to achieve an ideal community after Iran’s model is 
the vital phase of the Islamic Republic’s ideological narrative.112

The regime’s ultimate goal behind its organized propaganda for the correct 
Iranian-Islamic way of life is to create a nationalistic Shia narrative for its 
imperialist vocation. The IRGC’s Quds force and the Islamic Republic’s Cultural 
centers across the Middle East are the key agents of the regime in fulfilling its 
quest for a new Islamic Civilization, both geographically and ideologically. Tehran 
sacralizes its military presence in neighboring countries as a ‘messianic mission’ 
and signals of the second coming of the Mahdi. Charles Krauthammer warned 
Washington of Iran’s satellite “Shiite Crescent” stretching to the Mediterranean.’113 

The most memorable, vitriolic, and threatening rhetoric of any political 
religion is aimed at its enemies. The Islamic Republic has well-developed friend-

110 Speech to League of Youth Organization, O’Duffy section of Blueshirts, held at Mansion 
House, Nov. 16, 1934, Department of Justice, 1993 Release, 89 /35: National Archives of 
Ireland (also printed in the Irish Independent, 17 Nov. 1934).

111 Finchelstein, Transatlantic Fascism.
112 Mohammad Beheshti, “Fundamental Phases of an [Ideological] Movement.” A Speech 

Delivered in Hanover, Germany, 1968, Reprinted in Three Types of Islam (Tehran: The 
Institute for Compilation and Publication of Ayatollah Beheshti’s Works, 2011).

113 Charles Krauthammer, “Iran’s Emerging Empire,” Washington Post, January 22, 2015.
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foe categories. In the absence of a pluralistic structure, the regime’s radicalized 
imagery of enemy did not even tolerate a narrow reformist narration that emerged 
within its establishment between 1997 and 2005. A Manichean philosophy defines 
the political belief of most Iranian revolutionary elites, in that there are only two 
political parties: the Party of God and the Party of Satan. With this in mind, the 
Islamic Republic’s initiation of the international movement of Hezbollah (Party 
of God), with its headquarters in Tehran, takes on new meaning. Commenting on 
Iran’s imperialistic ambitions, Hanin Ghaddar argues that Iran completes its empire 
through constructing a new Shia identity for its proxies across the Middle Eastern 
region, the Lebanese Hezbollah included, linking Hezbollah’s ideology of resistance 
to the Shi’ites’ collective memory of the battle of Karbala and to Iran’s ideology of 
Velayat-e Faghih.114 

The future may bring an emergence of a Shia hegemonic power, the major 
beneficiaries of which, due to its ideological origins in nativism, monism, and 
expansionism, are Iran’s local Shia clients, as well as those who seek to balance 
power by sending tributes to or making alliances with the Islamic Republic. 
The Islamic Republic’s new regional order — based on a phantom formation of 
civilization — may preface an escalation of sectarian conflicts that began in 2006. 
Domestically, the regime’s Shia expansionism will result in more human rights 
violations, especially against religious and ethnic minorities.115

Roger Griffin reminds us that scholarly attention must be dedicated to the 
“fascist jihad” against secular liberalism, a war attempting to banish the past 
by building a “fortress of mythic energies.” Such a fortress can only be built by 
placing the modern state’s weapons of social engineering into the strong hands of 
ethnic/religious nationalism to form a powerful alliance, driven by the salvation 
myth of a collective renewal. The draconic result of this alliance, historically, 
could only have been defeated at the cost of 55 million lives! 116

114 Hanin Ghaddar, “The Iranian Empire Is Almost Complete,” The Tower, December 2016.
115 Eliot Assoudeh, “Iran’s Quest for a New Islamic Civilization,” Fair Observer, May 3, 2017.
116  Roger Griffin, A Fascist Century: Essays by Roger Griffin (London: Macmillan, 2008), I 
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