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Abstract

A substantial body of contemporary Islamic political Figh (jurisprudence) distinguishes
between legitimacy and public approval, assigning the people a role largely confined to the
practical establishment and effective functioning of an Islamic government. In contrast, the
political thought of Martyr Ayatollah Seyed Ali Khamenei conceives of religious democracy
not merely as an institutional mechanism or a pragmatic political strategy, but as a normative
principle with jurisprudential significance for the legitimacy of the political order itself.
Within this framework, the participation of the people extends beyond securing the
government's effectiveness or social acceptance and assumes a constitutive role in the legal
and political validity of the Islamic state. Despite the importance of this perspective, its
Fighi foundations and their relationship to such concepts as Wilayah, rights, the Principle
of the Absence of Wilayah (Asl-e Adam-e Wilayah), and Negation of Political Coercion
have not yet been systematically examined. Employing a descriptive-analytical
methodology, this study explores the jurisprudential foundations of religious democracy in
the political thought of Ayatollah Khamenei. It argues that the role of the people in an
Islamic political system cannot be reduced to public approval or administrative efficiency;
rather, it occupies a jurisprudentially meaningful position within the normative structure of
governmental legitimacy. The study demonstrates that the jurisprudential foundations of
religious democracy in Ayatollah Khamenei's thought may be understood through several
interrelated principles. These include the principle of the Absence of Wilayah as the
foundational legal rule governing political authority; the conception of the people as the
primary addressees of the religious obligation to establish an Islamic government; the
jurisprudential implications of the right to self-determination in rejecting political coercion;
and the understanding of popular participation as both a necessary prerequisite for
preserving the Islamic government and a means of preventing the prohibited consequences
of governmental collapse into either authoritarian repression or political disintegration. The
analysis further demonstrates that, unlike the liberal-democratic model, religious democracy
in this conception is not grounded exclusively in individual rights but rests upon the
integration of rights and responsibilities within the normative framework of Islamic values.
Keywords: Ayatollah Khamenei, religious democracy, legitimacy, Wilayah, right to self-
determination, political thought.
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Extended Absrtact Introduction
1. Introduction
A dominant strand of contemporary Islamic political Figh distinguishes between the
legitimacy of political authority and its public approval. Within this framework,
legitimacy is understood to derive exclusively from Divine authorization, whereas the
role of the people is generally confined to the practical establishment, consolidation, and
effective functioning of the Islamic government. Popular participation is therefore
viewed as a condition for the realization of government rather than as a constituent
element of its legitimacy. Martyr Ayatollah Seyed Ali Khamenei advances a markedly
different understanding. While affirming that sovereignty belongs ultimately to Allah the
Almighty and that political leadership must satisfy the substantive qualifications
prescribed by Islamic law, He argues that religious democracy is not merely an
institutional mechanism or a pragmatic instrument of governance. Rather, it constitutes
an indispensable component of the legitimacy and validity of the Islamic political order
itself. In this conception, an Islamic government cannot attain political legitimacy
independently of the people's approval and active participation. This position raises a
fundamental jurisprudential problem. Islamic political thought has consistently rejected
the notion that political authority may derive solely from human will, insisting instead
upon the supremacy of Divine law. At the same time, Muslim scholars have long
criticized modern liberal democracy for elevating majority preference above objective
normative standards, reducing political equality to numerical voting power, allowing the
possibility of collective error, and disconnecting politics from revealed moral values. The
central question therefore becomes: How can religious democracy be reconciled with the
theological and jurisprudential foundations of Islamic government? Addressing this
question requires a systematic reconstruction of the jurisprudential foundations
underlying Ayatollah Khamenei's theory. Such an inquiry not only clarifies the legal status
of the people within the Islamic political order but also provides a framework for
evaluating competing theories that restrict popular participation to the sphere of
governmental effectiveness and social acceptance. Accordingly, this article seeks to
identify and analyze the principal jurisprudential doctrines that support the concept of
religious democracy in Ayatollah Khamenei's political thought.
2. Methodology
This research adopts a descriptive-analytical methodology grounded in the principles of
ijtihad within Islamic political jurisprudence. The study draws upon classical and
contemporary wortks of Islamic jurisprudence (figh) and usil al-figh, the published
writings and speeches of Ayatollah Khamenei, the Constitution of the Islamic Republic
of Iran, and selected scholarly works on Islamic political thought.
The analysis proceeds in two stages. First, the conceptual foundations of legitimacy,
Wilayah, legal rights, religious democracy, and the right to self-determination are
examined from the perspective of Islamic jurisprudence. Second, these concepts are
integrated through a systematic analysis of jurisprudential principles in order to
reconstruct the legal foundations of religious democracy. Throughout the study, careful
attention is given to distinguishing between primary legal presumptions (Usi! al-
‘amaliyyah), specific textual proofs, and secondary legal principles (‘anawin
thanawiyyah), each of which occupies a distinct place within the process of legal
reasoning,.



3. Results and Discussion

The study demonstrates that religious democracy in the political thought of Ayatollah
Seyed Ali Khamenei rests upon several complementaty jutisprudential foundations that
collectively explain the people's role in the legitimacy of the Islamic political order.

The point of departure is the jurisprudential principle of the Asl-e Adam-e Wilayah.
According to this principle, no individual possesses inherent Wilayah over another unless
such authority is established by valid evidence under Islamic law. Political domination is
therefore considered an exception to the default legal order and requires explicit
justification. This principle establishes the baseline presumption governing political
authority and places the burden of proof upon anyone claiming a legitimate right to rule.
Consequently, any theory that justifies political authority independently of the people's
consent must provide compelling legal evidence. Nevertheless, the principle merely
establishes the default legal position; the positive justification for religious democracy
rests upon additional jurisprudential arguments.

The first of these arguments concerns the legal identification of the addressee of the
obligation to establish an Islamic government. An examination of the relevant
jurisprudential evidence indicates that this obligation is directed to the Muslim
community itself. Once the establishment of government is understood as a collective
religious duty, the people cease to be passive subjects of political authority and instead
become the principal agents responsible for identifying the individual who possesses the
religious qualifications necessary for political leadership. The role of religious scholars
and political elites is therefore not to impose an Islamic government upon society but to
guide and educate the community in fulfilling its religious responsibility to establish a
government based upon Islamic principles.

Accordingly, public participation is not merely a political privilege or an instrument for
enhancing governmental efficiency; it constitutes an integral component of the
community's religious obligations. Popular choice does not replace the substantive
qualifications required by Islamic law but serves as the only legitimate mechanism for
identifying and appointing a qualified ruler where no specific divine designation exists.
The alternative would not be a more authentic realization of Islamic governance but
rather the imposition of authority through coercion and political domination.

A second and independent jurisprudential foundation is the right to self-determination.
The study argues that, within Islamic jurisprudence, a legal right (haq) is neither a purely
moral entitlement nor a political aspiration. Rather, it constitutes a legally recognized
normative relationship that confers a form of juridical authority upon its holder and
simultaneously generates corresponding obligations for others. Recognition of the
people's right to determine their political destiny therefore necessatily prohibits
individuals or institutions from imposing political authority without their consent. The
rejection of political coercion thus follows directly from the legal consequences of
recognizing this right rather than from considerations of expediency or political
prudence.

The third foundation derives from the jurisprudential doctrines of the necessary
prerequisite of an obligation and the necessary prerequisite of a prohibited act.
These secondary legal principles explain why democratic participation is indispensable to
the preservation of the Islamic political order. Since the establishment and preservation
of an Islamic government constitute religious obligations, and effective governance is
among the essential conditions for fulfilling those obligations, any measure indispensable
to achieving those objectives likewise acquires obligatory status. Under contemporary
political conditions, democratic institutions and meaningful public participation



represent essential prerequisites for establishing, maintaining, and strengthening an
Islamic government. Their observance therefore possesses an independent
jurisprudential basis.

Conversely, the abandonment of democratic participation is not merely an administrative
deficiency. From the perspective of Islamic jurisprudence, it may itself become a
prohibited preliminary cause leading to unlawful consequences. Excluding the people's
will ultimately places an Islamic government before an untenable choice: either it resorts
to increasing coercion and repression in order to preserve its authority or it loses its
popular support and ultimately collapses. Since both outcomes are religiously
impermissible, any course of action that foreseeably produces them likewise becomes
legally objectionable. Religious democracy thus functions not only as a principle derived
from primary jurisprudential doctrines but also as a secondary legal necessity essential to
preserving the legitimacy and continuity of the Islamic political order.

Taken together, these Fighi foundations reveal that religious democracy in Ayatollah
Khamenei's political thought is grounded in the inseparable relationship between rights
and obligations. This feature distinguishes it fundamentally from liberal democracy.
Whereas liberal democratic theory generally conceives political participation as an
expression of individual autonomy and subjective rights, Ayatollah Khamenei's theory
regards citizens as simultaneously possessing the right to determine their political destiny
and the religious obligation to establish, preserve, and reform the Islamic government.
Voting and political participation are therefore not merely optional civic entitlements but,
under many circumstances, constitute religious duties for which individuals bear legal and
moral responsibility. Religious democracy is thus founded not upon the absolute primacy
of individual autonomy but upon the integration of rights, obligations, and divine moral
values within the framework of Islamic law.

4. Conclusion

This study demonstrates that religious democracy in the political thought of Martyr
Ayatollah Seyed Ali Khamenei is neither an administrative technique nor merely an
instrument for enhancing governmental efficiency. Rather, it rests upon a coherent and
interrelated body of jurisprudential principles that collectively define the constitutional
role of the people within the Islamic political order. The Principle of the Absence of
Wilayah (Asi-e Adam-e Wilayah) establishes the default legal rule rejecting political
authority lacking legitimate justification. Specific jurisprudential evidence, particulatly the
identification of the Muslim community as the addressee of the obligation to establish
Islamic government and the recognition of the people's right to self-determination,
provides the positive legal basis for popular participation in political legitimacy.
Secondary jurisprudential doctrines further demonstrate that democratic participation is
indispensable both for preserving the Islamic state and for preventing the unlawful
consequences of authoritarian repression or political collapse. Accordingly, people are
not merely instrumental in establishing the Islamic government; they constitute an
essential component of its political legitimacy. This legitimacy, however, remains
inseparable from the Divine critetia governing political authority, including justice, figh,
and fidelity to the Shariah. It therefore cannot be interpreted as endorsing unrestricted
popular sovereignty or the philosophical premises of liberal democracy. Instead,
Ayatollah Khamenei's theory presents a distinctive jutisprudential model that transcends
both theories of exclusively divine legitimacy, which deny the constitutive role of the
people, and theories of purely popular sovereignty, which sever political authority from
divine law. It seeks instead to reconcile divine sovereignty, the people's right to self-
determination, and their corresponding legal and religious responsibilities within a unified



jurisprudential framework. The principal contribution of this study lies in relocating the
analysis of religious democracy from the domains of theology and political philosophy to
that of Islamic jurisprudence. By reconstructing the theory through the methodology of
figh and usal al-figh, it demonstrates that Islamic legal doctrine itself provides
independent and systematic foundations for recognizing the constitutive role of the
people in the legitimacy of the Islamic political order.

Keywords: Ayatollah Khamenei, religious democracy, legitimacy, Wilayah, right to self-
determination, political thought
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1. who will guard the Guardians?
2. autarchy, despotism, absolute or despotic rule
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