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Abstract

This study examines the dual approach adopted by Iran’s constitutionalist clerics in their
encounter with the West. Focusing on the dialectic of adaptation and resistance in the
thought of constitutionalist clerics, the article demonstrates how they simultaneously
employed modern Western concepts to combat domestic despotism while, at the same
time, drawing clear boundaries against Western colonialism and cultural onslaught. Using
critical discourse analysis and the study of historical documents, this research analyzes
the clerics’ dual approach along two principal axes: first, “selective adaptation,” which
includes the reinterpretation of modern political concepts within the framework of
Islamic thought and the use of modern institutions to realize religious objectives; and
second, “the preservation of identity and independence,” which encompasses resistance
to colonialism, the principle of Nafy-e Sabil (negation of domination), the pursuit of
independence, the preservation of Islamic—Iranian authenticity, and warnings against
Western cultural influence. The findings indicate that constitutionalist clerics sought to
present an indigenous model of progress and governance that, while benefiting from
modern achievements, would preserve the religious identity and cultural-political
independence of society. This study contributes to a deeper understanding of the tensions
present in Iran’s contemporary encounter with the West and their historical roots.
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Extended Abstrtact Introduction
1. Introduction

The Iranian Constitutional Revolution was one of the most decisive events in Iran’s
modern history and marked a turning point in Iranian society’s encounter with modernity
and the West. This period, which signaled the beginning of the introduction of modernity
into Iran, provoked diverse reactions among different social groups and placed profound
debates on identity, independence, and the country’s path of progress on the national
agenda.

The intellectual currents active during the Constitutional period can be divided into four
groups: the first group consisted of radical secularists such as Akhundzadeh, who called
for the full implementation of the Western model and the removal of religion from the
public sphere; the second group included moderate intellectuals such as Yousuf Khan
Mostashar al-Dowleh and Mirza Malkam Khan, who, while maintaining a nominal
respect for religion, advocated fundamental reforms based on Western models; the third
group comprised conservative jurists such as Sheikh Fazlullah Nouri, who promoted the
idea of Mashruteh-ye Mashra‘eh (legitimate constitutionalism) and believed that any political
system must be fully subordinate to Islamic law; and the fourth group consisted of
reformist constitutionalist clerics, including Akhund Khorasani, Mahallati, and Na’ini,
who sought a middle path between tradition and modernity.

Among these groups, the constitutionalist clerics adopted a distinctive and balanced
approach. They neither fell into the trap of total submission to Western culture nor
confined themselves to mere resistance to the demands of the age. With a deep
understanding of the political, social, and economic crises of Qajar Iran, and the necessity
of confronting domestic despotism and foreign colonialism, they sought to reinterpret
modern concepts and institutions within the framework of Islamic thought.

This research examines the dual approach of these clerics in their encounter with the
West, an approach that can be termed the “dialectic of adaptation and resistance.” The
central question is how these clerics were able to simultaneously make use of modern
Western concepts and institutions to combat domestic despotism while resisting Western
colonialism and cultural threats. What intellectual and practical strategies did they employ
to achieve this aim, and what tensions and challenges emerged along the way? These
questions are essential not only for understanding the history of the Constitutional
Revolution, but also for comprehending the tensions inherent in Iran’s contemporary
encounter with the West.

2. Methodology

This study employs critical discourse analysis and the examination of historical
documents in order to uncover layers of meaning within texts and to reconstruct the
intellectual structures of constitutionalist clerics. The primary sources consist of first-
hand Constitutional-era documents, including treatises and writings from that period,
which directly reflect the ideas and positions of these clerics.

Among these sources is anbih al-ummah va tanzib al-millah dar asas va usnl-i mashrutiyat by
Muhammad Husayn Na’ini (1327 AH), one of the most important theoretical works of
the Constitutional period, in which Na’ini provides a Fighi justification for
constitutionalism and reinterprets modern political concepts within the framework of
Shia thought. Also central to this study are the treatises of Sheikh Esmail Mahallati and
the letters of Akhund Khorasani, compiled in Rasi’ile Mashritiyyat, edited by
Gholamhossein Zargarinejad (2011) in two volumes, as well as Szyasat-nameh-ye Khorasani,



compiled by Mohsen Kadivar (2006), which contains Fatwas (religious decrees), letters,
and miscellaneous notes by Akhund Khorasani.

The analytical framework of this research focuses on two main axes: first, “selective
adaptation,” which includes the reinterpretation of modern political concepts within
Islamic thought, the use of modern institutions to achieve religious objectives, and efforts
to indigenize modernity; and second, “the preservation of identity and independence,”
which encompasses resistance to colonialism, the preservation of Islamic—Iranian
authenticity, warnings against Western cultural penetration, and an emphasis on political
and economic independence. These two axes interact dialectically and together constitute
the core structure of the political thought of constitutionalist clerics.

3. Results and Findings

The findings indicate that constitutionalist clerics adopted a dual and complex approach
in their encounter with the West, shaped by a dialectic of adaptation and resistance. This
approach was not static but rather a dynamic process in which the boundaries between
adaptation and resistance were continually redefined.

In terms of selective adaptation, these clerics reinterpreted modern concepts and
institutions within the framework of Islamic thought and employed a strategy of “cultural
translation.” One of the most significant achievements of this approach was the
redefinition of constitutionalism as Mashruteh-ye Mashru'eh, in which the limitation of
governmental power was viewed as compatible with Islamic law and presented not as
imitation of the West, but as a return to the authentic principles of Islamic governance.
They interpreted the National Consultative Assembly, Majles, as a manifestation of the
Islamic concept of Shura, arguing that this institution represented the realization of one
of Islam’s fundamental principles. They designed a political system that ensured both the
limitation of power and religious legitimacy, while preserving the supervisory role of
clerics over laws and legislation.

Concepts such as freedom, justice, law, and citizenship rights were also reinterpreted in
Islamic terms. For example, freedom was not understood in its Western sense but as
liberation from despotism and oppression, compatible with the principle of Promotion of
Viirtue and Prevention of 1Vice. Law was likewise regarded not as contradictory to Sharia, but
as an instrument for the implementation of justice and the prevention of arbitrary rule.
With regard to the preservation of identity and independence, constitutionalist clerics
established and set clear redlines to protect Iran’s political, economic, and cultural
independence. Drawing on the principle of Nafy-¢ Sabil, based on the Quranic verse “God
will never grant the unbelievers a way over the believers,” they resisted unjust
concessionary agreements such as the Régie concession and the Tobacco concession, and
considered foreign domination to be contrary to Islamic principles.

They emphasized the preservation of Islamic—Iranian identity in the face of Western
cultural onslaught and warned that adaptation from the West should not lead to the
weakening of the society’s cultural and religious foundations. These clerics believed that
political independence was meaningless without cultural and economic independence,
and that resistance against colonial powers was necessary in all dimensions.

This approach, however, was not without challenges and contradictions. Determining
the precise boundary between beneficial adaptation and harmful imitation was one of the
most difficult issues the clerics faced. There were differences of opinion among
constitutionalist clerics regarding the extent and limits of adaptation from Western
institutions, with some adopting more conservative positions and others more reformist
ones. Practical difficulties in implementing theoretical ideas, the gap between ideals and



political realities, and pressures resulting from competition among foreign powers were
also among the tensions encountered along this path.

Nevertheless, this balanced approach laid the foundation for the indigenization of
modernity in Iran and demonstrated that progress did not require abandoning all cultural
and religious elements of society.

4. Conclusion

The dual approach of constitutionalist clerics in their encounter with the West exerted a
profound and lasting influence on contemporary Iranian political thought, the effects of
which remain visible today. This approach laid the groundwork for multiple intellectual
currents that continue to be present in Iran’s political arena and to shape its political
discourse. The concept of Mashruteh-ye Mashru‘eh proposed by these clerics paved the way
for the emergence of the idea of “Islamic government” in the contemporary era and
offered a model for integrating democracy and Islam, which ultimately materialized in
the form of the Islamic Republic following the 1979 Revolution.

The efforts to reconcile popular sovereignty with Islam, to stand against despotism and
colonialism, and to emphasize political and cultural independence, initiated by these
clerics, were pursued in various forms over the following century and were reproduced
in different political movements in Iran, including the nationalization of the oil industry,
the Islamic Revolution, and even reformist movements.

Constitutional clerics presented a model for the indigenization of modernity,
demonstrating that progress and development could be achieved without abandoning
religious identity. They played a crucial role in shaping Iran’s modern national identity by
integrating Islamic and Iranian elements in a manner that responded to modern societal
needs while remaining consistent with tradition and culture. Their emphasis on
preserving the Persian language, Iranian culture, and Islamic identity provided a model
for defining national identity that continues to influence Iran’s political and cultural
discourse.

Concepts articulated by constitutionalist clerics such as independence, social justice,
public participation in governance, limitation of power, the rule of law, and resistance to
foreign domination, originated in their thought and were reproduced in subsequent
Iranian movements. These concepts became embedded in Iran’s political culture and
continue to play a significant role in contemporary political debates.

Ultimately, the experience of constitutionalist clerics demonstrates that the encounter of
the Islamic world with modernity is not necessarily a zero-sum choice between tradition
and modernity. Rather, there exists the possibility of a third path that, while accepting
the necessities of the age, remains committed to preserving identity and cultural
authenticity. This third path, formed through the dialectic of adaptation and resistance,
can serve as a model for Islamic societies in confronting the challenges of modernity.
This historical lesson is essential not only for understanding the past, but also for
addressing contemporary challenges and finding a balanced solution to the tension
between tradition and modernity.
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