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The key argument of this article is that the origins of today’s ideological conflict between
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad and Mir Hossein Mousavi can be traced back to the Iranian Consti-
tutional Revolution of 1906–1911. One of the key disputes that emerged during this period
was between a group of clerics and a coalition of constitutionalists who clashed over whether
a council of religious experts should have veto power over parliamentary deliberations. While
the constitutionalists prevailed in 1907 over their religious rivals in the short term, the ide-
ological battle over this issue continued throughout the 20th century and resurfaced again
after the Islamic Revolution in 1979. This time religious conservatives were victorious. They
successfully wrote and passed a constitution where sovereignty was divided between reli-
gious clerics and the masses. If ever the two should clash, it was the clerics who had the
final say. The present conflict in Iran today, in the aftermath of the disputed June 12, 2009
presidential election between conservatives and reformists, is rooted in this legacy of the
unresolved ideological dispute over the proper location of political sovereignty that began in
the early 20th century. Here I seek to explore these linkages between the past and the present
and to comment on the internal struggle for democracy in Iran. The focus of this paper will
be on the lessons for democratic theory that emerge from the conflict and tension between
religion and politics in Iran. In particular, it will focus on lessons that can be drawn from
debates over the moral basis of legitimate political authority and what role religion should
play in emerging Muslim democratic polities.

The Failure of Democracy in 20th Century Iran: Relevant Democratic Notes

The current struggle for democracy in Iran today did not emerge out of a vacuum – a
century of history lies behind it. Broadly speaking, it is often forgotten that most democratic
transformations are rarely victorious on their first attempt; there is a legacy of struggle,
defeat, intellectual transformation, sacrifice, political experience and democratic learning
that is accumulated prior to any transition to democracy. Even when democracy has been
consolidated, the possibility of rollback remains. In Contention and Democracy in Europe,
1650–2000, Charles Tilly noted that examples of democratization in Europe in the past 350
years are as frequent and numerous as de-democratization.1 The struggle for democracy in
Iran over the past century follows a similar oscillating pattern of democratization and de-
democratization. More recently, the rise and fall of the reformist presidency of Muhammad
Khatami (1997–2005), followed by the ascendency of the hard-line presidency of Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad, and the brief democratization of Iranian politics in the lead up to the June 12,
2009 presidential election, followed by the subsequent electoral coup d’état all fall within
this oscillating pattern.
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Historically, the internal institutional roots of authoritarianism in Iran have been embodied
in the monarchy and sections of clergy.2 At the level of the state, the monarchy had been a
bastion of political authoritarianism dating back 2,500 years to the time of Cyrus the Great,
the founder of the Achaemenian dynasty. This institution dominated the Iranian political
landscape for much of its history. In more recent times, at a social level, one of the primary
sources of authoritarianism has been the Shi’a Muslim clergy (ulema), who, similar to the
Catholic church through the Middle Ages in Europe, has enjoyed a monopoly on religious
interpretation within Iran.3 During the Safavid and Qajar periods (16th to 20th century), the
royal court relied on sections of the ulema to legitimize the “divine right of the kings” to
rule. These kings laid exclusive claim to political authority in Iran. Simultaneously, however,
a section of the clergy gradually developed an autonomous set of institutions separate from
state control that were both financially independent and had organic links with society. A
critical political alliance between the clergy and the bazaar (or the traditional bourgeoisie)
developed over time, and it has played a vital role in the last 150 years of Iranian politics by
espousing popular grievances while resisting the internal despotism of the monarchy and the
external imperialism of European powers.4

In commenting on the history of political life in Iran, Nikki Keddie and Mehrdad Amanat
observed that there was “only a slight variation in the general pattern of Iranian politics”
between the 11th and 19th centuries when elements of the royal court, tribal groups and the
clergy determined the ebb and flow of political life. These scholars also made the point that
“to discuss Iranian politics as distinct from Iran’s foreign relations is to imply an artificial
separation between them. It must be borne in mind that the internal politics [of Iran] . . .

were to a considerable degree controlled not only from behind the scenes . . . but even from
beyond Iran’s borders.”5

Unlike the rest of the Muslim world, Iran did not experience a period of formal European
colonization, but given the dominant role played by Russia and Britain (and later the United
States) in Iranian affairs, Keddie and Amanat’s reference to Iran as a “semi-colony” is an
apt description.6 In short, the monarchy, the clergy and the role of external imperial forces
are the three dominant variables that have had a deep impact on Iranian politics over the
past 200 years and are critical reference points in terms of understanding the obstacles
to democratization and the persistence of political authoritarianism. Any comprehensive
discussion of this topic must include a consideration of these variables, all of which featured
prominently, albeit to differing degrees and in different ways, in the four “moments of
democracy” during the 20th century.

These moments of democracy refer to brief periods of time when the traditional forces
that had bolstered political authoritarianism were weak and when democratic forces were as-
cendant. At these moments, a transition to democracy was on the top of the national agenda,
and it seemed that a democratic breakthrough was a distinct possibility. In chronological
order, these four moments of Iranian democracy are: the 1906–1911 Constitutional Revolu-
tion, the Mossadeq years (1950–1953), the 1979 Islamic Revolution, and the first term of
Muhammad Khatami’s presidency (1997–2001). It is my view that the current conflict in
Iran today is a continuation of this fourth moment of democracy. In the 2009 presidential
election, the reformists, led by Mousavi and Khatami, were attempting to stage a come-
back and recapture the presidency. Fearing a return of the reformists to power, hard-line
conservatives staged an electoral coup.7 Currently they are seeking to use the street protests
that followed the election to wipe out the reformist movement by placing many of its top
leaders on trial and charging them with treason.8 Whether they will be successful remains
to be seen.
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Having discussed the other moments of democracy in Iran elsewhere, I want to focus on
the first moment of democracy in this article and discuss its linkage to the events following
the recent Iranian presidential election.9 Doing so will serve to provide a necessary backdrop
and context to contemporary ideological debates on democracy in Iran between reformers
and conservatives.10 While far from a comprehensive treatment of the topic, this article
focuses on the history of democracy in Iran and the role of religious disputation, in particular
debates on political legitimacy and the unresolved question of the proper location of political
sovereignty.

The Iranian Constitutional Revolution (1906–1911)

Between 1906 and 1911 Iran experienced a Constitutional Revolution. By regional standards,
it was a huge leap forward in terms of advancing political development, promoting modern-
ization and transforming Iranian society. According to Hamid Enayat it “represent[ed] the
first direct encounter in modern Iran between traditional Islamic culture and the West . . . .
[and] was a movement of unprecedented dimension in Iran’s modern history which embraced
vast groups of people from every social quarter, thus generating a heated debate between
diverse ideologies.”11 While the democratic gains of this period were eventually rolled back,
a framework for democratization and constitutionalism was established that was to become
a reference point for Iranian democracy advocates until the 1979 revolution.

The monarchy, the clergy and external powers (primarily Russian) were key players
in this political conflict. The primary causes of the revolution were economic stagnation,
foreign intervention and corruption by the monarchy. The influences of modern democratic
and liberal ideas were an underlying factor and the Russo-Japanese war (1904–5) arguably
also played a part.12 The solution to the growing internal crisis of authoritarianism that
called for limiting royal absolutism by transforming Iran into a constitutional monarchy,
establishing a parliament with popular representation, and institutionalizing the rule of law.13

The driving force behind this democratization movement was a diverse coalition of social
democratic activists, liberal constitutionalists, women, intellectuals, artisans, merchants,
religious dissidents and ethnic and tribal groups.14

What is of particular interest for this article is the relationship between religion and politics
during the Constitutional Revolution and its connection to the struggle for democracy in Iran
today. Since the Constitutional Revolution was Iran’s first genuine democratic moment in
Iranian history, it merits further consideration. The theme of sovereignty and its proper
location within the Iranian political system establishes a critical link between the two time
periods (early 20th century and late 20th/early 21st century). Today, this contested concept
underpins the conflict over the democratization and liberalization of Iran between rival
political camps.

In commenting on the problems of religion and democracy in Iran today, Adam Tarock
observed that the origins of the conflict between President Khatami and his conservative
opponents “began during the constitutional revolution in the early 20th century.” One of
the initial disputes during this period was between “clerics and liberals [who] clashed over
whether a council of clerics should have veto power over parliamentary deliberations.” While
the liberals in 1907 prevailed over their religious rivals in the short term, “the ideological
battle between them continued right up to the success of the Islamic revolution in 1979.”
Tarock added that the “present conflict between the religious conservatives and reformers is
in fact the legacy of the ideological dispute (i.e. the supremacy of divine law over people’s
will; the latter as expressed in national elections) that began early last century.”15
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Similarly, Shahrough Akhavi, in writing about the Iranian Constitutional Revolution,
noted that the “division among the clerics over support for the constitutional movement
rested on different perceptions of the concept of sovereignty.”16 The debate between two
clerics at the time, Ayatollah Muhammad Husayn Na’ini (pro-constitutionalist) and Ayatollah
Fazlullah Nuri (anti-constitutionalist) epitomized this tension among the Shi’a ulema.17 A
brief overview of this debate is instructive for this article because it resurfaced again in 1979
and has a direct bearing today on the struggle for Iranian democracy.18

The two questions at the center of this debate were (1) does a secular constitution have
any legitimacy in an Islamic society and (2) where is the locus of political sovereignty?19

Ayatollah Na’ini gave a qualified endorsement to the idea of a secular constitution. His
famous tract on this topic was called Tanbih al-ummah va tanzih al millah dar asas va usul
mashrutiyat (An Admonition to the Nation and an Exposition to the People Concerning
the Foundation and Principles of Constitutional Government). Written in 1909 against the
tyranny of the monarchy, it attempted to justify constitutional government from a Shi’i
Islamic point of view by Islamicizing constitutional principles; in effect, it argued that the
values of democracy and constitutionalism are not in contradiction with Islam.20

On the other side of the debate, Ayatollah Nuri was the leading clerical opponent of the
Constitution Revolution. In a harshly worded treatise, Kitab Tadhkirat al-Ghafil va-Irshad
al-Jahil (Book of Admonition to the Misinformed and Guidance for the Ignorant),21 he
condemned the idea of equality before the law between religious groups and freedom of
the press. Instead he championed the supremacy of Shariah law over secular constitutional
law.22 In Nuri’s view, the idea of a constitution was antithetical to Islam because sovereignty
belongs to God alone and subsequently to the Prophet Muhammad and the Shi’i Imams
and, in their absence, to the ulema (clergy) who were best suited to interpret the divine will.
The masses had no right to exercise sovereignty in this arrangement.23 He further argued,
foreshadowing sentiments that were to be heard throughout the 20th century among political
Islamists, that God alone is the law-maker in Islam and his laws are to be understood and
disseminated by the learned clergy.24

The importance of this debate for the struggle for democracy in Iran during the 20th century
cannot be overstated. Na’ini’s quasi-democratic religious tract was picked up by Ayatollah
Mahmud Taleqani, one of the leading liberal and democratic-minded clerics of the 1979
revolution (second only to Khomeini in popular stature). Taleqani’s third edition of Na’ini’s
Islamic defense of constitutional government (1955), with notes and commentary, was used
in opposing the Shah’s dictatorship, particularly by the more religious segments of society,
throughout the 1960s and 1970s. It had broad appeal because it was an original attempt
to indigenize concepts of democracy and constitutionalism within an Islamic framework in
contrast to the Shah’s Western-inspired secular and modernizing policies, which were viewed
as inauthentic and alien.

Similarly, but on the authoritarian side of the debate, Ayatollah Khomeini and his sup-
porters viewed Ayatollah Nuri as one of the ideological fathers of the Islamic Republic and
made every effort to rehabilitate him. Janet Afary, the author of a widely acclaimed study
of the Constitutional Revolution, suggested that Khomeini’s vision of a theocratic state was
fundamentally inspired by Ayatollah Fazlullah Nuri’s claim to religious authenticity and his
critique of the constitutional process seventy years earlier. She pointed to the fact that in the
1907 supplementary laws of the Iranian Constitution, which Nuri and his supporters man-
aged to pass, one can see the first outlines of the current Council of [Religious] Guardians in
the 1979 Islamic Republican constitution. Both institutions (which resulted from the 1906
and 1979 revolutions) were designed to perform the same function of subjecting the general
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will to a clerical veto to ensure that parliamentary legislation met the standards of Islamic
authenticity.25 Furthermore, in 1993, the conservative hard-line speaker of the Iranian par-
liament, Ali Akbar Nateq-Nuri, funded and organized a major conference in the city of
Nur in celebration of Ayatollah Fazlollah Nuri’s contribution to Iranian politics. In short,
in the official doctrine of the Islamic Republic of Iran today, Ayatollah Fazlollah Nuri is a
celebrated hero, while Ayatollah Muhammad Husayn Na’ini is a forgotten figure, although
a revered one among reformists and religious intellectuals who frequently quote him.26

Mohsen Kadivar, for example, a leading reformist cleric, scholar and public intellectual,
refers to Na’ini repeatedly in his own writings on Islam and democracy.27 In a similar vein,
the Liberation Movement of Iran (LMI), a banned but sometimes semi-tolerated political
party that is part of the reformist coalition, draws considerable inspiration from Ayatollah
Na’ini’s writings on constitutionalism and Islam.28 In personal conversations with this
author, Ebrahim Yazdi, the current secretary-general of the party, has invoked Ayatollah
Na’ini’s name as a source of reference for his own democratic advocacy on numerous
occasions.29 In the aftermath of the June 2009 presidential elections, Mehdi Karroubi,
a presidential candidate, former reformist parliamentary speaker and leading opposition
figure, invoked Ayatollah Na’ini’s name and example on several occasions in his conflict
with his hard-line rivals.

Contemporary Echoes of a Historic Debate

With a re-reading of the debate between Ayatollahs Nuri and Na’ini, a clear line can be traced
from Na’ini’s democratic exegesis on constitutionalism and Nuri’s sacred defense of tradi-
tional Islam to debates in Iran today between reformers and conservatives over the question
of democracy. Fundamentally, as was the case a century ago, the proper location of political
sovereignty is at the heart of this debate. This dispute resurfaced after the disputed June 2009
election and has been on public display, especially after the Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei
endorsed the election result, publicly praising Ahmadinejad and calling for an end to all debate
on the topic. Disobedience to the commands of the Supreme Leader was deemed by the ideo-
logical supporters of Ahmadinejad as not only illegal but also anti-Islamic. The key question
that re-surfaced in the post-election debate was “From where does the Islamic Republic of Iran
derive its legitimacy? From the people or from God (and those who claim to act in His name)?

While this question has been at the center of Iranian politics for at least the last decade, it
was thrust to the forefront of public debate in a dramatic fashion when Ayatollah Hashemi
Rafsanjani (the two-time former president), widely viewed as the second most powerful
person in Iran, delivered his dissenting Friday prayer sermon on July 17, 2009. In this speech
he criticized the post-electoral crisis that had engulfed Iran, asked that the grievances of
those who protested the electoral result be addressed and called for a release of all political
prisoners. A significant part of his speech, however, dealt with the question of the roots of
political legitimacy of the Islamic Republic of Iran. Quoting extensively from the Qur’an,
the Prophet Muhammad, early shi’i Islamic sources and the words of Ayatollah Khomeini,
he affirmed that without the consent of the people there could be no Islamic republican
system:

As you are aware, according to the constitution, everything in the country is determined by
people’s vote. People elect the members of the Assembly of Experts and then they elect the
[Supreme] leader, that is, the leader is [indirectly] elected by the people’s vote. Presidents,
MPs, members of the councils are elected by direct votes of the people. Other officials are
also appointed [indirectly] through the people’s vote. Everything depends on the people.30
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Rafsanjani’s sermon drew strong criticism from conservative clerics within Iran. They
took issue with his open support of the reformist opposition, and, critically, with his interpre-
tation of where the Islamic Republic derived its legitimacy. Ayatollah Muhammad Yazdi, a
member of the Guardian Council and head of the powerful Qum Theological Teachers Asso-
ciation, responded by stating that Rafsanjani was “egregiously wrong” for he was “mistaking
legitimacy for popularity.” In his counter-theory of political legitimacy, Yazdi affirmed that
legitimacy was fundamentally derived from God not the people: “In Islam, the legitimacy
[mashru‘iyyat] of a government is granted by God – not from the people. While without
the people’s acceptance [maqbuliyyat] no Islamic government can function, this does not
give the establishment its legitimacy. . .this important principle has been overlooked by Mr.
Hashemi.”31

Ayatollah Yazdi was summarizing an argument that is central to the political theology of
hard-line and conservative Iranians. This group makes a conceptual and moral distinction
between legitimacy (mashru‘iyyat) and acceptability (maqbuliyyat) of Iran’s political system.
While the moral basis of legitimate authority must be rooted in the divine, the functionality of
the political system pertains to the people’s willingness to operate within it. In other words,
legitimacy comes from the Almighty and pertains to the right to rule, maqbuliyyat is the
power to actually do so and this comes from the people.32

The post-electoral crisis in Iran has led to a flurry of debate about basic political principles
and the role of religion in Iran’s polity. Hard-line clerics, reeling under the pressure from
popular discontent, intellectual criticism and elite factionalism, have sought to mount a
defense of clerical supremacy in Iran by publicly justifying the religious underpinnings of
Iran’s political system.33 A leading clerical hawk and mentor to Ahmadinejad, Ayatollah
Mesbah Yazdi, even went so far to state that “obeying the president would be the same as
obeying God.”34 His argument was that because the Supreme Leader is effectively God’s
representative on earth (in his own words: “deputy of the Lord of the Age [the 12th Shiite
imam, Mahdi]”) who endorses the president for public office, obeying Ahmadinejad is
equivalent to obeying Khamenei who acts as God’s representative on earth. This statement
was ridiculed within Iran among reformist sympathizers and should be contrasted with the
statements and speeches of many other senior Shia clerics, several of them Grand Ayatollahs,
who have to varying degrees condemned the June 2009 electoral coup and championed the
grievances of the opposition.35

The most important and respected voice among the reformist coalition has been the
late dissident Grand Ayatollah Hossein Ali Montazeri, previously Khomeini’s designated
successor. Over the past two decades he emerged as a voice of conscience, a Desmond
Tutu-like figure in Iranian politics, defending democracy, protesting human rights abuses,
internal repression and political despotism. In a widely reported fatwa on July 11, 2009 he
called Iran’s rulers “usurpers and transgressors” who have lost all legitimacy to rule. This
was a historic statement that was widely circulated among opposition groups and celebrated
by Iranian democratic forces but it was suppressed within Iran and not reported by news
organizations. The most bold and courageous part of his statement was when Montazeri
explicitly affirmed that all believing Muslims had a moral and religious obligation to oppose
the current rulers in Iran and to seek their replacement, albeit through nonviolent means. In his
own words:

People must express their opinion about the illegitimacy [of Iran’s current rulers] and the
lack of their approval of their performance, and seek their dismissal through the best and
least harmful way. It is clear that this [dismissal of the officials] is a societal duty of everyone,
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and all the people, regardless of their social positions and according to their knowledge and
capability, must participate in this endeavor, and cannot shirk their responsibility.36

These intra-religious debates on the moral basis of legitimate political authority first
emerged in Iran about 100 years ago at the time of the Constitutional Revolution. They
were never successfully resolved and no democratic consensus was established in large part
because Iran’s developmental trajectory was undercut by the combination of the hegemony of
the monarchy and the intervention of foreign powers. Together, they played a critical role in
the defeat of the Constitutional Revolution in 1911 and the return of political authoritarianism
to Iran in the form of the Qajar and later Pahlavi monarchy. As a result, the inherent tension
between religion and democracy was never allowed to play itself out in the public sphere,
and no consensus was ever reached on the normative role of religion in Iranian politics.
Instead, for most of the 20th century, Iranian opposition groups were focused on countering
the secular authoritarianism of the US-backed Pahlavi regime, rather than on opposing the
religious authoritarianism of the clerics or reflecting on the inherent tension between religion
and democracy. The rise and victory of political Islam in Iran in 1979 cannot be understood
outside this context. The opposition to secular authoritarianism was especially influenced
by the 1953 CIA-led coup against Prime Minister Mossadeq, which had a dramatic effect
on shaping debates on secularism, religion and democracy in the decades leading up to the
1979 Revolution.37

Conclusion: Lessons for Democratic Theory

There are several lessons for democratic theory that can be derived from observing political
and religious debates in Iran today. First, religions are rarely univocal on matters political;
they often contain a multiplicity of competing perspectives. The doctrinal, political and
intellectual caveat that we should take away from this fact is that when exploring the
relationship between religion and politics, it is inappropriate to assume univocality and it is
much better to explore the variety of voices that religions can produce, some of which may
be usable and compatible with the social construction of democracy.38

Second, the intra-religious debates in Iran during the Constitutional Revolution in the
early 20th century were an important and still neglected part of Iranian and Muslim political
history. These debates were instructive in terms of foretelling how politics would unfold
in the later part of the 20th century, especially in terms of heated debates over the role of
religion in emerging Muslim democracies rooted in the question of the proper location of
sovereignty. To date, this period of history remains under studied and, with the exception of
Abdul Hadi Hairi’s book on Shi’ism and Constitutionalism in Iran (1977), we still lack a
comprehensive examination of this dimension of the Iranian Constitutional Revolution and
an assessment of its implication for Iranian, Muslim and democratic politics more generally.

Thirdly, there is a deeper and more profound lesson that democratic theorists can take
away from a study of Iranian politics and history. As this essay has sought to remind the
reader, one of the most divisive and difficult issues for any emerging democracy to resolve
is the normative relationship between religion and politics (or, more precisely, the normative
relationship between religion and state). In reconciling these tensions, there are no blueprints
to follow, nor can the political experience of one culture or civilization be easily transferred
to another. Anyone with an appreciation for history will know that the conflicts between
religious and political authority were not resolved in the West in a fortnight; rather, it took
hundreds of years, with accompanying bloodshed, violence and political persecution, before
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a broad democratically negotiated consensus could be arrived at. Muslim societies today are
just beginning to explore the inherent tensions and conflicts between religion and politics
and debates on the normative role of religion in a democratic polity are still in their infancy.
As outside observers of the Muslim world, we should not expect these problems to be any
less problematic than they were in the Western experience. Samuel Huntington and Bernard
Lewis’ paradigm of the “Clash of Civilizations” and the “Sacred Rage of Islam” obscures
and distorts this important historical and developmental point.

Finally, in societies where religion is a key marker of identity, emerging democratic
theories and debates have to grapple with the fundamental tension between political and
religious authority. The emergence of these debates is inevitable where ever religion holds
sway and is intimately connected with the task of constructing an indigenous theory and
understanding of political secularism. At key founding moments in the development of
democracy, this issue often emerges, as took place during Iran’s 1906–1911 Constitutional
Revolution. A similar debate emerged in post-colonial Indonesia during the post-colonial
era of the 1940s and 50s with respect the role of shariah law in the new constitution.39

If one had to locate one such moment in the Western tradition, one could find it in 17th

century in England in the writings of John Locke. Prior to the development of his influential
thesis that legitimate government is rooted in the “consent of the governed” (Second Treatise
of Government), Locke had to deal with the prior question of debunking the dominant
political idea of his age – that legitimate political authority was based on the “divine right of
kings” (First Treatise of Government). As I have argued elsewhere, Muslim societies today
are undergoing a similar process of contestation, debate and conflict over the moral basis
of legitimate political authority for which the politics of contemporary Iran is the perfect
illustration.40
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