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Myth and Revolution

Myths have played important roles in many revolutions. The very use of the 
word “revolution” to denote a major sociopolitical upheaval that replaces one 
order with another attests to this, for “revolution” originally referred to the 
movement of one celestial body around another in a full circle, testifying to the 
fact that political revolutions were originally seen as enabling the reestablishment 
of a primordial order, not the establishment of a new one.1 Thus, the French 
revolutionaries of 1789 were inspired by ancient Roman ideals, and the French 
revolution was in turn one source of inspiration for the Iranian revolutionaries of 
1906 and the Ottoman revolutionaries of 1908.2 Revolutions contain elements of the 
cyclical “eternal return” that characterizes myths and the rituals associated with 
them, in that at least some revolutionaries interpret their situation as constituting 
a replay of a paradigmatic previous event, and pattern their actions, consciously or 
unconsciously, on those who acted out that paradigmatic previous event. Karl Marx 
saw this clearly when he wrote in the Eighteenth Brumaire: “Just when they seem 
engaged in revolutionizing themselves and things, in creating something that has 
never yet existed, precisely in such periods of revolutionary crisis they anxiously 
conjure up the spirits of the past to their service and borrow from them names, 
battle cries and costumes in order to present the new scene of world history in 
this time-honored disguise and this borrowed language.” And he immediately gives 
examples: “Thus Luther donned the mask of the Apostle Paul, the Revolution of 
1789 to 1814 draped itself alternatively as the Roman republic and the Roman 
Empire, and the revolution of 1848 knew nothing better to do than to parody, now 
1789, now the revolutionary tradition of 1793 to 1795.”3 Oddly enough, two years 
earlier Marx himself had likened the revolution of 1848 to a primordial model when 
he wrote: “The revolution, which finds here not its end, but its organizational 
beginning, is no short-lived revolution. The present generation is like the Jews 
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whom Moses led through the wilderness.”4 That the analogy to the story of Moses 
rebelling against Pharaoh and thereby liberating his people seemingly occurred 
to Marx spontaneously when, in a more analytical moment, he would make fun 
of such analogies, points to the power of the Mosaic myth in the imagination of 
revolutionaries. 

The American sociologist Lewis Feuer in his Ideology and Ideologists went so far 
as to state that “[e]very ideology in some fashion repeats the Mosaic myth,—the 
dramatic story of the liberation of the Hebrew tribes by Moses.” For him, this myth 
has the following series of situations and incidents:

	 1) A people is oppressed;
	 2) a young man, not himself of the oppressed, appears;
	 3) moved by sympathy, he intervenes, and strikes down an oppressor’s 	
	 henchman;
	 4) he flees, or goes into exile;
	 5) he experiences the call to redeem the oppressed people;
	 6) he returns to demand freedom for the oppressed;
	 7) he is spurned by the tyrannical ruler;
	 8) he leads the actions which, after initial defeats, overwhelm the 		
	 oppressor;
	 9) he imparts a new sacred doctrine, a new law of life, to his people;
	 10) he liberates the oppressed people;
	 11) the newly liberated people relapse from loyalty to their historic 		
	 mission;
	 12) almost disillusioned, their leader imposes a collective discipline on 	
	 the people to re-educate them morally for their new life;
	 13) a false prophet arises who rebels against the leader’s authoritarian 	
	 rule, but he is destroyed; [and]
	 14) the leader, now the revered lawgiver, dies, as he glimpses from afar 	
	 a new existence.5

Using the Mosaic myth, Feuer discusses a wide variety of ideologies, movements, 
and schools of thought highlighting the nefarious impact ideologies and ideologists 
of the left and the right have had on the advancement of civilization. He concludes 
that “when intellectuals cease to be ideologists ... they will find a vocation more 
enduring than any that myth can confer, more sincere because without self-
illusion.”6

A more sympathetic and culturally bound interpretation of the impact that the 
story of Moses and Pharaoh has had on subsequent revolutionaries is given by 
Michael Walzer in his book Exodus and Revolution. He concludes that that story “isn’t 



3

a story told everywhere; it isn’t a universal pattern; it belongs to the West, more 
particularly to Jews and Christians in the West.”7   

But although the story of Moses and Pharaoh may not be a “universal pattern,” it 
does not belong exclusively to the West either, for it is also known to Muslims and 
resonates powerfully with them. This article analyzes the role that the Mosaic 
myth played in Iranian Islamism, the revolution of 1978/79, and the establishment 
of the Islamic Republic. The term “myth” is used here not in the casual, and by 
now common, sense of “fiction” or even “lie,” but in the sense of a primordial model 
that defines reality and that is often reenacted periodically in the form of ritual. 
In Mircea Eliade’s definition, “myth narrates a sacred history; it relates an event 
that took place in primordial Time. ... In other words, myth tells how, through 
the deeds of Supernatural Beings, a reality came into existence, be it the whole 
of reality ..., or only a fragment of reality ... [such as] a particular kind of human 
behavior. ... Myth tells only of that which really happened. ... In short, myths 
describe the various and sometimes dramatic breakthroughs of the sacred ... into 
the world. It is this sudden breakthrough of the sacred that really establishes the 
world and makes it what it is today.8

Most scholars today admit the historicity of Moses,9 but this does not render use 
of the term “myth” inappropriate, for as Eliade wrote elsewhere, “popular memory 
finds difficulty in retaining individual events and real figures” and thus modifies 
the historical event “after two or three centuries, in such a way that it can enter 
into the mold of the archaic mentality, which cannot accept what is individual 
and preserves only what is exemplary.”10 In the case at hand, as Sigmund Freud put 
it, “no historian can regard the Biblical account of Moses and the Exodus as other 
than a pious myth, which transformed a remote tradition in the interest of its 
own tendencies.”11 The mythologization of the birth, life, and exploits of Moses is 
clearly evident from the fact that the accounts in the Bible and the Koran parallel 
those of other mythical heroes and adhere to a pattern observable in such figures as 
Oedipus, Theseus, Watu Gunung (Java), and King Arthur.12 

By definition, myth belongs to a collective, and functions to justify, support, and 
inspire the existence and action of a community, a people, a professional group, 
or a secret society.13 I contend that the sacred history of Moses’s struggle against 
Pharaoh is a myth whose reenactment by the ideologues of the Islamic revolution, 
especially Ayatollah Khomeini and his followers, is as important to understanding 
the revolution and the regime that it begot as are the uniquely Shiite myths and 
rituals on which scholars have hitherto focused their attention: specifically, the 
expectation that the hidden twelfth Imam, who disappeared from view, will 
return one day as Mahdi (Messiah), to reestablish justice and the true faith; and the 
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martyrdom of the third Imam, Husayn b. Ali, who was killed in 680 ce at Kerbala 
while defending his kith and kin against the forces of the Umayyad caliph Yazid I.14

The triumphant return of Ruhollah Khomeini to Iran in early 1978, followed by his 
assumption of the title Imam, which Iranian (but not Arab) Shiites had traditionally 
reserved for their twelve infallible Imams of the Twelver branch of Shiism, was 
interpreted by many as a fulfillment of the millenarian expectations of the Twelver 
Shiites—the more so since it occurred at the end of the fourteenth century at a 
time when, as at the end of any century, “eschatological pressures”15 ran high. And 
it may indeed be that the culture of waiting for a messianic savior that pervades 
Shiite society predisposed Iranians to accept Khomeini as a charismatic leader.16 

Myths mobilize people more if they are associated with a ritual, for only then 
can they be relived regularly by individuals.17 No ritual commemorates the 
disappearance of the twelfth Imam,18 and his Parousia not yet having taken place, 
a ritual reenacting his return is a logical impossibility. By contrast, the myth 
of Husayn, which contains the sacred history of the epic struggle between the 
forces of good and evil as exemplified by the Prophet’s grandson Husayn and the 
caliph Yazid respectively, is commemorated once every lunar year during the first 
ten days of the month of Muharram in a number of rituals, the best known being 
the processions of flagellants.19 As the central theme of these rituals is Husayn’s 
struggle against oppressive rule, the processions have often turned into protest 
demonstrations against the government of the day, which on these occasions 
becomes identified with the (from a Shiite point of view) illegitimate caliph 
Yazid. Already in June 1963, Khomeini used the fervor engendered by Muharram 
to preach against the Shah, and his arrest at the height of the festival generated 
riots in which hundreds were killed. In 1978, anti-regime demonstrators regularly 
invoked the Lord of the Martyrs, as Husayn b. Ali is known among Shiites, as a role 
model, culminating in the Muharram days of December, when millions of people 
walked through the streets of Tehran demanding the Shah’s departure. These 
demonstrations played a key role in persuading first the Shah’s Western backers 
and then himself that his days as ruler were numbered.20

The future clerical rulers of Iran quite consciously exploited the myth of Husayn 
to mobilize believers, and after they came to power they organized a number 
of scholarly seminars to analyze and celebrate its relevance to the revolution’s 
success.21 In the first scholarly book about the revolution to appear in English, 
the anthropologist Michael Fischer coined the term “Kerbala paradigm” for the 
ideological matrix provided by the story of Husayn.22 It is noteworthy, however, 
that the cover of the book showed a revolutionary poster depicting Khomeini as 
Moses and the Shah as Pharaoh, with a caption saying in Arabic: Li kulli fir‘awn 
Musa—For every Pharaoh there is a Moses.23 
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The Kerbala paradigm was of great use to the Iranian revolutionaries while the 
struggle against the Shah, the Yazid of the age, lasted, but the success of the 
revolution contrasted sharply with the denouement of the battle of Kerbala, in 
which Husayn and all but one of his male relatives and followers perished. The 
myth of Husayn had not become obsolete just yet, however, for in 1979, Muharram 
coincided with the seizure of the American hostages, which turned the wrath of 
the flagellants-turned-demonstrators against the United States;24 and after the 
invasion of Iran by Saddam Hussein in September 1980, the Islamic Republic used 
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the Kerbala paradigm to motivate its soldiers in the war against Iraq.25 But there 
was one thing the myth of Husayn could not do: namely, provide a primordial 
model for governing. For this, the Islamic republicans had to turn to the rule of the 
Prophet Muhammad himself and to the caliphate of Ali b. Abi Tālib, whom Shiites 
consider their first Imam and who was the only Twelver Imam ever to exercise his 
right to rule.26 In contrast to the Prophet Muhammad, however, and the first, third, 
and twelfth Twelver Shiite Imams, each of whom inspired an aspect of the Iranian 
revolution and the subsequent establishment of a new political order, the figure 
of Moses was an inspiration not only in the struggle against the Shah but also 
with respect to the Islamic Republic that followed, for he was, in Freud’s concise 
characterization, “a Jew who wanted to free his compatriots from the service of an 
Egyptian overlord and lead them out of the country to develop an independent and 
self-confident existence—a feat he actually achieved.”27 

Before delving into the actual use made of the myth of Moses, I would like to 
propose that theologians, ideologues, statesmen, and religious leaders relate to it 
(and to other myths) in two ways—which, following Isaiah Berlin, I call “naive” 
and “sentimental.” Berlin divided artists into two categories based on these terms,28 
and his thinking on the issue has been summarized as follows:

The “naïve” artist is whole and undivided, at one with himself and his 
world; he is not self-conscious, and his art is a natural and undistorted 
expression of what he directly sees and feels, for its own sake and 
not in pursuit of any ulterior purpose. The “sentimental” artist, on 
the other hand, has fallen from the primordial state of unity and 
harmony, which he seeks, often with a desperate sense of urgency, to 
restore through his work; but he pursues an ideal which is ultimately 
unattainable in any finite medium.29

Applied to the Iranian case, a man like Khomeini was quintessentially “naive,” 
while a man like Ali Shari‘ati, whom some consider the ideologue of the Iranian 
revolution,30 falls squarely into the “sentimental” category.31 But before examining in 
what ways Iranian Islamists have drawn on the story of Moses and Pharaoh, I will 
adduce a few examples from other religious traditions, the point being to show 
that Iran’s revolution and the ideology that guided its dominant components are 
much less alien and unintelligible to a Western audience than has been imagined.
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The Mosaic Myth in the Abrahamic Religions	
Moses is a central figure in all Abrahamic world religions.32 Much ink has been 
spilled in the attempt to explain how the Koran’s Nabi Musa relates to the Judeo-
Christian Moses of the Bible;33 but these debates are not relevant to this article, 
which is concerned with parallels rather than filiations.

Judaism

It is only in Judaism that the myth of the Exodus is associated with a yearly 
ritual, Passover, when the events are narrated during the Seder, the ritual 
meal.34 The ritual ends with the words “Next year in Jerusalem,” which has 
kept alive the consciousness of exile among Jews over the centuries and has 
made aliyah, the return to the Holy Land after the dispersals of the Jews 
in the sixth century bce and the first century bce, a symbolic replay of the 
liberation from Egyptian rule. No wonder, then, that the foundation of the 
State of Israel was for many Jews “naively” (in Berlin’s terms) reminiscent 
of the Exodus.35 As Michael Walzer puts it, “Exodus has always stood at 
the very center of Jewish religious thought and has played a part in each 
of the reiterated attempts at a Jewish politics, from the Maccabean revolt 
to the Zionist movement.”36 If the Exodus paradigm is not as dominant as 
one would expect it to be in Zionist thought, this is because many Zionists, 
such as Ben-Gurion, wished to make a new beginning and look to the future 
rather than to the past.37 Religious Zionists, moreover, have increasingly 
tended to see the establishment of a Jewish state in messianic terms.38 As 
an example of a “sentimental” use of the Mosaic myth, one can adduce 
the evacuation of Ethiopia’s Jews to Israel in the 1980s, which was called 
“Operation Moses.”39 Since then it has been established that the Beta Israel 
(“Falasha[s]”) are not descendants of Jews who had migrated from Palestine 
to northeastern Africa.40 

Christianity

For Christians, the Exodus is a prefiguring of Christ’s death and resurrection, 
which represent what is seen as a greater and more universal liberation 
than that of the biblical Exodus.41 Nonetheless, the story of Moses and 
Pharaoh, unmediated by Jesus, has directly inspired a great many Christian 
movements and individuals. Savonarola referred to Pope Alexander VI, who 
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had excommunicated him, as “Pharaoh,” implying that he himself was Moses.42 
The Puritans who crossed the Atlantic in their own mind left the “Egypt” of 
old England for the “Canaan” of New England;43 in fact, the leader of the 
second group of settlers, John Winthrop, “regarded himself as the Moses and 
the leader of a new and even more important exodus.”44 But this flight from 
Pharaoh did not prevent the Puritans’ descendants from acting pharaonically 
vis-à-vis the Mormons, who ended up fleeing to distant Utah—a migration 
which they, too, likened to the biblical Exodus.45 In fact, the story of Moses 
has played a major role in American culture,46 including in the culture and 
narratives of African Americans. Examples of black leaders who have been 
likened to Moses include Henry Adams, an illiterate ex-slave who led an 
“exodus” of thousands of cotton workers from the South to Kansas in 1879–
80;47 Marcus Garvey, the Jamaican-born intellectual who boasted that he had 
discovered fascism before Mussolini;48 and most recently Martin Luther King, 
Jr., who made copious use of the Moses topos in his utterances, including in 
his famous last speech before his assassination.49

In South Africa, the Dutch settlers, moved by their special brand of Calvinist piety, 
compared the wilderness of the frontier to that within which Moses journeyed.50 
When they came under pressure from the British and moved into the interior of 
the continent in what became known as the Great Trek, the primordial myth 
of the Exodus was soon used to provide retroactive meaning.51 It became doubly 
relevant: Not only were people physically on the move,52 but Pharaoh had now 
found a contemporary avatar in the shape of the British.53 President Paul Kruger 
of Transvaal invoked Moses to explain his acts;54 and at his funeral, one of the 
speakers observed that 		

[t]he relation between President Kruger and his people reminds one 
of the relation between Moses and the Israelites, and not without 
reason. Even as the Israelites were led from the authority of the 
Egyptians, so also Kruger’s people were taken from the governmental 
authority, and both found their freedom in another land, where they 
made their own laws and served God in their own way.55

In light of the prevalence of the Exodus motif in Afrikaner political mythology, it 
is ironic that in the 1970s and 1980s it also became a key element in the rhetorical 
repertoire of the political opponents of the structures set up by Kruger’s heirs.56 
In fact, a collection of essays analyzing various aspects of the Exodus in the Judeo-
Christian tradition featured an exordial statement by the Catholic theologian 
Hans Küng in which he talked only about South Africa and the need to overthrow 
apartheid.57
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If references to Moses and the Exodus in the discourse of Puritans, Mormons, and 
probably Afrikaners were instances of a “naïve” reception of the myth, the prime 
example of its “sentimental” invocation is furnished by the liberation theology 
of the 1970s and 1980s, which, influenced by Marxist notions of class struggle 
and Leninist notions of imperialism as refined by Latin American dependency 
theory, interpreted the world as being neatly divided between “oppressors” 
and “oppressed”—with the struggle between the two, including the inevitable 
victory of the “oppressed,” being foreshadowed by Moses’s struggle with and 
victory over Pharaoh, a primordial event liberation theologians came to call the 
“Exodus paradigm.”58 Even by the verbose standards of ideologues, the liberation 
theologians harked back to Moses and Pharaoh with a repetitiveness that would 
tempt one to speak of a cliché were it not for the realization that they did not 
write for the edification of scholars but for the mobilization of Christians on the 
disfavored side of class, racial,59 continental,60 and gender61 lines, so as to hasten 
their emancipation.62 At the heart of the argumentation lay a mythological mind-
set, as is clear from the following two quotations. The Protestant Brazilian 
liberation theologian Rubem Alves argued that

[t]he Exodus was the experience which created the consciousness 
of the people of Israel. The people formed the structuring centre 
which determined its way of organising time and space. Note that I 
am not saying simply that the Exodus is part of the contents of the 
consciousness of the people of Israel. If that were the case, the Exodus 
would be one item of information among others. More than an item 
of information, it is its structuring centre, in that it determines the 
integrating logic, the principle of organisation and interpretation 
of historical experience. That is why the Exodus does not persist 
as a secondary experience. ... It has come to be the paradigm for the 
interpretation of all space and all time.63

The interpretation of Exodus conveyed in these lines is consonant with Eliade’s 
definition of myth as a story that tells how, “through the deeds of Supernatural 
Beings, a reality came into existence.”

And in a work entirely dedicated to Exodus, José Severino Croatto, an Argentine 
Catholic liberation theologian, owns that 	

the Hebrews were not content with the unadorned data on Moses 
in the Exodus account—even though the leader of the liberation 
had already been mythologized. So they enlarged his figure with 
innumerable apocryphal episodes, each more extraordinary than the 
last. This is not to be viewed as an eagerness to indulge in fabulation 
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but as a hermeneutical expression of a profound understanding of the 
key-personage of their history.64 

Although the mythologization of Moses is admitted by Croatto, the motivation 
behind it is, in the true manner of ideologues, affirmed rather than proven—
which means that to a reader who does not share Croatto’s psychological insights 
into the ancient Hebrews’ true motivations, Eliade’s aforementioned explanation 
seems more plausible. Also of interest is what Croatto offers as a principle of 
hermeneutics: “A human event does not exhaust itself simply by occurring, nor in 
the chronicle that describes it. It has the capacity to generate other happenings. 
The meaning of the more recent event is found to be already included within 
the prior event. As the chain of events lengthens, its significance retrospectively 
accumulates in that remote starting point.”65 This reads as though “events” had 
agency. In fact, it is humans who assign significance to events, and the compulsion 
to read one event in terms of a previous one—or, conversely, to invest a previous 
event with the meaning of a subsequent one—has nothing to do with the events 
themselves and everything to do with the human propensity to mythologize.66

The use of the Exodus paradigm by liberation theology has been the object of all 
sorts of criticism on theological grounds.67 One noteworthy aspect of the liberation 
theological version of the myth of Moses in the Christian tradition is that it is 
truncated. The “Exodus paradigm” leaves out the less edifying parts of the story, 
such as the injunction to the Levites to kill those who succumbed to idolatry,68 
as well as the massacre of the Canaanites after their land was taken by the 
Israelites.69 Machiavelli recognized this when he wrote: “He who reads the Bible 
with discernment will see that, in order that Moses might set about making laws 
and institutions, he had to kill a very great number of men who, out of envy and 
nothing else, were opposed to his plans.”70

On this issue, the “naive” New England Puritans and South African Boers, who 
consciously identified the natives of their “promised lands”—respectively, Native 
Americans and Africans (or, as they would have said, “Indians” and “Kaffirs”)—
with the Canaanites and justified their dispossession of these natives by 
invoking the myth of Moses and Pharaoh,71 were more honest than contemporary 
“sentimental” liberation theologians, who tend to ignore both those who choose 
to worship a golden calf (not an unreasonable thing to do, after all, from the 
perspective of the religious pluralism that inheres in today’s sociocultural reality, a 
reality that provides the context in which, according to the hermenauts, scripture 
should be interpreted!), and the Canaanites.72 In this regard, the Methodist 
minister and historian John A. Newton has written:
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The shadow side of Exodus, in the ill-treatment and expropriation of 
the “Canaanites” or “Gentiles,” however, is a warning that the Exodus 
pattern, construed in literalist Old Testament terms, has exacted a 
heavy toll in human suffering ... only Martin Luther King’s non-violent 
campaign for Negro rights and dignity, and for reconciliation of Black 
and White, points unambiguously to what is for Christians the Exodus, 
the “Exodus” which Jesus, by his death and resurrection, “was to 
accomplish in Jerusalem” (Luke 9:31).73

Islam

The sacred history of Islam does not begin with the prophecy of Muhammad, 
and the Koran in fact includes accounts of the anguish and struggles of previous 
prophets, most of whom are also mentioned (although not necessarily as prophets) 
in the Bible.74 In the Koran, stories that the Hebrew Bible uses to explain particular 
chapters in the history of the Jewish people have the function of illustrating how 
the true believer must behave; Koranic characters are thus moral paradigms, 
emblematic of all who are good or evil.75 Among these characters, Moses and 
Pharaoh are particularly prominent: the Koran mentions Moses 126 (by other 
counts, 136) times, and Pharaoh is referred to 74 times.76  

Moses is seen as the prophet most like Muhammad, for Muslims interpret 
Deuteronomy 18:18, “I will raise them up a Prophet from among their brethren, 
like unto thee [Moses], and will put my words in his mouth; and he shall speak 
unto them all that I shall command him,” as foretelling the coming of the Prophet 
of Islam, for the latter’s life and career follow the same pattern as Moses’s, 
making him much more “like unto [Moses]” than Jesus—who, coming between 
Moses and Muhammad, might be thought of first in this context.77 As one would 
expect, Muslim tradition accords Muhammad a higher rank than Moses, arguing 
that while the latter swooned when he heard God’s voice (7:143), the former was 
actually strong enough to bear the sight of God when he went on the mi‘rāj.78 But 
there is also a hadith according to which Muhammad asked his followers not to 
prefer him to Moses.79 Like most other tales of pre-Muhammadan prophets, 
the verses that deal with Moses and his struggles were said to be revealed to 
Muhammad in the middle period of his career, a time of crisis when he had to 
overcome great difficulties—and they were meant, Muslims believe, to console and 
hearten him.80 The stories of Moses thus serve as a matrix that enables Muhammad 
to understand his own prophetic experience.81

Pharaoh, for his part, is “the chief villain of the Koran”;82 even in hell he is the leader 
of the damned (Koran 28:41). In Islamic tradition, the “Pharaoh of Moses” (Fir‘awn 
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Mūsā) is the epitome of the swaggering and arrogant despot. But Pharaoh is not 
merely a despot; he embodies blasphemous pretension to divinity.83 

On the whole, the account of Moses’s life offered in the Koran is remarkably 
similar to that given in the Hebrew Bible, but there are subtle differences. Most 
important for purposes of this discussion is that in the Koran, Moses is sent by 
God to Pharaoh not merely to seek the liberation of his people, the Israelites, but 
to confront the ruler, who regarded himself as a god. In the Koran, Moses invites 
both the Pharaoh and his subjects to submit to God. Pharaoh refuses, for which 
he ultimately pays with his life; by contrast, his court sorcerers, beaten at their 
own game by Moses, do submit in the end (26:47). The traditional view among 
Muslims, accordingly, is that Moses was sent by God to propagate Islam and fight 
the Pharaoh’s false religion, which had deified the ruler; his message, therefore, was 
universal. By the same token, the idea of migration that is so central to the biblical 
version of the story, and that people on the move such as the English settlers in 
North America and Dutch settlers in South Africa found so appealing, is not 
prominent in the Islamic tradition.  

The Koran is not the only source for Muslims’ understanding of Moses and his life. 
They knew of the Exodus narrative (and other stories) from translations of the 
Torah and the Passover Haggadah,84 some of which found their way into a genre of 
books called Qisas al-Anbiyā’ (Stories of the Prophets), all of which contain chapters 
recounting the story of Moses in which the references in the Koran are connected 
with information gleaned from earlier scripture. But it is revealing, with respect 
to Muslims’ universalistic understanding of Moses, that the scenes from the life of 
Moses that Muslim artists have most often chosen to graphically depict relate to his 
struggle against paganism in its manifold manifestations.85 The upshot is that just 
as Moses’s message was vindicated, so would, in time, be that of Muhammad. 

It is not surprising, therefore, that among contemporary Muslims, the story of 
Moses and Pharaoh has acquired the status of a myth which gives meaning to their 
own experience. If Pharaoh is a figure whose “mythopoeic effects continue to be 
felt down to the modern era,”86 the same is true of Moses. To give a few examples, 
in Pakistan, some considered the not very pious founder of Pakistan, M. A. Jinnah, 
a Moses,87 while in Egypt, Sayyid Qutb, one of the founders of modern Islamism, 
devoted a significant part of his massive commentary on the Koran, Fi zilāl al-
Qur’ān, to explicating the exemplary nature of Moses’s struggle against Pharaoh, 
which in his case was especially emotionally charged since he identified President 
Nasser, on whose orders he was ultimately killed in 1966, with the Pharaoh of 
the Koran.88 When Nasser’s successor, Anwar Sadat, was in turn assassinated in 
1981, the assassin, Khalid al-Islambuli, shouted after opening fire: “I am Khalid al-
Islambouli, I have killed Pharaoh, and I do not fear death.”89 
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Given the currency of the Moses and Pharaoh motif in South Africa, it is not 
altogether astonishing that the myth of Moses and Pharaoh has been given the 
greatest Islamic elaboration by a South African thinker Farid Esack, an anti-
apartheid activist who, after studying in a madrasa in Pakistan, came into contact 
with Christian liberation theology. When conservative South African Muslim 
leaders argued for accepting the apartheid regime’s offer of consultation by 
pointing out that even Moses had accepted Pharaoh’s invitation to talk to him, 
Esack opposed their conciliatory stance in a sarcastically titled booklet.90 Having 
been made aware, from his reading of Ali Shari‘ati (about whom more below),91 
of the paradigmatic power of Moses’s struggle against Pharaoh, Esack took over 
the notion of the “Exodus paradigm” from liberation theology and applied it in a 
Muslim context.92 

In light of the prevalence of the term “Exodus paradigm,” the reader might wonder 
why I avoid it. I do so for three reasons. First, the term derives from the Hebrew 
Bible, and its Koranic equivalent would probably be “Shu‘arā paradigm,” for it is 
in the Sura Shu‘arā that the story of Moses and Pharaoh is told most expansively. 
Second, I do not know of any Arabic or Persian equivalent of the word “exodus” 
that evokes associations similar to the ones it elicits among Jews and Christians. 
The concept that comes closest to it, hijra, refers to the Prophet Muhammad’s 
temporary departure for Medina from Mecca. While some have argued that this 
move was inspired by the Israelites’ departure from Egypt,93 for the purposes 
of Muslim mythology it is more important to note that the hijra itself became 
a myth—inspiring, to name only three examples, the kharijites;94 many of the 
Muslim Indians who went to Pakistan after Partition and became known as 
muhajirs; and the terrorist group that killed Anwar Sadat and that called itself 
Takfir wa l-hijra (Excommunication and Departure). Finally, the word “exodus” 
refers to an aspect of the story which is central in the Hebrew Bible—namely, the 
departure of the Israelites and their founding of a new polity—but which does not 
occur in the Koran, where the emphasis is on confronting the infidel Pharaoh.

Moses and Pharaoh in Iranian Political Islam

While the Islamic tradition regarding Moses and Pharaoh is shared by Muslim 
Iranians,95 there is one detail of that story that gives it added resonance to Shiites, 
and that is the belief that Ali b. Abi Tālib’s relation to the Prophet Muhammad, 
his cousin and father-in-law, is analogous to Aaron’s relation to his brother Moses. 
This is based on Koran 20:29-30, “And give me as assistant from my family / Aaron 
my brother / to strengthen my task / and share my task,” and on the “Hadith of 
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Manzila,” a prophetic tradition according to which Muhammad likened Ali’s 
relationship to himself to that of Aaron to Moses.96 While this tradition is common 
to Sunnis and Shiites, the latter derive from it proof of Ali’s claim as successor to 
the Prophet, which Sunnis deny.

This analogy has left traces in popular religiosity. Thus the medieval Isma‘ili Shiite 
poet Naser Khosrow97 wrote:

Cho Hārun-e Musā bud ‘Ali dar din
Ham anbāz o ham neshin-e Mohammad
Beh mahshar bebusand Hārun o Musā
Radā-ye ‘Ali o āstin- Mohammad.

 
Like the Aaron of Moses, Ali was in religion
The associate and companion of Muhammad.
At the Last Judgment, Aaron and Moses will kiss
The Mantle of Ali and the Sleeve of Muhammad.98

Among South Asian Twelver Shiites, Ali’s sons Hasan and Husayn are frequently 
referred to by the names of Aaron’s sons, Shabbar and Shabbir, respectively.99 
Imam Husayn, for his part, is considered heir to all prophets, including Moses.100 
As he leaves Medina to answer the call of the people of Kufa, Husayn is reminded 
of Moses’s flight from Egypt to Madyan and at different stages of the trip recites 
verses 21–24 of Sura al-Qisas, which deal with that event.101 

Not surprisingly, the struggle of Moses against the Pharaoh is often mentioned 
alongside that of Husayn against Yazid.102 The Marxist Indo-Pakistani poet Shabbir 
Hasan Josh (1898–1982) even went so far as to call Karl Marx Hamdam-e Shabbir o 
badkhvāh-e Yazid, Musā-e nowbahr-e fer‘on-e jadid, or “the soul mate of Shabbir (the 
Urdu rendering of Shubayr—i.e., Husayn) and the enemy of Yazid, the Moses of the 
new sea of the new Pharaoh.” Thus Marx himself is dressed up in the costumes of 
the past.103

The Naive Reenactment of the Myth: Khomeini

The founder of the Islamic Republic of Iran, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini (1902–
89), first burst on the political scene of Iran in 1943, when he published a book 
entitled The Exposure of Secrets.104 In this book he severely attacked the regime of 
Reza Shah Pahlavi (r. 1926–41), which had ended in the wake of the Allied invasion 
of Iran in 1941. Although the invasion had led to a liberalization of Iranian politics 
that allowed the ulema to reclaim some of the influence on public life they had 
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lost under Reza Shah, most ulema refrained from entering the political fray, an 
attitude encouraged by Ayatollah Hoseyn Borujerdi (1875–1961), who became the 
highest religious authority of Twelver Shiites in 1946 and settled in Qom. Among 
those clerics who were politically active, the most prominent was Ayatollah 
Abolqāsem Kāshāni (1882–1962),105 a politician much admired by Khomeini.106 In 
the spring of 1944, Kāshāni was in hiding in Shemirān, north of Tehran (on June 18 
he was arrested by the Allies and exiled to Lebanon), and it may very well be the 
apathy shown on this occasion by other ulema that induced Khomeini to criticize 
them in a message issued on May 4, 1944. He called on his colleagues to defy the 
government, and the justification he gave was taken from the story of Moses. 
After quoting the Koran, he stated, “It is rising for God when Moses with his staff 
defeated the Pharaonians and destroyed their throne and crown. It is rising for 
God when the Last of the Prophets single-handedly triumphed over all the habits 
and beliefs of the jāhiliya (pre-Islamic age of ignorance), overthrew the idols in 
God’s house, and established monotheism and piety.”107

But the consensus of the Shiite ulema was not to get involved in politics, a policy 
that became official at a conference on the subject of politics and the clergy held in 
Qom in early 1949, which concluded that “those who choose to wear clerical garb ... 
should abstain from intermingling in the affairs of politicians and political parties 
or becoming tools for their goals.”108 Khomeini grudgingly adhered to this line, until 
the death of Ayatollah Borujerdi in 1961 freed him of the obligation to abide by the 
latter’s quietist stand. 

Khomeini’s confrontation with the monarchy recommenced in 1963, when 
Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi (r. 1941–79) began establishing a more dictatorial 
regime than the one that had prevailed since the coup d’état of 1953. As violations 
of the constitution of 1906 became more flagrant, Khomeini first entreated the 
ruler to mend his ways and adhere to the basic law of 1906. This can be interpreted 
as an emulation of Moses, who, as recounted in Sura 26 (Shu‘arā) of the Koran, 
summoned Pharaoh and his courtiers to accept God. The confrontation came to 
a head on Ashura, the tenth of the lunar month of Muharram (June 5, 1963). At a 
time when the grief of the believers was peaking, Khomeini addressed the crowds 
in Qom. After reminding the listeners of the evil doings of Yazid and drawing 
implicit parallels with the Shah, some of whose policies he harshly criticized, he 
addressed the Shah directly: 

Let me give you some advice, Mr. Shah! Dear Mr. Shah, I advise you to 
desist in this policy and act like this. I don’t want the people to offer 
up thanks if your masters should decide one day that you must leave. I 
don’t want you to become like your father.
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After reminding his audience that Reza Shah’s forced departure from Iran in 
the wake of the Allied invasion of 1941 had made people happy, he continued 
addressing the Shah:

Shah, I don’t wish the same to happen to you; I don’t want you to 
become like your father. Listen to my advice, listen to the [ulema]
of Islam. ... You miserable wretch, forty-five years of your life have 
passed; isn’t it time for you to think and reflect a little, to ponder 
about where all this is leading you, to learn a lesson from the 
experience of your father?109 

Far from listening to Khomeini, however, the Shah persevered in his policies, and 
in 1964 he exiled Khomeini, first to Turkey and then to Najaf in Iraq. 

The Shah soon provided Khomeini with the motivation to radicalize his opposition 
to the regime. In the late 1960s, preparations began for a big celebration to mark 
the 2,500th anniversary of the founding of the Persian Empire by Cyrus. This was 
to be the apotheosis of the monarchy, linking the current Shah to the Achaemenid 
ruler, but in the eyes of Khomeini the cost of the lavish celebration (and perhaps 
the exaltation of pre-Islamic Iran) deprived the Shah of the last shred of legitimacy 
that he had enjoyed under the constitution. From admonishing the ruler to 
abide by the fundamental law, he now turned to delegitimizing the constitution 
itself. This took the form of a series of lectures on Islamic government, given in 
1970, which were later published as a treatise under the title Hokumat-e Eslāmi 
(Islamic government). In it, Khomeini argued for Velāyat-e Faqih (often translated 
as “Dominion of the Jurisprudent”),110 a system of clerical theocracy that, although 
taking its cue from some marginal earlier strands in Twelver Shiism,111 amounted to 
a clear break with conventional Shiite thinking.112 

As might be expected in a work that breaks with tradition, Khomeini uses 
a step-by-step mode of reasoning to convince the reader of the legitimacy of his 
innovation.113 In his justification of clerical rule, Khomeini first quotes a tradition 
to the effect that the ulema are the heirs to the Prophet—who, we might add, 
was also a worldly ruler. But comparing himself to the Prophet would have been 
presumptuous, even perhaps blasphemous, and so Khomeini adds two more hadith 
according to which the Prophet Muhammad said, “The [ulema] of my community 
are like the prophets preceding me” and “The [ulema] of my community are like 
the prophets of the Children of Israel,” along with a tradition attributed to the 
eighth Imam, according to which “[t]he rank of the faqih (jurist) in the present 
age is like that of the prophets of the children of Israel.”114 Having established the 
connection between his own status group (the ulema) and the prophets of the 
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Israelites, Khomeini turns to the most illustrious among these. Noting that Moses 
was a “mere shepherd,” he adds:

[A]s a result of his innate ability and his steadfastness, he overthrew 
the rule of the Pharaoh with a staff. Now imagine that staff in the 
hands of you and me; would we have been able to achieve the same 
result?115 

And he concludes:

It is obvious that Moses himself was one of the prophets of the 
children of Israel, and that all of the functions that existed for 
[Muhammad] also existed for Moses, with a difference, of course, 
in rank, station, and degree. We deduce from the general scope of 
the word “rank” in this tradition, therefore, that the same function 
of rulership and governance that Moses exercised exists also for the 
fuqaha [jurists].116 	

He then explicitly compares the Shah to the Pharaoh,117 and interprets the Koran’s 
version of Moses’s struggle against Pharaoh as an injunction to Muslims to oppose 
latter-day Pharaohs—that is, the Shah.118 

A few months before the actual celebration, Khomeini issued a statement in which 
he exhorted the ulema to speak up and oppose the Shah in order to save Islam, 
even if they themselves were treated well by the regime. “From the beginning of 
history, oppressive (jāber) governments have been opposed by the prophets and the 
ulema. Did they not know what they were doing?! If God sends Moses to eliminate 
the shāhanshāh, did he not know ... that one must not oppose the shāh? ... Tabari 
relates that the Prophet said that malik al-muluk [the king of kings, = shāhanshāh] is 
the most cursed (manfur) word for me, meaning shāhanshāh, this is a cursed word if 
applied to a human being, it belongs to God.”119 In the summer of 1972, in another 
message to the Iranian people, Khomeini returned to the theme of Moses when 
he exhorted soldiers to wait for the right moment to rise against the Shah: “Oh 
soldiers, Moses-like, in the embrace (āghush) of Pharaoh, wait for the day when the 
roots of corruption will be cut off. You gallant soldiers of the Ruler of the Age (may 
God hasten his victory) [i.e., that of the twelfth Imam] who have been dragged to 
the barracks, with full courage strengthen your military training. Hopefully, like 
Moses, who was brought up in the household of Pharaoh [but] put an end to his 
oppression, you too will one day under the command of a righteous officeholder 
(maqām) cut off these wicked hands and root out corruption and oppression.”120 
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The Sentimental Reenactment of the Myth: Ali Shari‘ati and 
Zahrā Rahnavard

Where Khomeini used the well-known stories of Moses and his struggles to inspire 
his followers or justify his policies, Ali Shari‘ati, the “ideologue of the Islamic 
Revolution,” went further and attempted to construct an entire ideological edifice 
around the eternal struggle between good and evil. He returns to this theme in 
many of his speeches and writings, providing a striking confirmation of Feuer’s 
observation that “[a]n ideology is never content with the narrative of the myth; 
the drama must be shown to be deducible from the laws of existence itself.”121 
Moses and Pharaoh play only a minor role in this eternal conflict, however—the 
archetypical struggle between oppressors and oppressed, between exploiter and 
exploited, being that between Cain and Abel.122 The two brothers stand at the 
beginning of two long lines of antagonistic figures, each respectively leading the 
forces of good and evil in their time. In a talk on Imam Husayn, Shari‘ati observed 
that

[i]n these two alignments, which have always and everywhere been 
at war with each other—right and wrong, justice and injustice, 
monotheism and polytheism, faith and disbelief, people and nobles, 
and deprived (mostaz’af) and arrogant (mostakbar), two chains of 
inheritance assume the leadership of the two factions: Abel and 
Cain, Abraham and Nimrod, Moses and Pharaoh, John [the Baptist] 
and Herodius, Jesus and Caesar, Muhammad and Quraysh ... Ali and 
Mu’awiya, ... and now, Husayn and Yazid!123

The term Shari‘ati used to signify “deprived”—mostaz‘af/mustad‘af—derives from 
the story of Moses as told in the Koran, where we read (28:4) that Pharaoh split 
his people into different groups and impoverished one of them, but it is this group 
that is destined to inherit Pharaoh’s might. Elsewhere in the Koran, those who have 
been impoverished/deprived are designated as mustad‘af, pronounced mostaz‘af in 
Persian.124 Shari‘ati’s revival of the term caught on after the revolution, as we will 
see. 

Shari‘ati explicates the nature of oppression and injustice by dividing it into three 
complementary types. Throughout history, he claims, Cain has had three faces: 
worldly ruler, economic ruler, and religious ruler. The prophets, “all of whom have 
been shepherds or industrial workers,” have risen against these powers. In the case 
of Moses, these three powers were personified in Pharaoh, Qarun, and Bal‘am-e 
Ba‘ur.125 Like Cain and Abel, Balaam does not appear in the Koran, where in 40:23-24 
we read: “We sent Moses with Our signs and clear authority to Pharaoh, Haman, 
and Qarun.” However, some Koranic commentaries do mention him.126  
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If Shari‘ati referred to Moses only in passing and as one example of the never-
ending struggle between oppressors and oppressed, one of his followers, Zahrā 
Rahnavard,127 devoted an entire book, entitled Accompanying the Uprising of Moses, to 
explicating the contemporary relevance of Moses.128 The book’s account of the life 
of Moses essentially follows the sequence of events as set forth in the Qisas al-anbiyā’ 
literature, in the sense that a narrative of the life of Moses is constructed using 
verses from the Koran which are then connected with passages that explain the 
significance of the verse and fill in gaps in the story.129

The ideological function of the book is clearly noticeable when Rahnavard’s 
choice of words betokens contemporary preoccupations or conceptualizations, or 
when she draws inferences about the present era. The jargon of the Iranian Left 
leaves traces, such as “When Moses rebelled he was still young and did not have 
a clear class basis, and when he was chosen as a prophet he was a toiler.”130 The 
urban geography of Tehran, with its poor, insalubrious, and hot South and its 
affluent, Westernized, and cooler North, comes to mind when we read that Moses 
sometimes visited the oppressed people in the “depths of the poorest parts of the 
city,” while at other times, dressed in the best clothes, he would “socialize with 
his guardians in the most well-equipped houses in the most climatically pleasant 
parts of the city.”131 The Iranian revolutionaries’ obsession with the incessant fun the 
country’s elites were believed to be having132 finds a reflection in the assertion that 
when Moses witnessed the reveling of the Pharaonians, he would be reminded of 
his weak and oppressed compatriots.133 Consequently, he fought for “all the toilers 
of Egypt” and left the company of the “palace dwellers.”134 Rahnavard agrees with 
Shar‘iati that Pharaonic oppression had three faces, but she identifies the third 
member of this unholy trinity as the Koranic Hāmān, who for her represents the 
bureaucracy.135 The collectivism and anti-capitalism of the Iranian revolutionaries is 
in evidence when she asserts that Pharaoh and his supporters among the nobility 
had “profiteering and individualist values.”136 

Explicit references to the present age are rare in the book, and when they occur 
they are lodged in long footnotes and do not involve Iran. The original migration 
of the Israelites from Canaan to Egypt, and the role they played in the flourishing 
of Egyptian civilization, reminds her of Blacks in decadent America, who are 
accepting Islam in growing numbers.137 Jews, for their part, had become corrupted 
owing to the long time they spent among the Egyptians, and they proved incapable 
of remedying their mental, practical, and historical shortcomings even when they 
were guided by Moses and other prophets. They bequeathed their corruption to 
their offspring, as evidenced by their opposition to the Prophet Muhammad. 
She concludes: “You see how their rich and powerful press the economic and 
exploitative pulse with their forcible fingers, and perhaps the Koran’s discussion 
of the Jews can reveal to us the permanent rules (qava‘ed) [that govern] them and 
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their role in history.”138 Finally, the plagues that God sent down on the Egyptians 
are likened to the air pollution that causes so much illness in the “decadent and 
developed societies”139—in contrast, one assumes, to the pristine air of Tehran. 

Lest it be thought that this attempt to fit an ancient legend into the Procrustean 
bed of contemporary political relevance is unique to the intellectually confused 
imagery of revolutionary Third World ideologues, let it be pointed out that a 
respected American political scientist (and past president of the American 
Political Science Association), Aaron Wildavsky, published a thick volume in which 
he analyzed what he thought one could learn regarding leadership from the Bible’s 
tales about Moses.140 

The excerpts given above show that while Khomeini’s rhetoric uses the struggle 
between Moses and Pharaoh unselfconsciously and spontaneously—“naively”—
Shari‘ati and Rahnavard represent a “sentimental” reading of the myth of Moses 
and Pharaoh. The story of Moses and his conflict with Pharaoh is harnessed to 
“re-create” the “state of unity and harmony” between traditional beliefs and the 
modern world—a harmony that, according to these believers, the changing 
lifestyles of the middle class and the ideological challenges of the Marxist Left had 
destroyed. 

The Social Reenactment of the Myth: The Revolution of 
1978–79 

Against the background of such writings as those we’ve presented above, the 
invocation of Moses and Pharaoh during the revolution of 1978 came naturally. 
Posters, pamphlets, and tracts appeared that called Khomeini the “Moses of the 
Age.”141 Rhymed slogans and graffiti played a major role in the revolution of 1978–
79, most of the former being made up by a rhymester who later came to be called 
“minister of slogans.” Two relevant wall slogans were: “If Pharaoh and his troops, 
and if the Qurayshi nobles were not able to prevail over the followers of Allah, the 
Shah and his executioners will not be victorious over us either,” and, when the 
Shah had left, “Finally we have been able to bring Pharaoh and the Pharaonians to 
their knees.” And when the Shah settled in Egypt upon his departure from Iran, 
one rhymed slogan declared:

Beh hemmat-e Khomeini Pahlavi darbedar shod
Fer‘on-e qarn-e bistom dar Mesr mostaqarr shod.

By the effort of Khomeini, Pahlavi has become homeless
The Pharaoh of the twentieth century has settled in Egypt.142



21

Having dispatched one Pharaoh to exile, Khomeini turned his attention to the 
one next-door to Iran: Addressing the members of the High Majlis of the Islamic 
revolution of Iraq, a Shiite exile organization based in Iran, Khomeini urged them, 
on September 20, 1983, to follow the example of Moses, who rebelled against the 
Pharaoh to establish justice rather than to establish his own rule143—advice not 
devoid of a certain irony, given the establishment of clerical rule in Iran a few years 
earlier. 

A decade later, Moses became relevant to Iran’s neighbor to the East. In the 
early 1990s, a little book entitled Lessons for Struggle from the Uprising of Moses was 
published in Qom; it is dedicated to the “Moses of the age, the idol-smasher of 
the century, the Imam of the Umma, the great Khomeini, in the light of whose 
teachings we have found true Islam again.”144 The first paragraph of the book 
explains the contemporary relevance of the story of Moses, which is called the 
“greatest model for all revolutionary and jihadist (jehādgar) people.” The “tactics 
(tāktik) used by the shepherd against the Pharaoh,” it maintains, “are so novel 
and instructive that it would seem that the Koran lays out the fighting methods 
for today.” The book’s aim, it proclaims, is to show that the methods and tactics 
used by Moses against the tyrannical Shah [sic] of Egypt can inspire Afghans who 
are fighting a jihad against the Pharaonic and Marxist regime in Afghanistan and 
provide a rebuttal to those who claim that Islam does not possess the science of 
how to fight against corrupt regimes and who insist that the methods of struggle 
have to be learned from the Marxists.145 To clinch the point, the author writes that 
although the Pharaoh mentioned in the Koran was probably Ramses II or his son 
Merenptah, his name is never mentioned, and that is because “God wanted to 
make us understand that He does not care about persons, and that what matters 
is the regime (rezhim), and that one has to struggle against all Pharaonic political 
systems.” 146 

While the invocation of Moses and Pharaoh has become rare in the revolutionary 
discourse of the Islamic Republic, it did reappear in the mid-1990s, when it was 
retroactively applied to Imam Musa Sadr (1929–78), the charismatic leader of 
Lebanon’s Shiites, who mysteriously disappeared in Libya in 1978.147 In a book 
entitled Imam Musa Sadr, the Hope of the Deprived, the author claims that Ayatollah 
Sadr al-Din Sadr named his son Musa, “a beautiful name that reminds every 
human being of struggle against oppression and opposition to Tāghut,” because he 
was born in 1929, a time when people were subjected to “the savage behavior of 
the Pharaonians of the age” (i.e., Reza Shah’s regime).148 Here we reach the height 
of sentimental myth appropriation, for the fact of the matter is that Ayatollah Sadr 
al-Din Sadr was far more likely, as a Twelver Shiite cleric, to name his son after the 
seventh Twelver Shiite Imam, Musā al-Kāzim, than after the prophet of the same 
name. In fact, Sadr, a longtime resident of Mashhad, named his three sons Reza, 
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Musa, and Ali, the three elements of the name of the eighth Twelver Shiite Imam, 
Ali b. Musā al-Ridā/Rezā, who is buried in Mashhad.149 

The Institutional Reenactment of the Myth: The Islamic 
Republic of Iran

Although the biblical Moses did not live to see his people establish their rule in the 
Holy Land, the figure of Moses and the idea of theocracy are closely intertwined in 
Western thought.150 The establishment of the “Islamic Republic,” the first theocracy 
of modern times, by Ayatollah Khomeini, the “Moses of the age,” seems to indicate 
that this intertwining occurs outside the Judeo-Christian West as well. 

The term “theocracy” itself was coined around 94 ce by the Jewish historian 
Flavius Josephus, who noted that “some have entrusted the power of government 
to monarchies, others to the rule of the few, others again to the masses. But our 
legislator took no notice of any of these, but instituted the government as what one 
might call – to force an expression – a ‘theocracy,’ ascribing to God the rule and 
power.” What this means in practice is spelled out later in the text: 

For us, who are convinced that the law was originally laid down in 
accordance with God’s will, it would not be pious to fail to maintain 
it. What part of it would one change? What finer law could one invent? 
What could one bring from elsewhere as an improvement? What about 
the whole structure of the constitution? What could be finer and more 
just than [a structure] that had made God governor of the universe, 
that commits to the priests in concert the management of the most 
important matters, and, in turn, has entrusted to the high priest of 
all the governance of the other priests?” The priests exercise “close 
supervision of the law and of the other life-habits; for the priests have 
been appointed as general overseers, as judges in disputes, and with 
responsibility for punishing those condemned.151

Roughly nineteen centuries after Josephus, Khomeini echoed these ideas when he 
wrote in his “Islamic Government”: “The fundamental difference between Islamic 
government ... and constitutional monarchies and republics ... is this: Whereas the 
representatives of the people or the monarch in such regimes engage in legislation, 
in Islam the legislative power and competence to establish laws belong exclusively 
to God Almighty.” Since “God’s laws were not revealed merely for the time of the 
Prophet, only to be abandoned thereafter,” it follows that “Islamic government is a 
government of law.” And as rulers should ideally know the law they are supposed 
to apply, “the true rulers are the [ulema] themselves,” and they must, among other 
things, also “attend to the penal provisions of Islam.”152 
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The resemblance between the formulations of Josephus, who was a priest himself, 
and those of Khomeini, a member of the ulema, is not accidental, of course. As a 
Jew, Josephus considered the priests (kohanim) to be by definition successors of 
Aaron, while, as we saw earlier, Khomeini argued that the ulema fulfill the same 
role as rulers as the prophets did, among them Moses and Aaron.153 The parallels 
do not end there. The Iranian constitution of 1979, as amended in 1989, provided 
for an “Islamic Republic,” a term reminiscent of the “theocratic republic” that 
Baruch Spinoza thought encapsulated the constitutional form of the Jewish ideal 
of theocracy.154 Both are characterized by priestly/ulema oversight of a political 
system in which some administrative functions are carried out by laymen. 

After the triumph of the revolution, the vocabulary of the Koran became a 
prominent part of the new regime’s jargon. Perhaps to preempt their leftist rivals, 
whose discourse spoke of “exploitation” and gave great prominence to the “toiling 
masses,” the Islamists adopted the term mostaz‘af, which had been popularized 
by Shari‘ati, to designate the poor—among whom, to the disappointment of the 
Left, they found their power base. Expropriated companies were combined into a 
holding and given to the newly established “Mostazafan Foundation,” which now 
controls about a fourth of Iran’s economy.155 The perpetrators of istid‘āf—the old 
elite—were given the designation tāghuti, from tāghut,156 which means “an idol, a 
demon, or any object worshipped (excepting God), particularly an ancient idol in 
Mecca.” Internationally, the word istikbār (arrogance) came to denote imperialism 
and has been applied to the United States.  

Conclusion
The Protestant Pilgrim Fathers and the Catholic friar Savonarola, Afrikaner 
trekkers and anti-apartheid liberation theologians, the founders of the State of 
Israel and three decades later those of the Islamic Republic: They were all inspired, 
to a greater or lesser degree, by the myth of Moses and Pharaoh. That a myth 
should be so versatile need not astonish, since, as Roger Caillois reminds us, it is in 
the very nature of myths that they respond to the most diverse entreaties.157 

The ubiquity of the Mosaic myth has been a mixed blessing for humanity, however. 
In the words of the Dutch religious historian Anton Weiler, “Exodus has, in the 
course of Christian history, proved to be not only a paradigm that gives hope, but 
also one that is very dangerous.”158 In light of the plight of the Palestinians and 
that of the millions of Iranians driven into exile by the Iranian revolution, to say 
nothing of the many others who have been persecuted inside Iran for disagreeing 
with the “Moses of the age” or his legacy, this statement is valid with respect to 
Jewish and Muslim history as well.159 
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Three decades after the Islamic revolution, millions of Iranians risked their lives in 
the summer of 2009 to demonstrate against what they believed to be an egregiously 
rigged presidential election when Zahrā Rahnavard’s husband, Mir Hosein Musavi, 
who had caught the imagination of younger Iranians by promising more respect 
for the same individualist values his wife had denounced in her book on Moses, 
was declared the loser by an implausibly large margin. This popular movement 
has been widely (and correctly) interpreted as a protest against the increasingly 
oppressive policies of the regime since 2004. But in a sense it was also a logical 
result of the revolution itself, for it was the successful outcome of the 1978–79 
revolution that proved to the citizenry that they were capable of taking their 
destiny into their own hands. One is reminded here of Harvey Cox calling the 
Exodus event a “secularization of politics” because it was “an act of insurrection 
against a duly constituted monarch, a pharaoh whose relationship to the sun-
god Re constituted his claim to political sovereignty” and because it “symbolized 
the deliverance of man out of a sacral-political order and into history and social 
change, out of religiously legitimated monarchs and into a world where political 
leadership would be based on power gained by the capacity to accomplish specific 
social objectives.”160   

The last Shah claimed divine grace as a source of legitimacy,161 and the Islamic 
Republic put an end to his rule. Far from proclaiming itself a messianic movement, 
however, the revolution of 1978–79 promised to create a more just system of 
government here and now, while believers waited for the Mahdi to manifest 
himself. Khomeini was quite explicit about this: He argued that since the 
reasons for the twelfth Imam’s occultation were beyond human understanding,162 
believers should not wait for him to reveal himself but should try to establish 
Islamic government even in his absence.163 Of the political quietism of a leading 
cleric (possibly Grand Ayatollah Khui?), to whom Khomeini ascribed the 
following argument—“If the Imam of the Age ...  thinks it necessary, he will 
come. I cannot claim to be more concerned for Islam than he is; so if the Imam 
sees what is happening, let him come himself to remedy our affairs! Why should 
I do anything?”—Khomeini said in 1978 that it was “the logic of people who 
wanted to avoid responsibility.”164 As people took responsibility, a dynamic was 
unleashed which, despite the constitutionally mandated oversight of the political 
system by the clergy, had the unanticipated consequence of leading to a certain 
“secularization” of politics, where “secularization” denotes not a waning of religious 
belief per se but, to recall Harvey Cox’s formulation, the “deliverance of man out of 
a sacral-political order and into history and social change.”165 Thirty years after the 
establishment of the Islamic Republic, this dynamic took a new turn.

In a country of 70 million people, however, a variety of political and religious 
sensibilities coexist and compete, and a civil rights movement keen on rolling 
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back theocracy is not, therefore, the only consequence of the disenchantment with 
clerical rule; there are other options, other responses. Exodus, to quote Michael 
Walzer one last time, “begins with a concrete evil and ends (or doesn’t quite end) 
with a partial success. ... So far is the end of the story from the end of days that 
there is more than enough room for the backsliding and renewed oppression 
that repeatedly transform the hope of Exodus into messianic fantasy. Messianism has 
its origins in disappointment.”166 It is precisely the multiple disappointments 
that Iranians have experienced over the last three decades, as clerical theocrats 
who promised a more just and moral society became themselves corrupt and 
oppressive, that go a long way toward explaining the rise in messianic expectations 
among many Twelver Shiites in Iran. Today the Jamkaran Mosque south of Tehran, 
believed to be the place where the twelfth Imam will reappear any day,167 attracts 
more visitors than Khomeini’s nearby mausoleum.168 But that is another story. 
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