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Ali Shariati is one of the influential thinkers in the contemporary history of Iran and
the Islamic world. Considering the social and political circumstances of his time, he
sought to redefine Islamic concepts in a way that addressed the needs of society.
Serat (the path), a central metaphor in the intellectual framework of Muslim thinkers,
also holds a pivotal role in Shariati’s thought. This research seeks to answer the core
question: "What role does Serat play in the political language and thought of Ali
Shariati?" This study endeavors to present a new formulation of his thought by
employing the metaphor of Serat as the source domain and political thought as the
target domain. Through an analysis of Shariati’s ideas, we conclude that he
conceptualized various concepts, such as religion, movement and institution,
intellectuals, Alavid Shiism and Safavid Shiism, and others, as manifestations of
Serat. By utilizing these concepts, a comprehensive analytical framework and ten
foundational pillars rooted in the Serat metaphor have been extracted from Shariati’s
political thought. This research adopts a qualitative content analysis methodology,
enabling a deep examination of texts, identification of thematic parallels, and
systematic evaluation of key terms to arrive at a structured analysis of his ideas within
the domain of Serat.
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Introduction and Problem Statement

The essence of political thought is accompanied by metaphors and theoretical analogies. This holds
true in both Western and Islamic political thought, whether in the classical or contemporary period.
In the political thought of Muslim thinkers, the metaphor of the straight path (Serat) plays a
prominent role in the political thought, language, and even political action of Muslim thinkers
(Barzegar, 2023: 11).

The Islamic world, in confronting Western civilization and the contemporary issues arising from
it, faced the important question of how and why this gap of backwardness between the West and
the East has occurred, and what path the West has taken. This question, along with the concepts of
path and backwardness in the path, the description of the “distance” between us and them, the
analysis of the reasons for this distance, the delineation of the ultimate goal and desirable direction
of the path, and the prescription of a strategic approach to action, all fall under the category of path
and Serat (Barzegar, 2023: 12).

In the Islamic world, some have proposed modern ideologies, socialism, liberalism, and
nationalism, as answers and paths to bridge this gap with the modern world. In such a context,
political Islam and the pursuit of Islam, influenced by the metaphor of the straight path, emerge as
an alternative way to address the problem of backwardness from the caravan of modernity
(Barzegar, 2023: 12).

The concern of being on the Serat, inspired by the verses of the Quran and the metaphor of Serat
in the political language, has been reflected in some Muslim thinkers; they have utilized it in the
political analysis of phenomena and in shaping their themes. Previously, Ebrahim Barzegar has
provided a Serati reading of Islamic thinkers in works such as: The Metaphor of Serat in the
Political Thought of Sayyid Qutb (1390), The Political Thought of Imam Khomeini (RA): Politics
as Serat (1391), The Metaphor of Serat in the Political Thought of Ibn Taymiyyah (1391), and
Serat: Understanding Politics and Political Formation in the Thought of Ayatollah Khamenei
(1402). The present research also aims to provide a Serati reading of Ali Shariati by utilizing the
method, concepts, and analytical framework of the aforementioned works.

Shariati, as one of the most prominent Islamic thinkers who has expressed concern about the
backwardness and distance of the Islamic world from the West and modernity, has also been
worried that the Islamic world does not fall into the wrong paths of modernity and stagnation and
remains on the straight path. One of the functions of metaphors in political thought, due to its
linguistic function, is that the metaphor of Serat plays a significant role as an effective expression
and linguistic tool in conveying Ali Shariati’s political thought.

Research Method

Qualitative Content Analysis: This is a set of techniques used for the systematic analysis of texts.
In this method, the researcher strives to pay attention to the context or background of the text and
to extract information from it as well (Manouchehri, 2023: 197). In this approach, we focus on a
deep examination of the text, identifying similarities between the contents, juxtaposing them, and
selecting and valuing the words used by a thinker in the area of Serat.
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Findings

The metaphor of the straight path (Serat) and the perspective of pathways play a decisive role in
the political thought of Ali Shariati. One of his most important theories, titled “Return to the Self,”
is framed using the metaphor of the straight path and the expression of a “returning” pathway.
Shariati’s overarching perspective continually places the Muslim individual at a crossroads and
multiple-choice dilemmas in various categories he addresses. The choice between the paths of
Alavi Shi’ism and Safavid Shi’ism, the return to the self versus stagnation and modernity, the
adoption of Western ideas versus reactionism and alienation, among others, are some of these
paths, alongside the detours that Shariati delineates for the Muslim individual.

The metaphor of the straight path in Shariati’s political thought can be analyzed on two levels: one
at the level of the language and the words related to the straight path that Shariati articulates, and
the deeper level of the theorized framework of the straight path in Shariati’s political thought. At
this level, the researcher extracts the words based on the source domain of the metaphor of the
straight path and the target domain of political thought, presenting them as a cohesive intellectual
system and comprehensive analytical model.

Conclusion

The metaphor of the straight path (Serat) plays a decisive role in the thought of Ali Shariati. By
utilizing the ten elements of Serat in Shariati’s political thought, a summary of his ideas can be
presented as follows: one must first gain awareness and awaken, then repent for straying from the
correct paths, and proceed on the path of returning to one’s Islamic self. In this journey, there is a
need for leadership that guides individuals towards that ultimate goal and perfection. Every
leadership requires a community and companions; some companions, such as jurists and
intellectuals, are the pioneers of the path, while others are ordinary supporters. Along the way, we
encounter bandits and detours, with some choosing to take the wrong paths. In contrast to the Serat,
we face detours and obstacles such as colonialism, traditionalism, fundamentalism, and modern
isms, which also have their own companions who are, in fact, anti-companions and against the
Serat. Leadership and companions on the Serat carry burdens that entail commitments to each other
and to the Serat. Acting according to the necessities of time accelerates and advances humanity on
the straight path.

With the results obtained from this research and other studies regarding the metaphor of Serat in
the thoughts of Muslim thinkers, it can be asserted with greater certainty that the metaphor of Serat
has the potential to become one of the central metaphors in explaining the political thought of
Muslim thinkers.
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