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Abstract 

Since the 1979 Islamic revolution in Iran many Shia Sufi Orders, who are religious groups that 

exercise the mystical and spiritual elements of Shia Islam, have been forced to exile due to 

oppression from the government. The largest Sufi Order, The Nematollahi Soltan Alishahi 

Gonabadi are still in the country, but are oppressed by the Islamic regime; From an arson attack 

in central Tehran in 1980; The Iranian government being blamed to have imprisoned 11 

members of the Soltan Alishahi Order for peaceful activities in 2013 (HRW, 2013); To the odd 

arrests and physical abuses of the Order’s members in March 2014. The oppression against this 

Sufi Order has thus been continuing in the Republic, although it is in contradiction to the 

written documentations that have been declared in the constitution. 

Ayatollah Khomeini’s view on Sufism may be a reason to why the Sufi Orders today are 

oppressed and not perceived as formal citizens of the Republic, since it is his ideology as the 

founding father and the Supreme Leader that is the map the Republic governs through. The 

definition of who is a formal citizen in Iran goes under Article 12, 13 and 41; where The Soltan 

Alishahi Order are members of the Twelver Shia Religion, can be understood as with regard to 

their treatment by the Iranian government, neither formal nor approved citizens in the eyes of 

Islamic Republic. 

A critical discourse analysis have been made from the 21 volume anthology of Khomeini’s 

speeches, messages, interviews, decrees, religious permissions and letters that are texts written 

by Khomeini himself. The contexts of the words ‘Sufi’, ‘Dervish’, ‘Gnostic’ and ‘Mystic’ have 

been the focal point, which are extended words of Sufism.From the result found, it is evident 

that Khomeini’s perception of Sufism could be a possible reason to why Sufi Orders are 

oppressed; the words ‘Sufi’ and members of Sufi Orders ‘Dervishes’ are negatively described 

by Khomeini, whilst ‘Gnostic’ and ‘Mystic’ is almost in every case associated with positive 

ways of approaching God and Islam. This linguistic distinction by Khomeini can therefore be 

based upon on a personal hostile stance against Sufism and Sufi Orders, which in turn outflows 

into the Islamic Republic and the Islamic government of Iran 
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1. Introduction 

Since the 1979 Islamic revolution in Iran, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini changed the century 

long rule of monarchy in Iran and replaced it with a Shia Islamic governed Republic and 

declared himself the Supreme Leader of the nation. Since the revolution many Shia Sufi 

Orders, who are religious groups that exercise the mystical and spiritual elements of Shia 

Islam, have been forced to exile due to oppression from the government. The largest Sufi 

Order, The Nematollahi Soltan Alishahi Gonabadi are still in the country, but are oppressed 

by the regime.  

 

In the early days of the Islamic Republic, the Hosseiniyeh, their houses of worship and 

gathering, was completely destroyed in an arson attack in central Tehran in 1980. In 2013, the 

annual Human Rights Watch Report of 2014 has blamed the Iranian government to have 

imprisoned 11 members of the Soltan Alishahi Order for peaceful activities, in connection 

with the members’ contribution to their news website that uncovers human rights abuses 

against the members of the Order (HRW, 2013). As early as March 2014, the Islamic police 

force closed down central parts of Tehran where the majority of the members of the Order 

reside, and arrested members and took custody of their vehicles (Majzooban, 2014). The 

Islamic Republic, till this day still harasses members of the Soltan Alishahi Sufi Order and 

censures their news website (Majzooban, 2014), either by closing down the website or 

sentencing those who cover the governments human rights abuses against them.The 

oppression against this Sufi Order has thus been continuing in the Republic. 

 

Even after Khomeini’s death in June 1989, his ideology and legacy still remains in the 

constitution, which in turns operates through the Iranian government (The constitution, 

1986:11). The Islamic rule of ummah, which celebrates the Muslim community and sees 

connection to all Muslims it as a holy bond (Arnold et al, 1987:125), is deliberately written in 

Article 12 and 13 in the constitution of the Islamic Republic, whereas followers of the 

Twelver Shia Religion are welcomed as this is the official religion of the country. The 

rejection of Sufi Orders, like the Soltan Alishahis, that are followers of the Twelver Shia 

School therefore goes against the Islamic rule of ummah and the constitution. 
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The Soltan Alishahi Order can be understood as, with regard to their treatment by the 

government, a group that is not considered a part of the ummah and not formal and approved 

citizens in the eyes of Islamic Republic, which consequently operates after the constitution 

and ideology of Ayatollah Khomeini. Khomeini’s approach to Sufism may be a reason to why 

the Sufi Orders today are oppressed and not perceived as formal citizens of the Republic. 

 

1.2 Purpose 

This research aims to discover what Khomeini’s political outlook was on Sufism during his 

life and his reign from 1979-1989, and if it may or may not explain why the modern Islamic 

Republic of Iran are oppressing Sufi Orders, thus making them informal citizens. This paper 

will have the Constitution of the Islamic Republic and also the 21 volume anthology of 

Khomeini’s speeches, messages, interviews, decrees, religious permissions, and letters as 

empirical foundation. A critical discourse analysis will be used on the 21 volume anthology in 

Order to critically analyze the context and understand the structures of Khomeini. The 

contexts of the words ”Sufi”, ”Dervish”, ”Gnostic” and ”Mystic” will be analyzed, which are 

extended words of Sufism.  

 

All four words carry the same meaning in the Persian language, however due to the vastness 

in the Persian language, these words have been chosen to enhances the quality of the search in 

the English written translations. Sufism is a spiritual and mystical branch of Islam, whereas a 

Dervish is another term for the member of a Sufi Order. Gnostic is a stage that marks the long 

path followed by Muslim Mystics (Sufis) leading to the vision of and union with God. 

Therefore, a Sufi is someone who walks the path of Islamic Mysticism (Mahboub AliShah, 

1992).  

 

The results will be based upon the interpretations of the researcher; however the analysis in 

this study will depend on the discourse analysis, whereas how Sufism is expressed by 

Khomeini. 

 

1.3 Research Question 

Could Khomeini’s perception of Sufism be a reason to why Sufi Orders are oppressed? 

This vast question will be answered with five smaller questions, which will enhance different 

dimensions of the research question (Wodak and Meyer, 2001:72). The questions are similar 
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to Wodak and Meyer’s model, however they have been slightly changed in Order to better 

suit this research. 

What was Khomeini’s view on Sufism? 

Are Sufi Orders allowed citizens in the Islamic Republic? 

How are Sufism and Dervish, Gnostic and Mystic referred to linguistically by Khomeini? Are 

the respective outlooks positive or negative?   

What characteristics and qualities are attributed to Sufism in Khomeini’s point of view? 

 

2. Background 

2.1 Shia Islam 

The Twelver Shia Religion that Khomeini has recognized as the official religion in Iran is the 

belief that there is no God but Allah and the Holy Prophet Muhammad is his messenger and 

after him comes Imam Ali to guide his followers. After Ali came eleven other Imams, 

whereas the last and the twelfth Imam went into occultation and will return on judgment’s 

day. Believing this thus makes one a follower of the Twelver Shia religion, where the term 

‘Twelver’ derives from the twelve Imams of Shia Islam. 

2.2 Shia Sufism 

Similar to the Shia, Sufism strongly believes that there are deep and interpretive meanings of 

the holy book Quran. Shia Islam and Shia Sufism share the glorification of the Shia Imams 

and consider them as saints, in particular Imam Ali who was the first Imam of Shia Islam and 

was Prophet Muhammad’s cousin and son-in law. The son of Ali and the third Imam, Imam 

Hossein is also cherished. The Sufis enjoy the same admiration to their Sufi masters, who are 

the leaders of the Orders and spiritually connected to the golden silsila (i.e divine chain), and 

hold the belief as the Shias do with the Imams; that they continue to bless their followers even 

after they decease (Nasr,2007:59). Sufis sees Imam Ali as the source of the mysticism that 

Sufism has originated from and therefore trace their silsila from Imam Ali (ibid,2007:60). 

This transcends the meaning that all different Shia Sufi branches traces themselves back to 

Ali ibn Abu Taleb, which in turn signifies the dedication and devotion of Sufism to Shia 

Islam. 
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2.3 Sufi Orders 

The Nematollahi Soltan Alishahi Gonabadi Order is the largest Sufi Order in Iran and 

considers themselves to be followers of Twelver Shia Islam which is the recognized and 

official religion in the Islamic Republic of Iran. In addition, Article 12 in the constitution of 

the republic admittedly embraces all followers of the Twelver Shia School. A closer look will 

be put on the constitution later. 

 

The Hosseiniyeh, which means the house of Imam Hossein, is a large gathering place of the 

Soltan Alishahi Order; it covers an area of approximately 7000 square meters, where 

members of the Order gather several times a week. The sessions and ceremonies in the 

Hosseinyeh are open for the public, along with the books of the Order, which are accessible 

for those who wish to study them (Majzoub AliShah, 2014). In the Hosseiniyeh many lectures 

about Shia Islam takes place and the Shia ritual prayers are performed, it therefore holds a 

very spiritual and admiring meaning for the members of the Order. 

 

However in 1980 during the Muslim month of Muharram, which is the lunar month when the 

third Imam Hossein was martyred in the battle of Karbala in the year 680 A.D, the 

Hosseiniyeh in Tehran was burned to the ground in an arson attack, whereas the only thing 

that remained from the territorial place was the large poles that were holding up the ceiling 

(Mahboub Alishah, 1993). This attack wounded many members of the Order, yet they 

managed to rebuild it after some time.   

 

According to the Human Rights Watch Submission of 2014, Iranian authorities have targeted 

members of the Soltan Alishahi Sufi Order and arrested their members and destroying their 

Hosseiniyehs in different Iranian cities. In July 2013, 11 members of the Order were 

sentenced from 1-10 years for their active coverage of human rights abuses against the 

members of the Order on their news website Majzooban, which are not classified as criminal 

acts, but peaceful activities in accordance with HRW (HRW, 2013). The associating lawyers 

and defenders of the persecuted members have also been sentenced to unknown periods and 

the families of the members have been harassed by the Iranian authorities (HRW, 2014).  

 

The Majzooban website contains regular updates of encumbrance between the Soltan Alishah 

Order and the Iranian government. In March 2014 during the time of this research, Majzooban 

reported that plain-clothed special police forces with their car trucks and buses had taken 
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control over district 11 and 12 of Tehran which are the central parts of the capital, where 

members of the Order had been arrested and their vehicles taken into custody (Majzooban, 

2014). A few hours later, it was revealed that members of the Order had quickly gathered to 

protest against the arrests, and they in turn had been severely beaten with electric guns and 

with batons by the special forces (Majzooban, 2014). Worth mentioning is also that the 

Majzooban website has several times during this research period been shut down by the 

government and reopened in forms of temporarily uncensored websites by its web editors. 

Hence, the oppression of this particular Sufi Order has been present under Khomeini’s rule 

until 1989 and still continues to occur today in the Islamic Republic. 

 

Apart from the Soltan Alishahis and the offensive treatment they receive, many other Sufi 

Orders have been forced into exile to different parts of the world by the Islamic government. 

An Iranian Sufism genealogy study shows that two branches from the Nematollahi branches 

and other Orders like the Oveyssi-yeh and Noorbakhsh-yeh divisions are living in exile today 

(Ghazalie,2004). According to Matthjiis Van der Bos, who studied Sufi Orders in Iran for 

over a decade, claims that the cause for many Orders departure was that their houses of 

worship got destroyed in the beginning of the revolution (Van der Bos, 2007:67). From these 

events, Sufi Orders can be understood as negative and unacceptable religious groups, 

becoming informal citizens, not only in the modern Islamic Republic of today, but also since 

the formation of the Republic. 

 

3. Formal and Informal citizenship 

Iranians that are followers of the Twelver Shia Religion, Iranian Zoroastrianism, Judaism, 

Christianity or one of the five allowed Sunni religions, are in written terms formal and 

‘approved’ citizens in the Islamic Republic, and are allowed to perform the religious rituals 

according to their own jurisprudence. This statement is demonstrated in Article 12, 13 and 41 

in the constitution. 

Article 12 in the Islamic constitution: 

The official religion of Iran is Islam and the Twelver Jafari school [in usual al-Din and 

Fiqh], and this principle will remain eternally immutable. Other Islamic schools, including 

the Hanafi, Shafi'i, Maliki, Hanbali, and Zaydi, are to be accorded full respect, and their 
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followers are free to act in accordance with their own jurisprudence in performing their 

religious rites. […]   (The Constitution, 1986:25) 

Article 13 in the Islamic constitution: 

Iranian Zoroastrians, Jews and Christians are the only recognized minority religious groups 

which in the area of Islamic laws are free to perform their religious ceremonies. In personal 

matters and religious teaching, they may act in conformity with the dictates of their own 

religious laws. […]      (Ibid:25) 

Article 41 in the Islamic constitution: 

The right to citizenship is an absolute right of all its citizens and the government may not 

deprive citizenship to any Iranian unless the individual so requests or else when a person 

becomes a citizen of another 

country.                                                                                                                                         

                  (Ibid: 33) 

According to the former master of the Soltan Alishahis, a true Sufi is the one who obeys the 

holy laws of Islam and believes that Ali ibn Abu Taleb was the successor of the holy Prophet 

Muhammad, and accept the eleven descendants, who together with Ali becomes the twelve 

Imams. Anything short of this knowledge cannot call himself a Sufi (Mahboub AliShah, 

1992). In the Order’s most recent declarations from March 2014, the present Sufi master 

admits the Order to proudly be Twelver Shiite and having guardianship from the holy Imams 

of Islam (Majzoub AliShah, 2014). Members of Sufi Orders, that have recognized the 

Twelver Shia Religion and are followers of the doctrine, should therefore in regards to the 

documented constitution, have the same rights as the religious groups mentioned in Article 12 

and 13 and in no way be excluded from the Islamic society in Iran. Even according to the 

Islamic laws, members of Shia Sufism are a part of the Muslim community, the ummah 

(Arnold et al, 1987:125), because they do recognize and see coalition to Islam. Yet, Sufi 

Orders are not treated in the same way as they should with accordance to the constitution, 

which has been written in terms with Khomeini’s ideology (The Constitution, 1986:6).  This 

contestation is proven in Article 23: 

The investigation of individuals' beliefs is forbidden, and no one may be molested or taken to 

task simply for holding a certain belief.                                                               (Ibid:28) 

 



7 

 

The offensive treatment of Sufi Orders and imprisonment of members of the Soltan Alishahis 

goes against Article 23, which secures the right to the beliefs of the individual. The acts of the 

Republic with regards to this Article, suggests that the members of Sufi Orders are not 

allowed citizens. This exclusion, unapproved and informal citizenship therefore applies to 

groups that are not recognized by the Islamic Republic because of their opposing beliefs and 

religious jurisprudence. Still, members of four religions with contrasting beliefs and religious 

rituals are recognized as formal citizens; Sunni Islam, Judaism, Christianity and 

Zoroastrianism. Shia Sufism is in more accordance with Shia Islam than Sunni Islam that does 

not recognize the totality of the Shiite religion. The Soltan Alishahi doctrine has intertwined 

Sufi spirituality into Shia faith and therefore also exhorts and teaches the different qualities 

that Imam Ali had, which embarks legitimate Islamic law. 

 

 

4. Influence of Ayatollah Khomeini 

The Shia Islamic Republic of Iran that emerged in 1979 as a result of the revolution that took 

place the same year replaced the monarchical structure that had been present without any 

interruption for over 2500 years. Iran had seen many monarchical empires rise and fall, but it 

never had a shift in power governance. Therefore when the monarchy was overthrown, the 

different political parties initiated into transforming the previous monarchy into a republic 

where the people would have the right to influence or make a decisions about the country. The 

revolutionary leader, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, who also was the president of the Islamic 

Republican Party (USIP, 2014), insisted that the country should adopt the Islamic Republic. 

With the help of the determined language of Khomeini, The Islamic revolutionary leaders 

made clear their religious goals into constitutional principles, and therefore won the majority 

of the votes and came to power, says Mohsen Milani who is a Professor of Politics and an 

expert on topic of the Islamic Republic. (Milani, 1992:134). 

 

The beginning of the Constitution stresses the importance and the necessity of following 

Imam Khomeini’s jurisprudence and ideological frame and how the Iranian people will be 

awakened under his leadership (The Constitution, 1986:6). It continues in stressing how under 

his leadership a new movement was formed that eventually succeeded in removing the 

century-long monarchy. The Shia ideology of Khomeini in the Islamic republic is 
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conclusively to follow the Islamic laws and the Supreme leader, the Faqih. This rule is the 

explicitly written in Article 5 in the constitution: 

During the time when the 12th Imam (may God expedite his appearance) is in occultation, in 

the Islamic Republic of Iran, the leadership of the affairs and guidance of the people is the 

responsibility of a just and pious jurisprudent, aware of the time, courageous, of drive and 

initiative whom the majority of the people know and accept to be their Leader. […] (ibid:22) 

 

The Faqih is considered to be the ultimate leader and guide for the people of Iran, deciding all 

matters of the country and having ultimate control over all political arms. This article declared 

him to be the religious leader until the twelfth Imam will return, which is until the judgment 

day according to Shia Islam. Khomeini was the first Faqih, and it was through him the 

constitution and Shia Islamic Republic took shape. After his death in June 1989, the present 

Faqih, Ali Khamenei came to power and has ruled since then. The legacy of Khomeini and his 

ideology lives on with the very presence of the Islamic Republic. The Faqih and the 

constitution is the manual of the actions of the Iranian government and thus accumulate as a 

foundation for their beliefs and actions. If a certain group is considered threatening to the 

Republic, it is because the idea of that group is threatening the belief and denotation of the 

Islamic republic. 

 

5. Method and Material 

The material that will be used for this research consists of the 21 volume anthology of 

Khomeini’s speeches, messages, interviews, decrees, religious permissions and letters. These 

texts are written by Khomeini himself and are therefore an immediate source from him. There 

are a lot of resources available that are written about Khomeini from many different 

perspectives; however these 21 official publications are the limited amount of information 

that comes from him directly. A critical discourse analysis will be used on this material. 

Therefore the results will be based upon the interpretations of the researcher, however the 

analysis in this study will depend on the discourse analysis, whereas how Sufism is expressed 

by Khomeini. 

 

In order to choose and analyze the relevant data for this research, focus has been upon the 

texts that include the words ‘Sufi’, ‘Dervish’, ‘Gnostic’ and ‘Mystic’. Sufism is a spiritual and 

mystical branch of Islam, whereas a dervish is another term for the member of a Sufi Order. 
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Gnostic is a stage that marks the long path followed by Muslim mystics (Sufis) leading to the 

vision of and union with God. Therefore, a Sufi is someone who walks the path of Islamic 

Mysticism. All four words carry the same meaning, however due to the vastness in the Persian 

language these words have been chosen to enhance the quality of the search in the English 

written translations. 

 

Hajj Ali Tabandeh Mahboub AliShah who was the 38th Sufi master of the Soltan Alishahi 

Sufi Order in Iran until his death in 1997 said that ‘a Sufi cannot be a real Sufi without being 

a Mystic, likewise a real Mystic cannot be a Mystic without being a Sufi’ (Mahboub Alishah, 

1992). This statement proclaims that these two terms resemble each other, and have 

corresponding significance. Mahboub AliShah continues that Sufism and Mysticism have 

shared the same history since the birth of Islam and only differ in smaller social doctrines, 

where the latter often do not belong to Sufi Orders, while members of the former usually do. 

However they practice the same spiritual and mystical doctrine. This knowledge will also 

explain current matters on cerebral levels and thus take account that members of Sufi Orders 

are treated in one way, whilst a Mystic follower is treated in another. 

 

All material is in the English language, however it is strongly recommended to be familiar 

with the Persian language in order to be able to fully interpret the context of the texts. 

 

5.1 Scriptures of Ayatollah Khomeini 

The 21 volume of is a large collection of Khomeini’s public speeches, private messages, 

seminar extracts, interviews, decrees, religious permissions, and personal and private letters. 

All the volumes were published in 2008 and are available in English, Farsi and Arabic at the 

website of International department of publications of Imam Khomeini’s works. Every 

volume consists of approximately 480 pages and expands from February 1939 until his death 

in June 1989. These texts are written and delivered by Khomeini himself and are of a very 

subjective nature, compared to the many biographies and numerous articles that have been 

written about him. The texts in the 21 anthologies also show to what people the texts are 

addressed too, which allows a significant understanding to the context of the texts.  

 

It is important to mention and crucial to understand, that when a person has the title of 

Ayatollah, which is a high rank in the Islamic clergy, almost all of the Ayatollah’s verbal and 

written statements are of religion and of God, or in reference of the two. Therefore in being 
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the Supreme Leader of an Islamic Republic, one’s statements and the purpose of the 

statements are either in the direction of becoming closer to God and religion, or to create 

distance from them. Where the first is the better and strongly preferred, whilst the latter is the 

worse and ill-favored, given to the discursive Islamic context. 

 

5.2 Critical Discourse Analysis 

To use a Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) as a theoretical framework for this research is the 

most beneficial and most suitable in regards to research question and the method and material. 

A CDA is characterized by three acts, according to Terry Locke (2004): 

It consists of an analysis of a text where a conductive examination of a particular text is done 

to get a better understanding of more underlying principles of the material. The discourse is 

where the analysis of the language used will be made, and if the patterns that are found are 

socially constructed. The critical part of the analysis enables the reader to consider what kind 

of message and social effect the discourse may give, since power is operated through the 

medium of language. (ibid:9-10). I have chosen the CDA approaches of Norman Fairclough 

and Ruth Wodak and Michael Meyer for this research. I will explain more thoroughly each of 

the approaches below.   

 

5.2.1 Fairclough 

Norman Fairclough (2012) suggests that a CDA approach poses critical questions to the 

matter and contributes to an analysis of the power relations manifested in particular parts of a 

text (2012:80). No matter what Khomeini’s outlook is on Sufism, the CDA approach will 

discover the contestation or concordance in the discursive text,  and later on be able to explain 

the reasons to it. The CDA will also critically question the values and goals that the writer 

represent, which can further on feed the critique of ideology. Therefore Khomeini becomes an 

exceptional figure to represent the Islamic Republic and its outlook on Sufism. 

 

One of Fairclough’s analytical properties that will be used in this research is the wording 

function, where the focus will be on the vocabulary and the different ways a meaning can be 

‘worded’ (Locke, 2004:50). This function analyses how the same object can be worded 

differently, based on the different discursively frame that the author has about the object. The 

wording function also opens the path to deeper analysis if a particular wording is frequently 

used in several discourses, which would give the conclusion that there is underlying reasons 

to it (ibid:50-51). If Khomeini expresses himself negatively about Sufism, but more positively 
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about Mysticism, will open up for further discussion with the help of this analytical tool by 

Fairclough. 

 

The second tool is called word meaning, and discloses that the same word can have a number 

of different meanings. Fairclough uses this tool to investigate if a shift in word meanings 

could indicate a discursive contestation and a slight change in the discursive formation 

(ibid:50). Which essentially means that emphasis is put on a word’s meaning potential. By 

seeking four different words (Sufism Dervish, Gnostic and Mystic) in Khomeini’s texts, that 

have the same meaning, we can get a broader understanding of the use of the words and the 

qualities and attributes of the words by him. Khomeini may for example in his early works be 

in favor of Sufism and express himself favorably about it, but change his mind later on as he 

becomes the Supreme Leader of  the Islamic Republic, which will then show in the discourse 

context that he uses.    

 

Fairclough also stresses the uses of metaphors, which embraces the texts figure of speech. 

This function will be helpful if Khomeini uses metaphors in speeches, which give further 

understanding to his choice of words. Fairclough means that metaphors shows in what ways 

we think and under what terms we believe in, as well as what kind of knowledge we have 

about the matter we express ourselves about (ibid:51). Sufism may be described as”sorcery” 

or ‘a holy spiritual branch’ depending on Khomeini’s discursive frame. 

 

5.2.2 Wodak and Meyer 

Wodak and Meyer (2001) also suggest the CDA, whereas the theory refers that extra 

linguistic factor as culture, society and ideology, can only be understood to their reference to 

their context (2001:15). A political text written by a political leader is primarily designed to 

make a persuasive case, for this reason it is very important to remain critical in the CDA, 

wherein Wodak and Meyer stresses the researcher to distance him/herself from the collected 

data and not take any personal, social or political stance against it, but to examine the and take 

critical stance against the context of the discourse (ibid: 9 & 133). 

 

The CDA aims to highlight structural signs of domination, discrimination and power in the 

use of language (ibid:2) The CDA also desires to critically investigate why one or several 

groups are limited or harmed in a society, and how this social inequality is expressed, signaled 

or constituted in the language used in the discourse. CDA have for instance been a perfect 
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appliance in matters of gender and racism issues and similar discourses where the human 

identity has been restrained. Why Sufi Orders today are oppressed by the Islamic Republic 

will therefore not be too distant from this context. This theoretical approach is for this reason 

not only for analyzing texts, but also to develop insight about the social structures and 

processes of how individuals exercises power and disseminate knowledge with the use of 

language (ibid:2-11). Van Djik (2008) submits his thoughts implying that language used in 

texts, is expressive and communicative tools for understanding the inner mental states of the 

deliver. Language is for that reason the outmost tool that can be used when inner mental states 

are not observable (2008:33). By being the founding father of the Islamic Republic, Khomeini 

becomes a power factor that generates a certain behavior and other discourses that assimilates 

with his ideology (ibid:32). Consequently, the CDA will give a deeper understanding of the 

social context in the Islamic Republic, which can later on explain the current situation of Sufi 

Orders in Iran. 

 

To combine the frameworks of Fairclough and Wodak and Meyer the four small questions 

will be answered and the main research question understood. Faircloughs analytic tools will 

provide critical analysis on the surface of the research material, where the words Sufi, 

Dervish, Gnostic and Mystic will be focused upon. Fairclough also allows investigation of 

what sorts of cicrucmstances he chooses the words and how he delivers the words. Wodak 

and Meyer will highlight the power of words and also the circumstances that Khomeini will 

use the words in and see what effect it has on the social context of his discourses, and there 

receive an understanding of the intentions behind them. Whilst Fairclough’s tools will 

investigate the use of words per se, Wodak and Meyer will allow this research to understand 

the depths of Khomeini’s discourses. In this sense, both the foot and the peak of the mountain 

will be understood and explained.  

 

5.3 Reliability and Validity 

The definition of reliability by Philip Pollock is that a reliable research will give the same 

result every time it is taken (Pollock, 2009:17), however since the result of this research is not 

presentations of numbers wherethe same result would be given despite the researcher, but 

interpretations and analysis of Khomeini’s discourses, the result will be based upon the 

interpretations of this researcher. The level of reliability of the interpretations will not be high, 

since one interpretation can be understood as something different by another intepretator. 

However with regard to the material and the methods used, if another researcher aims at 
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finding same results as this researcher has, that is how to investigate Khomeini’s view on 

Sufism with the same material and methods used in this research, the reliability in finding the 

similar results will be high.  

 

The validity of a research measures if the research has found the intended distinctive results or 

if any unintended results has appeared (ibid:17). This research aims the methods 

of Fairclough and Wodak and Meyer, the material of the 21 volume anthology of Khomeini to 

answer all the questions in the research. The validity will be high if the result of the research 

will be distinctive enough to give reason to why Sufi Order’s are oppressed today; if however 

Khomeini’s discourses or the methods of Fairclough and Wodak and Meyer do not provide 

answers to the research questions, the validity will not be high.  

 

 

6. Results and Analysis 

Khomeini uses the word Sufi and Dervish in negative terms, whilst Gnostic and Mystic is 

almost in every case associated with positive ways of approaching God and Islam. For 

example, in a letter to Mikhail Gorbachev where he openly invites Gorbachev’s scholars to 

the holy city of Qom to study Sufism, and stresses that teachings of Sufism will solve the 

problem of the country. However when referring to very well-known Sufis like Saadi, 

Avicenna, Mulla Sadra and Ibn Arabi (Vol 21,2008:217)  he uses the words ‘mystic and 

‘mysticism’ instead of Sufi or Sufism. Seemingly, in almost every case where the terms 

Gnostic and Mystic were used, Khomeini spoke of delight and astonishment of the mystical 

part of Islam, and advocated his audience in public speeches and his son in personal letters to 

follow gnostics and mystics. However when using the words ”Sufi” or ”Dervish” were always 

used in very discouraging matters or in demanding circumstances, for instance calling them 

delusional people (Vol 1,2008:12) and not believing in Islam (Vol 20, 2008:210).  In the 

contexts that he uses Sufi and Dervish are therefore negative. In accordance with Fairclough, 

these ways of structuring words and phrases do create a social/judicial stance against Sufis. 

Wodak and Meyer claimed that political figures always write their texts to make a persuasive 

case, taking account this fact and playing it out to the research, it is very evident that 

Khomeini’s outlook on Sufism and his consuming political power as the Supreme Leader, 

may have affected the treatment of Sufi Orders today. 
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A thoroughly made analysis of the results with the help of the methodological foundation 

from Fairclough and Wodak and Meyer will take place below. What perception Khomeini 

wishes to give, and what outlook he had will be analyzed through the words ‘Sufi’ ‘Dervish, 

‘Gnostic’ and ‘Mystic’. Each word have each its own headline where in turn words, phrases 

and expression that are associated with them have been listen. The listed excerpts are the 

words and phrases that were more distinctive in the texts and were emphasized in the contexts 

by Khomeini. The findings of the word ”Dervish” were however fewer than the others, since 

Khomeini barely talked about them, however the words listed under the Dervish title are the 

ones that stood out more than the other findings. 

 

6.1 Sufi 

“Double-fold dark” 

“Superficial and delusional people” 

Spending efforts and trusting them is damnation” 

“Differences with the Sufi” 

“They seclude themselves” 

“Sufi is diverse strata” 

 

In a letter written in June 1935, Khomeini gives ethical and moral advices to Mirza Jawad 

Hamedani , who was one of his teachers, he uses the metaphor ‘double-fold dark’ when 

talking about Sufis (Vol 1,2008:4). The context that he is using is that people should not have 

the Sufis as a guiding star, because they will lead one to a double-folded darkness. Double-

fold dark indicates a darkness that is twice as dark, which in this context is the opposite to a 

guiding star that usually lights up a dark place. The Sufis will, according to Khomeini, guide 

people into darkness which indicates away from the path to God that essentially transpires 

into being a very wrong path to follow. This letter was written almost 30 years before he 

became the Supreme Leader in his own declared Islamic Republic. This implies that from an 

early stage Khomeini was not in favor of people who were followers of Sufism. 

 

In another letter from February 1939 which is presented below, he calls Sufis ‘superficial’ and 

‘delusional’ people. He continues in affirming that spending efforts and trusting them 

is”damnation”. One can therefore out of this interpretation suggest that Khomeini finds 

members of Sufi Orders as not using the true methods to approach God: 
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Gnostic Letter 

Date: February 16, 1939 

Subject: Divine subleties and mystical mysteries 

Adressee: Sayyid Ibrahim Khui Maqbarei 

“O self! Do not be satisfied with the animal desires and lust, nor be with the worldly offices, 

nor with your prayers and prostrations; do not be content with the God-given physical beauty. 

Don’t be happy with formal wisdom and the dubiousness of divine philosophy [kalam], nor 

wit the eloquence of the superficial Sufis. Do not care much for the tumultuous claims and 

delusions of the people of rough cloak [khirqah] for trusting them and spending efforts in 

them is damnation.[…]                                              (Vol 1,2008:12) 

 

Khomeini is addressing his own self, to not be content with mistrusted divine philosophy and 

not to taunt Sufis and mystics. He finds that what Sufi Orders teach are completely wrong 

since being delusional, one is not in full awareness of what one is saying. With Fairclough 

analytical wording tool, the word Sufi is frequently used in demeaning ways that are based on 

the discursive frame that Khomeini has. In the sentences above he advises himself not to ‘care 

for the delusions of the people of the rough cloak’; this is a indicator for members of Sufi 

Orders, because Sufi were known to wear cloaks in medieval Iran. Reading the entire text 

once more gives a clear message that one should not associate oneself with those who do not 

hold enough knowledge about Islam, which in this case is pointed out to be Sufis. Another 

thing to acknowledge is that this letter is called a”gnostic” letter, which many of the letters is 

called throughout the volumes. The Gnostic letter is of the spiritual nature where he usually 

extends advice about philosophy, religion and sometimes spirituality. A noticeable distinction 

is made: gnostic is an extended word for Sufism in the Persian language as previously 

mentioned, and his gnostic letters brings up the exact matters that include Sufistic i.e. spiritual 

and mystical elements however Khomeini decides to refer them as Gnostic Letters and not 

Sufi Letters. To use Sufi related words in damnation while referring their fundamental 

teachings to Gnostic Letters is noteworthy move to make and gives slight assumption that he 

is trying to avoid using the exact word ‘Sufi’, since the word ‘Sufi’ cannot be used in a good 

and educating manner, as they are ‘delusional’. 

 

In an open letter to the leader of a Kurdish Sunni group in February 1979, Khomeini publicly 

acknowledges differences with Shia Sufism and not differences with Sunni Islam. He states: 

“We will be able to resolve the differences (between Sunni and Shia), although we, ourselves 
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have our differences: the disparity between the Sufis and the ritualists” (Vol 6,2008:86). It is a 

fairly interesting belief to have, in regards to Muftizadeh being a leading Sunni Kurdish figure 

in Iran at the time of the revolution that Khomeini is more open to resolve the religious 

differences between Sunni groups and Shia Islam, than resolving the ones he admittedly has 

with Sufi Orders. For a deeper analysis, this expression done by Khomeini is somewhat 

similar to Article 12 in the Constitution that encourages the Sunni Islamic doctrine in the 

country. Even though Shia Sufism has recognized the 12 Jafari School, and recognized the 

importance of the Holy Prophet and the first Imam. 

 

In later volumes in a letter to his son, Ahmad Khomeini written in July 1984, he pertains 

secluding oneself from society ‘like the Sufis’ will not cause one to join the truth (Vol 18, 

2008:424). Here Khomeini admits Sufis to be excluded in society by being a secluded group. 

In a public speech in March 1987, a similar statement is expressed; he describes Sufis as’ 

diverse strata’ in the context of mentioning various groups. He begins with mentioning the 

holy Imam Ali, to later on mention jurists and philosophers and then refers to Sufi and 

dervishes as the diverse strata in society. This phrase is similar to the previous example, 

where he considers Sufis to seclude themselves. Wodak and Meyer claims that structural 

signs of domination, discrimination and power will be found in the use of language of the 

author. With these two contexts it is virtually evident that Khomeini does not hold a favorable 

opinion about them, when he continuously wishes to dissuade them in his texts and hence 

secluding them from the Islamic ideology that he teaches. To continually formulate negatively 

about Sufis, and as being the Supreme Leader in the Shia religion and of the Islamic Republic 

constantly express the avoidance of them and how people should not follow them, exudes a 

certain kind of message to the audience. Holding such contempt of a group is surely aimed at 

sustaining even after when the leader is deceased. One leader learns from another and surely 

the opinions and perception of Khomeini maintains in the Republic he created in 1979, which 

could indeed be an explaining factor to why Sufi Orders have continued to be oppressed by 

the regime even during the new leader, Ali Khamenei’s rule. 

 

The interesting thing is nonetheless, that the Soltan Alishahis are in fact not secluding 

themselves. As mentioned earlier in the research, their leader Majzoub Alishah stated in his 

recent declaration that the Order’s ceremonies and sessions are open for the public along with 

the library so that anyone has access to their books (Majzoub AliShah, 2014). If the Order had 

the intention of secluding themselves, such an action would not have been perfomed.   
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6.2 Dervish 

“The dervish tale” 

“Live in the quarters” 

“Dervishes and those who do not believe in Islam” 

“Does not know what reality is” 

Another example is in a public speech in December 1979 where Khomeini narrated a tale of a 

Sayyid, a mullah and a dervish. 

[…] I do not know whether you are familiar with this tale or not. They say one day the owner 

went to his orchard and saw that a Sayyid, clergy and an ordinary man were stealing some 

fruits. The owner of the garden said: “This one is a Sayyid and an offspring of the prophet; 

this one is from among the religious scholars and he is to be reserved; but you, wretched guy, 

what do you have to say?” In this way the gardener made friends with these two and captured 

and chained the third thief […]                                        (Vol 11,2008:335)                

A Sayyid is someone who allegedly descends from the Prophet’s family. Khomeini claims 

himself to be a Sayyid too. A Mulla is someone who has studied Islamic theology and a 

dervish is a member of a Sufi Order. In this tale the dervish is referred to as an ordinary man 

in comparison to the Sayyid and Mulla. The dervish is also declared being a pathetic person. 

This tale itself is interesting in the order of which the three men are introduced and in what 

order of rank of the three men who are most likely to steal the fruits, with the Sayyid being 

less likely to steal in comparison to the Dervish. 

In the same public speech that was mentioned earlier, delivered in March 1987, where 

Khomeini claims Sufis to belong to the diverse strata, he continues in making the statement 

that Dervishes belong to the same diverse strata in society and those who do not believe in 

Islam (Vol 20,2008:210). This type of wording association in regards to Fairclough shows the 

discursive formation of Khomeini in his speeches. His wish to exclude the Sufis and the 

dervishes from the Islamic society lays their traces in the discourse he uses and thus encircles 

the informal citizenship he wishes upon them. 

This impression is highlighted in another public speech in August the same year, where he 

acknowledges the dervishes that live in the quarters (Vol 20, 2008:346). Living in the quarters 

implies that one is not living in a place of good conditions, either financially, social or health 
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wise. Declaring this in a public speech with thousands of people listening creates a social 

structure for inequality, with resemblance to Wodak and Meyer. If a certain group is living in 

the quarters, assumptions are put upon that group that later will be identified them. In this 

case, poor conditions are the focal point, which gives the indication that people should keep 

their distance from them. Interestingly, this speech also includes the only peaceful tone 

Khomeini uses for Dervishes in the entire 21 volume anthology. 

[…]No doubt, as one pays more attention to the world, he will move backward. Those who 

are living so lavishly in the palaces have more anxiety compared to those who are dervishes 

and are living in the quarters. Thus, from this aspect, we have to be grateful for being in the 

dervish garb, not the so-called dervishes but the true one […] 

This reference is to the previous monarchy and to the countries living in the west since it is 

normally them Khomeini refers to when he speaks of over excessive material wealth. The 

meaning of this statement is three folded, 1: that dervishes are living a correct way than those 

of the west 2: that dervishes do not live under good conditions 3: that there is now two sorts of 

dervish Khomeini is talking about; true dervishes and false dervishes. He comments on being 

grateful for being in the dervish garb which signifies his acknowledgement to the dervish 

presence that is in Iran, the existence of the dervishes. Which means that if it were not for the 

dervishes, such a distinction of the west could not have been made. However as he also stated 

there are two kinds of dervishes, the true ones and the false ones. What kind of precise 

distinction he is referring to is unknown, however one can make the assumption that the 

dervishes that belong to Sufi Orders are false ones, since they have their own Sufi master that 

guides them in spiritual matters, however true dervishes may be the ones who live Sufistic 

lives but are not belonging to Sufi Orders, so they follow the Faqih instead. I will discuss this 

matter later on in the conclusion part of this analysis. 

In another public speech in March 1988, while talking about the different dimensions of Imam 

Ali, Khomeini states that Dervishes know nothing of reality and neither the outward 

dimensions of reality either (Vol 20,2008:470). He states this in the context of Dervishes 

foolishly trying to understand the depths of Imam Ali. He later calls people who believe in the 

words of dervishes for”ignoramuses”. This is very direct and bald distinction of what 

Khomeini thinks of Dervishes and those who believe in dervishes. When an Ayatollah claims 

that a group knows nothing of reality, he is implying that the group cannot contribute to 

anything that can pull one closer towards God or religion. When he then expresses his thought 
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that people are ignorant if they follow the dervishes, who are members of Sufi Orders, he is 

justyfiying his negative view of them. 

6.3 Gnostic 

“With all their great virtues and precious knowledge” 

“[...] Containing matters that are exclusively for great scholars, philosophers, gnostics, the 

prophets, and saints.” 

“The great gnostics of Islam” 

“My son! The book I am offering to you is a bit of the prayers of the gnostics” 

“Do not to deny the stations attained by the gnostics for such is the way of the ignorant.” 

 

In a public speech to the member of the congress in May 1981, he speaks admiringly about 

the gnostics, who walk the spiritual path of Islam, that they have great virtues and precious 

knowledge (Vol 14,2008:300). It is palpable that Khomeini is in interest of the gnostic 

knowledge and has high respect for them, as a result of mentioning them in terms of 

recommendation to the audience. If he would speak of them in demeaning ways as he did of 

the Sufis, he would not have expressed himself as he did in this sense. 

 

In another public speech to the people of Tabriz in June 1981, he repeats this verbal conduct, 

where he now speaks of the holy Quran, and that it contains elements that are exclusively for 

great scholars, philosophers, gnostics, the prophets and saints (Vol 14,2008:333). Firstly, to 

put gnostics in the same category as prophets and saints is very audacious. But seemingly the 

speech has been considered and examined several times before being delivered, which 

confirms that Khomeini’s intention is to radiate the certainty of this discourse. The order of 

association is noteworthy too, that gnostics are categorized, or ‘worded’ as Fairclough may, 

after philosophers and scholars, and before prophets and saints; creating a ranking order of 

knowledge about the Quran. In comparison with how Dervishes were worded as those who 

hold no knowledge of Islam. 

 

Secondly, to state that the Quran can be understood, by a certain group of people, and 

amongst these groups the gnostic, amplifies the trust he has in gnostics. In the role as an 

Ayatollah, who is highly educated on religion, to state that gnostics are amongst a few set of 

group who can interpret the meanings of the Quran is a remark of high esteem. In the same 

speech he later on says ‘the great gnostics of Islam’ which suggests that when he uses the 
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word ‘great’, he enhances the immense respect Khomeini has for gnostics. Comparing how he 

linguistically refers to gnostics as great, while ‘Dervish’ and ‘Sufi’ are being formulated as 

‘wretched’(Vol 11,2008:335) and ‘delusional’ (Vol 1,2008:12) presents a more amicable 

stance to the word that does not associate itself with Sufism or Sufi Orders, however as 

previously discussed, holds the same meaning as the two. A very adherent personal stand is 

evident in this sense, as Khomeini is more in favor of referring to gnostics than to dervishes or 

Sufis, perhaps in the case of indicating his strong distaste in Sufi Orders. 

 

An extract from a mystical advice letter that Khomeini wrote to his son Ahmad Khomeini in 

November 1985 provides an appeal for his son to accept a book that consists of gnostic 

prayers and the conduct of the wayfarers, a stage which he is unable to explain for him. 

“The book I am offering to you is a bit of the prayers of the gnostics and the moral conduct of 

the wayfarers, although my pen is unable to define this journey. (Vol 20, 2008:143)” 

Bringing back to mind that the word ‘gnostic’ means the ones who walks the path of Islamic 

Mysticism, where one then becomes a Sufi, a wayfarer in this sense is therefore ‘the traveler’ 

which means the one who travels the path, that explains why Khomeini uses the word 

‘journey’ in the end. Because of the uncertain circumstances of the gnostic, he therefore is 

incapable of explain it, which justifies the knowledge the Ayatollah has yet to learn about 

them. 

 

In the same letter he later on urges his son not to deny the stations made by the Gnostics, 

because such a person would be of the ignorant kind. Khomeini endears the 

acknowledgements of the gnostics in such a way that he is advising his son to not neglect 

them. The qualities and attributes he gives the gnostics are in such contrasts to Sufi and 

dervishes, even though gnostics and dervishes devote their lives to the same thing. While he 

condemns those who follow Sufism and strongly discourages people to associate themselves 

with them. Another interesting thing to acknowledge is that the letter is called a mystical 

advice letter, only for the sake that it is written in the same words in the 20th volume of 

Khomeini’s anthology too. 
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6.4 Mystic 

“Mystics and the experts on Islam.” 

“[...] a teacher, a mystic or a godly person.” 

“The station (paradise) that God Almighty has promised to believers and mystics. “ 

“Try not to deny the spiritual and mystical stations.” 

“The Divine and mystical secrets that are inaccessible to us. “ 

“Imam Ali(a) has had the high level of mysticism.” 

 

Where Khomeini uses the phrase ‘mystics and experts on Islam’ was during a public speech 

in August 1980. Here the use of mystics is of high subjective nature, where it is used in a 

context of the holy Imams and in analogy with experts on Islam (Vol 13,2008:143). The fact 

that Khomeini uses mystics in the same comprehension with experts indicates his inner 

mental state about this matter. The analytical tool of wording makes an excellent entrance 

here; the word ‘mystic’ is put into the same discursive frame as an expert of Islam, which is a 

clear indication that Khomeini sees mystics and the teachings of mysticism as equivalent as 

people who are experts of the this religion. Spiritual and mystical Islam, which is the keystone 

of Sufism, is therefore a prominent part of the religion as the non-spiritual elements. However 

it goes by the name ‘mystics’ by Khomeini and not Sufism. Even though the previous Sufi 

master of the Soltan Alishahis admitted to there being no contextual differences between 

Sufism and Mysticism, the same case is not being presented by Khomeini. He denounces 

members of Sufi Orders and similar related words that are connected to Sufism, whilst people 

who live a Sufi inspired life and does not announce themselves as followers of Sufism are 

instead called ‘mystics’ and are therefore experts of Islam in the eye’s of Khomeini. From this 

assumption it could be understood that Khomeini has a very hostile outlook on Sufi Orders 

and the members of those Orders, since the context of his discourses present such an outlook. 

In the same speech he later puts a mystic with a teacher and godly person, which indicates 

that the meaning he wishes to come across are in the same range as either a teacher, a goodly 

person or a mystic. In comparison to Dervish, which was many times associated with stealing, 

and living a poor insignificant life. The apprehension of an Ayatollah that was mentioned in 

the first parts of this analysis; someone who teaches a closer approach to God is better, whilst 

anything that makes someone be distant from Religion and God is worse, the word Mystic is 

much better presented than the word ‘Dervish’. 
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In a personal letter to his son, Ahmad Khomeini written in April 1982, Khomeini numerous of 

times expresses well of mysticism. The title to the letter is actually written ‘Ethical and 

Mystical advice and admonition’ (Vol 16,2008:182). In this letter he frequently expresses his 

concordant nature with the mystics, hence giving advice on the topic. He weighs the 

importance of mysticism and that his son should ‘not deny the spiritual and mystical stations’ 

of mysticism. He advocates the same matter in a letter written to Ahmad Khomeini’s wife, 

Fatima Tabatabai in May 1984: 

[…] “My daughter, if you are not of the mystics, try not to reject the mystical stations of 

mystics and the righteous ones and do not consider antagonism with them as a religious duty 

[…] (Vol 18,2008:365). 

This is a very powerful statement from Khomeini, since Sufism is all about discovering the 

mystical and spiritual elements of Islam. Khomeini is not only advocating mysticism and 

mystic advice to his son and daughter-in-law, but he is also imposing the two of them not 

deny it, at two different occasions. This is a message that Khomeini really wishes his family 

to acknowledge and to remember. In Tabatabai’s letter he is also stressing his daughter-in-law 

not to antagonize them. This last request implies that Khomeini has been aware of the 

antagonism that mystics have been faced with, which he now is beseeching Tabatabai not to 

do as this would interfere with the religious duties. It is interesting to know what religious 

duties Khomeini is implying to Tabatabai, it could be duties that the two of them have talked 

about before outside of the context of the letter, or it could be the duties that follow along with 

the concept of ummah, the muslim community that was mentioned earlier in the research. 

Unfortunately there is not written terminology of which one of the two that was the duties that 

Khomeini was suggesting to Tabatabai, however if it were to be the latter it would be 

momentous statement. This would indicate that even after the establishment of the Islamic 

republic and a thoroughly written constitution, antagonism of a certain religious group was 

still occurring in Khomeini’s republic. Another implication is that this was written in a private 

letter to his daughter-in-law, and not declared in a public speech, which awakens other 

questionable motives. Was Khomeini starting to doubt his Republic? Why such a plea was not 

made public to the nation?  Why was this advocating advice not made for the key people in 

the government? These are attention-grabbing questions that cannot be answered by 

Khomeini himself, and not possible questions to answer in this research, however it is indeed 

noteworthy. 
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To continue, Fairclough ushered the importance of metaphors. The expression ‘the station that 

God Almighty has promised to believers and mystics’, which Khomeini said at one point in a 

radio and television message broadcasted in March 1983 to the Iranian nation, indicates how 

highly he regards mysticism and followers of mysticism (Vol 16,2008:116). A ‘believer’ 

which in this case resembles someone who believes in Islam and recognizes its jurisprudence, 

while a mystic is someone who actually walks the spiritual path of Islam, which in this 

situation indicates that a mystic is someone who practices their belief. Both the cases are 

granted paradise by God; however one (mystic) is more favored than the other (believers). In 

another text, from a public speech in december 1982 that addressed the military commanders 

of the Iran-Iraq war, he states the ‘divine and mystical secrets that are inaccessible to us’ (Vol 

17, 2008:166) Khomeini does not speak of written hidden secrets, he is speaking of secrets of 

life and life after death, which the knowledge humans are not yet accessible to, apart from the 

mystics. He subliminally admits to not having enough knowledge about this matter, as he is 

also admittedly not a mystic of that sort that has yet to obtain such a level. 

 

In a public speech for the Iranian parliament in August 1986, Khomeini is cited saying that 

Imam Ali had a high level of mysticism (Vol 20,2008:105). The word ”mystic” is brought 

equal to the very prestigious name of the most prominent Imam of Shia Islam, Imam Ali. The 

importance of Imam Ali in the Shiite religion is very exquisite and of high importance. As 

mentioned earlier in the paper, Imam Ali is glorified in Shia Islam and is the essence that 

distinguishes Shia Islam from Sunni Islam.  As revealed earlier, in a letter to the Sunni 

Kurdish leader Ahmad Muftizadeh, Khomeini claimed having differences with Sufism but in 

the same letter was able to see past the obvious differences between Shia Islam and Sunni 

Islam. However in this speech to the parliament, he upheaves mystics and the path they 

follow, to be equal as the path that Imam Ali was on. This discursive context of mystics flares 

up the attributes Khomeini has of mystics. By referring mystics in such manners, shows what 

kind of knowledge and under what terms Khomeini believes in mystics, which in this sense is 

of high regard. He thus sees so significant differences with Sufis that practices the same 

Twelver Shia Religion as he does, however is able to equalize mystics with Imam Ali. 
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7. Conclusion 

What was Khomeini’s view on Sufism? 

Are Sufi Orders allowed citizens in the Islamic Republic? 

How are Sufism and Dervish, Gnostic and Mystic referred to linguistically by Khomeini? Are 

the respective outlooks positive or negative?   

What characteristics and qualities are attributed to Sufism in Khomeini’s point of view? 

 

As the result presented, Sufism and members of Sufi Orders (dervishes) are negatively looked 

at by Khomeini and in the contexts that he uses these two terms are almost always full of 

demean. In accordance with Fairclough, these ways of structuring words and phrases do 

create a social/judicial stance against Sufis. Khomeini may be against Sufi Orders and 

therefore connects the words Sufi and dervishes with them and not the words ‘Mystics’ and 

‘Gnostics’. The connecting words will be associated with negative instances as much as it is 

needed to make his point clear. Presumptuously, if the Sufi Orders referred themselves as 

Mystic Orders, the word Mystic would have shown the same result as Sufi did in Khomeini’s 

anthology. This in terms is an indication of wording that Fairclough stresses; a word will be 

used in different context in relation to the discourse of the one who delivers the text. For this 

reason it may indicate that Khomeini was in favor of the theoretical parts of Sufism which is 

mysticism and walking the gnostic path of life, however he did not support Sufi Orders per se 

and disapproved them. The identity of a gnostic path indicates a life where one pursues 

spirituality and mysticism of the religion, which is the exact thing that Sufi Orders do. As 

mentioned before, the slight difference is that gnostics and mystics are not associated with 

joining Sufi Orders, as Sufis and Dervishes openly are. This is a clear linguistic indication of 

avoidance of anything regarding Sufi Orders. 

If Khomeini were to approve Sufi Orders it would shatter the entire ideological frame of the 

role of Faqih, as Sufi masters have the same role in their Orders. With reference to Article 5, 

that states that it is the Supreme leader’s responsibility to lead the people until the 12th Shia 

Imam returns from occultation. Between God and those who wish to dedicate their life to 

religion, are people who guide humans into the path of God. According to Khomeini and the 

Islamic Republic, the Supreme Leader of the country has such a role. According to Sufi 

Orders, their Sufi masters are seen is such a way. Thus, even though recognizing and 
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following a Twelver Shia doctrine, Sufi Orders are excluded from the Islamic society because 

of their Sufi masters and hence become informal citizens in the Islamic Republic. 

To answer the second question, Sufi Orders and members of Sufi Orders i.e. dervishes are 

allowed citizens in the Islamic Republic according to Article 12, 13 and 41 the constitution. 

For this reason members of Sufi Orders are formal citizens and have the same rights as other 

formal recognized citizens in Iran and should not be oppressed by the government. However 

they are not formal citizens as they are targeted and face oppression by the Islamic 

government, who in turn is influenced by Khomeini’s Islamic ideology, which 

consequentially is based upon his personal stance on Sufism, which this research presented to 

be negative. The constitution is standing on Khomeini’s ideological poles, and the Sufi Orders 

were oppressed during his rule and has continued being so after Khomeini’s death. Therefore 

one can dismiss the argument that the oppression against Sufi Orders would come to an end 

after the decease of Khomeini. 

 

The results found for the third question are noteworthy findings at a micro level; however the 

understanding of them and the fundamental impact they may have had for Sufi Orders allows 

this research to investigate and comprehend explanations at macro levels. How Khomeini 

shapes a social structure and exercises power through his texts reflect his inner thoughts as 

Wodak and Meyer said, is becoming more and more validated to how the Soltan Alishahis are 

treated in the Islamic Republic of not today, but the Republic that Khomeini governed until 

his death. To have a negative outlook against a group by neglecting the words ‘Sufi’ and 

‘Dervish’ that they are associated with reflects itself on society. Magnifying the matter and 

suggesting that a Supreme Leader, a religious leader that controls all political and power arms 

in the country, has such a stance against a group will ignite itself onto the Republic that he 

rules and become a part of his ideology. The political branches will execute influences along 

with Khomeini’s ideology and create a society where few groups are approved citizens of the 

Republic whilst others are not. This only because the outlook of a group is negatively 

associated with words that are negatively referred to in the texts that he delivers. As 

previously mentioned, if Sufi Orders were to be called Mystic Orders, the words Mystic and 

Gnostic would have been associated in negative ways by Khomeini in this research. This 

gives a valid explanation to why a website that has its base in a Sufi Order and defends those 

Sufi members who are oppressed and abused by the government, is constantly being censured 

and shut down by the Islamic Republic. This validates the eliminating attitude Khomeini has 
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towards Sufi Orders and that he clearly aspires a society with no Orders that possibly could 

rampage his ideology of the Faqih. For this reason the outlook on Sufi Orders and recognized 

followers of Sufism are negative.Whilst unrecognized followers are honored and cherished 

and positively looked at by Khomeini and are called ‘Mystics’ and ‘Gnostics’.  

To answer the fourth question, an Ayatollah is a well taught person in Islamic norms and 

principles and the totality of his texts concerns either getting closer to God and religion or to 

drift away from the two; the qualities and attributes that Khomeini gave to Sufism and Sufi 

Orders were the latter. Khomeini cursed people who belonged and put their time in believing 

Sufi Orders (Vol 1,2008:12) and sneered dervishes for belonging to a diverse strata in society 

wherein they had no belief in Islam (Vol 20,2008:210). Members of Sufi Orders were also 

claimed to know nothing of reality (Vol 20,2008:470), amplifying his hatred in ushering 

people not to get associated with them.  

 

The characteristics and qualities that were associated with Mystics and Gnostics were in 

accordance with teachers, philosophers, saints and Prophets; giving the indication that Mystic 

and Gnostic was strongly favored by Khomeini. Khomeini spoke of Gnostic and Mystics with 

high regard and the words were encouraged by him in many of his texts, especially in the 

personal letters he wrote to his son, Ahmad Khomeini and his daughter-in-law, Fatima 

Tabatabai, where he advocated them to”follow the path of mystics and not to deny the gnostic 

lifestyle, for that would be the act of the ignorant” (Vol 20, 2008:143). It is radical to perceive 

such a contrast between four words that essentially carry the same context, except for the 

lettering that plainly differ them apart. This gives the impression with regard to Article 5 and 

the rule of the Faqih, that having Sufi Orders in the Islamic Republic is problematic but not 

the life of pursuing a Sufi inspired life, which is expanding one’s spiritual life and seeking 

closeness to God, which is what Mystics and Gnostic are identified doing according to 

Khomeini, while Sufis and Dervishes are “superficial” and “know nothing of reality”. For this 

reason anything linked to Sufi and Dervishes will be associated with anything that can make 

them disappear from Khomeini’s ideological Islamic Republic, as many Sufi Orders have 

been doing since the 1979 Revolution, except for the Soltan Alishahi Sufi Order, that despite 

over 30 years of oppression, abuse and censorship, still maintains in the Islamic Republic as 

Sufi Orders that are proudly members of the Shia Twelver Religion in Ayatollah Khomeini’s 

Islamic Republic.  
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As the four small questions have been answered above, the main research question can now 

be addressed: Could Khomeini’s perception of Sufism be a reason to why Sufi Orders are 

oppressed? 

From the result found and presented in this research, it is evident that Khomeini’s perception 

of Sufism could be a possible reason to why Sufi Orders are oppressed in the Islamic 

Republic of Iran. The findings have also presented explanations to the oppression being 

continued in Iran even after Khomeini’s decease: this in the shape of his influence and legacy 

that remains in the constitution of the Republic, who till this day still harasses members of the 

Soltan Alishahi Sufi Order and censures their news website, either by closing down the 

website or sentencing those who cover the governments human rights abuses against them. 

The oppression against Sufi Orders is in contradiction to the written documentations that have 

been declared in the constitution. The members of Sufi Orders are allowed and formal citizens 

according to Article 12, 13 and 41, and they have the right to perform their religious rituals 

without being molested or criticized for their belief according to Article 23. 

From the critical discourse analysis that this research has used, an assumption can be made 

that Khomeini is not in favor of the existence of Sufi Orders, and tries to show his demeanor 

in any relating word that can be associated with Sufism. This statement finds strength because 

although the words ‘mystic’ and ‘gnostic’ holds the same fundamental meaning as Sufism, 

they are presented by Khomeini in circumstances with such respect, precaution and admire, as 

a moth that flutters around a light of candle. This evident linguistic distinction between 

mysticism and Sufism by Khomeini can therefore be based upon on a personal hostile stance 

against Sufism and Sufi Orders.   

The validity of the method and material used in this research has found the results and 

answered the questions that it was intended to do, which consequently means that this 

research has a high validity. Likewise the results are of high reliability, however the 

interpretation of the results is based upon the researcher and therefore the interpretation is of 

low reliability. 
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