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This dissertation aims to study the attempts made by contemporary 

Iranian religious modernists at reconciling Islam and democracy on 

the theoretical level, The prevailing theme in earlier studies on 

contemporary Iran  has been that of Islamic resurgence or the socio- 

political outcome of the 1979 Revolution to the neglect of other 

significant issues or intellectual challenges faced by religious 

modernists in both the pre- and post-revolutionary e r a s ,  such as 

that of the problematic of Islam and democracy. The present work 

therefore, considers the views of certain 1 ranian religious 

modernists of the last fifty years on the question of whether Islam 

is theoretically compatible or incompatible wi th democracy. To 

this end, we examine the main principles of democracy and 

cri tically evaluate their parallels among Islarnic noms. Then. the 

democratic notions of seven major Iranian religio-political 

thinkers are analyzed and evaluated in depth .  We also try to show 

the perception that these men had of democracy and of Islam, how 

they sought to bring the two into conformity, on what basis they 

structured their arguments, and how their attempt in t h i s  respect 

d i f f e r e d  from that of t h e i r  predecessocs at the turn of the 

century . 



Among the contributions o f  the present  work to  the field is 

its attempt t o  p r e s e n t ,  for the first time, the post-revolutionary 

religious intellectual trend in Iran w i t h  particular rererence to 

the problematic o f  1s  lam and democracy . This is  largely 

accomplished through an analytical study o f  its l ead ing  figure. 

Abdulkarirn Soroush, The result s u g g e s t s  t h a t  his attempt is an 

unprecedented one in terms of c o n t e n t ,  method and consequences . 

Indeed i t  is a watershed i n  Shi'ite re l ig ious  modernisrn i n  general 

and i n  the debate over the compatibility of Islam w i t h  democracy, 

i n  p a r t i c u l a r .  
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Ce memoire vise à étudier les tentatives faites par les 

modernistes religieux iraniens contemporains pour réconcilier 

l'Islam e t  la democratie sur le plan théorique. Le théme qui domine 

la plupart des études sur l'Iran contemporain est celui de la 

résurgence islamique ou 1' issue socio-poli tique de la révolut ion de 

1979, à l a  négligence d'autres questions significatives ou défis 

intellectuels auxquels les modernistes religieux des ères pré- et 

post-révolutionnaires ont du faire face, dont La problématique 

"Islam et démocratie". Le présent travail considère donc les 

opinions des modernistes religieux iraniens des cinquante dernières 

années sur la question de savoir si l'Islam et la démocratie sont 

théoriquement compatibles ou non. Dans ce but, nous examinons les 

principes essentiels de la démocratie et nous évaluons dans un 

esprit critique leurs parallèles avec les normes islamiques. 

Ensuite, les notions dCmocratiques de sept penseurs religio- 

politiques iraniens sont analysées et évaluees en profondeur. Nous 

visons aussi à montrer la perception qu'avaient ces hommes de la 

democratie et de l'Islam, comment ils ont cherché à les rendre 

conformes, la base sur laquelle ils ont construit leurs arguments. 



et comment leurs tentatives sous ce rapport ont d i f f é r é  d e  ceux de 

leurs prédecesseurs à la  fin du dernier s i é c l e .  

Parmi les apports de ce mémoire est  le f a i t  q u ' i l  présente ,  

pour l a  premiere fois, l a  tendance intellectuelle r e l i g i e u s e  post- 

révolutionnaire en  1 ran, particulièrement e n  ce qui concerne La 

problématique de  l'Islam et de la démocrat ie .  Ceci e s t  r é a l i s é  à 

travers une étude analytique de son représentant le  plus éminent, 

Abdulkarirn Soroush. La solution qu'of  Cre Soroush est presque sans 

précédent en termes de son contenu, sa méthode e t  ses conséquences. 

A vrai dire, elle représente un nouveau depart pour le modernisme 

religieux s h i i t e  en g é n é r a l ,  a i n s i  que pour le débat sur la 

compatibilité e n t r e  1'IsLam et l a  démocratie en particulier. 
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The system of transliteration used in this thesis is that 

recommended by the I n s t i t u t e  o f  Islamic Studies .  However, for the 

sake of  cons is tency ,  Persian words have b e e n  t r a n s l i t e r a t e d  i n  

conformity w i t h  the Arabic.  Certain more familiar names and words 

are not t r a n s l i t e r a t e d ,  for exarnple A l i  Shari'ati or Sufi. 



About fifty years a f t e r  the Persian Constitutional Revolution 

of 1906-1911, religious forces began once again to become involved 

in Zranian politics. From the withdrawal of the constitutionalist 

'ulama' from pofitics until the failure of the National Xovement 

( 1953) , only two individual members of the clergy, Ayatullah Sayyid 

Hasan Hudarris (d. 1936) and Ayatullah A b U l q a s i m  Kashani (d. 1962) . 
L 

as weL1 as the religiously motivated political organization 

Fada'iyan-i Islam, became actively involved in political matters. 

The reason for the 1ow profile of religion on the political scene 

was due partly to the secularist policy of the Pahlavis, which 

aimed at separating r e l i g i o n  and politics, and partly to the 

aloofness and apathy with respect to politics shown by the high 

ranking mujtahids of the era, particularly  Ayatullah Shaykh 

'Abdulkarfm Ha'lri ~ a z d i  ( d .  1936) and Ayatullah Sayyid Muhammad 

Husayn B u r ~ j i r d i  ( d .  1961) , two important marja '-i t a q l i d s  and 

towering figures in the Iranian Shi ' ite communi ty. The re- 

emergence of religion in politics was of a rather different nature 

this tirne, and, u n l i k e  at the beginning of the century, it was not 

initiated by high-ranking religious leaders. It started gradually 

For details of clergy-state relations during this era. see 
Shahrough Akhavi Religion and Politics in Contemporary Iran: 
Clergy-S ta te  Re la t f  on in the Pahlavi Per iod (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 1 9 8 0 ) .  
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and primarily as a religious modernist movement with strong 

political inclinations, its leading figures being lay religious 

intellectuals. The clergy's participation in politics up until the 

1979 revolution had only been on an individual basis. However, as 

had been the case during the constitutional movement, religion was 

once again appealed to in support of democratic institut ions and in 

opposition to the autocratic rule of the prevailing regime. 

The present work intends to examine the contribution of this 

re-emergence of religion to the problematic of the compatibility of 

Islam and democracy within the time period 1953-1997. This will be 

accomplished through an examination of the ideas of seven prominent 

figures who have shaped the religio-poli t i c a l  thought and discourse 

of the pre- and post-revolutionary eras in Iran. Three of them, 

Mahdi Bazargan, Ali Shari  'ati and Abdulkarim Soroush may be counted 

as lay religious intellectuals and religious modernis ts, whereas 

the remaining four were al1 members of the clergy, viz., S. Yahrnad , 

Taliqani, Murtada . Mutahhari, Muhammad Husayn Tabztaba'i . and 

Ruhollah Khomeini. This study seeks to examine whether the 

contemporary religio-political thinkers of Iran. in the course of 

theFr anti-tyrannical campaign, made any atternpt at the theoretical 

level to reconcile Islam and democracy. It asks the following 

questions, among others: Have the nature and the outcome of their 

efforts been d i f  ferent f rom what their predecessors achieved in 

this respect at the time of the constitutional revolution? How 

have they understood and attempted to conceptualize the notion of 
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democracy? On what cognitive as well as normative basis have they 

structured their arguments? The main concern of the study is the 

theoretical dimens ion of the problematic of 1s lam and democracy . 
Nevertheless, in order to find answers to the above questions in 

the religio-political discourse of these thinkers, the context of 

their discourse has to be identified. However, discussion of such 

matters will be limited to  only those major, relevant developments 

which had a direct bearing on the evolution of their thought, this 

in order t o  prevent the work from turning into a socio-political 

history of modern Iran. of  which there is no shortage. 

In most of the works that have appeared dealing with the 

Iranian revolution of 1979. the general or prevailing theme has 

been Islamic fundamentalism. I t  has been the outcome of the 

revolution. i . e . .  the supremacy of the theory of wilaya t-i f a q i h ,  

or the guardianship of the j u r i s t s .  that has overwhelmed and 

marginalized the study of other political ideas which were in the 

air long before and which were concurrent with that theory. For 

instance, the religious as well as political thought of Yahdi 

Bazargan. in spite of his significance as the precursor of the 

trend of  religious intellectualism i n  Iran, and his important 

contribution to the ce-emergence of religion in contemporary 

Iranian politics, has only just began to receive the attention it 

deserves. Furthermore, m a n y  other works have been wri t ten under 

the assumption that al1 pre-revolutionary re l ig ious  or religiously- 

oriented dissidents supported the concept of rule  by the 'ulama ', 
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w i t h  t he  r e s u l t  t h a t  they have reached predetermined conclusions 

that neglect t h e  variety of i d e a s  o r  aims t h a t  t r u l y  existed du r ing  

most of t h i s  c en tu ry .  

The present s t u d y  shows, among o t h e r  things. t h a t  the  

democrat ic  a s p e c t  of t h e  t heo ry  of  government p r e s e n t e d  by  these 

seven figures has been as important  f o r  most of  them as i t s  

r e l i g i o u s  a spec t .  Ln o t h e r  words they have not simply aimed at the 

es tab l i shment  of an Islamic government . They have depicted the 

n a t u r e  of t h a t  Islamic s t a t e  a s  democrat ic .  The s i g n i f i c a n c e  of  

t h e  p r e - r evo lu t i ona ry  t h i n k e r s '  atternpt l ies  e s p e c i a l l y  i n  t h e  Pact 

that they taught  and p repared  I r a n i a n s  f o r  an Islamic government . 
And y e t  the  q u e s t i o n  rernains: I f  they did in f a c t  preach the 

v i r t u e s  of a democrat ic  s t a t e ,  then ,  how d i d  t h e  theory  of  wilwat- 

i f a q f h  ga in  supremacy? Did t h e r e  e x i s  t ,  among o t h e r  reasons. any 

shortcomings i n  t h e i r  t h e o r y  of  Islamic democra t i c  government? 

I n  any even t .  approximate ly  two decades after t h e  1979 

Revolut ion .  t h e  issue of a religious democratic s t a t e  has  been 

raised again by a new t r e n d  of Islamic i n t e l l e c t u a l i s m  t h a t  has 

l ived under and has experienced a f o r a  o f  Islamic government. The 

emergence of such a v igo rous  interest i n  democracy and t h e  con t en t  

o f  the debates surrounding this issue, which are quite d i f f e r e n t  

from those of t h e  p r ev ious  g e n e r a t i o n ,  is t e l l i n g  evidence  t h a t  ln 

s p i t e  of t h e  f a c t  that  Shi'ite Islam was exposed for about  a 

century t o  a non-Islamic theory of government, L e . ,  democracy. and 
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despite the attempts made during most of this century on both the 

theore tical and practical levels to lntroduce certain dernocratic 

ideals, there sti11 remains much ground to  b e  explored b y  religious 

thinkers concerning the reconciliation of Is Lam and democracy. 1 t 

also indicates that the ex i s t ence  of a parliamentary system and 

regular elections does not necessarily make a s t a t e  democratic. In 

other words, accommodating a procedural democracy within an Islamic 

government may give i t a democrat ic sur face structure , yet i t s t i l l  

Leaves many fundamental questions unanswered . This seems to be 

what the pos t-revolutionary religious intellec tua1 movement in Iran 

is faced with and for which i t  is trying to find solutions. 

Wi th the exception of Ha*  iri* s s tudy o f  rza Yuhammad Husayn 

Na'ini ' s  attempt at reconciling Islam wi th cons ti tut ional dernocracy 

in 1906~, no other work has been devoted to tracing the further 

development o f  this issue among twent ieth-century 1 ranian religious 

thinkers and activists. The present thesis inves t igates , 

therefore, the ideas of a number of  such thinkers  who have been 

active during the second half of this century. The first chapter 

provides a brief exposition of certain fundamental issues that have 

to be discussed in any consideration of democracy. This will 

establish a Prame of reference against which Islamic theories will 

be measured in the chapters that follow. The second chapter deals 

with the problematic of these issues in an Islamic context. It 

Abdul-Hadi Hairi. Shi '1 sm and C o n s t f  tutionalism in Iran 
(Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1977). 
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discusses those  elements that Muslim thinkers , both Iranian and 

non-Iranian, usually refer to as democratic norms in Islam and upon 

which almost al1 of them have built their argument for  the 

compatibility or incornpatibility of Islam and democracy. Chapter 

three discusses the r i s e  of Shi'ite religious modernism and the re- 

emergence of religious forces in Iranian politics in the  second 

h a l f  of  this century. This chapter prov ides  the relevant c o n t e x t  

for the religio-poli tical discourse of the individuals whose ideas 

are to be discussed in the fourth chapter. The l as t  chapter 

examines t h e  development of a trend of religious intellectualism in 

pos t-revolutionary Iran which aims a t  certain religious reforms 

entailing important political consequences. This l a t t e r  trend not 

only challenges the religio-poli tical establishment of present-day 

Iran, which is after al1 a product of the Islamic ideology of the 

1960s and 1970s, but it also presents a significantly different 

discourse in general and a different approach to the issue OC 

religïous democratic goverment in particular. I t does t h i s  t o  the 

extent that one rnight regard it as the second serious attempt after 

NZi'ini to reconcile Islam and democracy on i ts deepes t theoret ical 

levels . 



CHAPTER ONE 

WHAT IS DEMOCRACY? 

This chap ter provides an analyt ical d e s c r i p t  ion o f  "democracy" 

as  a p o l i t i c a l  systern, a s  it is  understood and d e s c r i b e d  b y  

political scientists. The present discussion, however, d e a l s  

nei ther with the his tor ical  development o f  t h e o r i e s  of democracy 

nor w i t h  the numerous forms o f  democracy as p r a c t i c e d  in d i f f e r e n t  

societies at  various times and i n  various p l a c e s .  R a t h e r ,  a 

de l inea t ion  o f  the  pers i s  t ing and prevail ing Features of democracy 

is sought here. Such an exposition is necessary to p r o v i d e  a  frarne 

o f  reference agains t which t h e  s imi lar i  t ies and d i f  f e r e n c e s  between 

the two sys tems under considera t ion,  namely , 1s lam and democracy 

can b e  detected and the cfaims of  t h e i r  c o m p a t i b i l i t y  o r  

incompatibi l i ty  judged. Such a d iscuss ion  seems n e c e s s a r y  a t  this 

p o i n t  because of  its bearing on the whole work and the o r i e n t a t i o n  

that  i t  will take. 

Democracy is one of  those  concepts which are  incapable of  

accurate def ini t i o n .  There is no consensus on any of  the  

d e f i n i t i o n s  given. Even consulting d i c t i o n a r i e s  i s  o f  no rea l  

h e l p ,  because again what w e  usually f ind  there are arb i trary  or 

s tipulative def ini t i ons  provided by  people commit t ed  to  certain 

schools o f  political theory. Therefore, the meaning of democracy 

must be  sought in something other than a formula. If i t  is 
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impossible to be precise about the letter of democracy, at least 

for the purpose of this work. where we shall not confine ourselves 

to any one of the existing theories of democracy. we w i l l  attempt 

to trace certain major features explici tly or implici tly expressed 

in al1 the definitions given. 

The s i m p l e s t  and most commonly accepted meaning of democracy 

"derives from the Greek words demos ( p e o p l e )  and kratia (rule or 

authority), hence ' r u l e  by the people' The term haç a long 

history and has been used with some consis tency to describe a Porrn 

of government in which the political power is held by the many as 

opposed t o  a single individual as in monarchy or tyranny. or by  t h e  

few as in aristocracy or oligarchy. Although there is apparently 

no difficulty in this self-evident root meaning, a host of 

definitional ambiguities are revealed when the concepts 'rule b y '  

and ' the people' are sub jected to dif ferent interpretations. To 

show the extent of the various definitions of democracy, it may 

suf  fice h e m  to refer to certain classifications under which they 

rnay be grouped. These typologies of definitions themselves are. in 

fact, quite arbitrary. For instance, M. Rejai categorises them 

into four groups: 

Tradit ionally def ini t i o n s  of democracy have been grouped 
under two headings: "normativen (or "classical") and 
"empirical." The former definitions are primarily 

V. Bogdanor. ed. . The  Blackwell Encyclopedia of Poli t i c a l  
Institutions (New York: Basil BlackwelI, 1987)' p. 166. 



concerned with certain values or norms ; the Lat ter 
at tempts to describe and explain polit ical reali ty. 
Closer examination reveals that, as a third category. a 
number of definitions are neither strictly normative nor 
purely empirical but combine elements of the two. This 
group we shall designate "no m a t  ive-empirical . " Finally . 
a fou r th  category- "ideologicaln- is added to the list. 
It differs from the f i r s t  three by placing its emphasis 
on a collective mental out1 ok, on certain shared P bel ie f s ,  attitudes, and habits. 

Samuel P. Hunting ton considers three general approaches as 

having emerged from the debates over the meaning of democracy in 

the mid-twentieth century. He maintains: 

As a form of government, democracy has been d e f i n e d  in 
terms of sources of authority for- government . purposes 
served by government . and procedures for cons t i tut ing 
governmen t . ' 

I t  is worth examining a variety of definitions given for 

democracy in order to see how dif ferent poli tical theoris ts have 

attempted to define it or at least trace some of the boundaries of 

i t s  meanings. 

Among the most often quoted definitions O€ democracy is 

Abraham Lincoln's famous phrase: "Government of the People, by the 

People, for the People." The statement is simple and brief but 

Mos tafa Re jai , Democracy: The Con temporary Theorles (New 
York: Atherton Press, 1967), p. 2 3 .  

Samuel P. Huntington, The Third  Wave, Democratization in 
the Late mentieth Century (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 
1991). p. 6. 



there i s  a depth of meaning and a variety of 

simple tems. James Bryce on the other hand 

democracy in his book Modern Democracies in its 

10 

implications in i ts  

describes the word 

stricter , classical  

sense, as "denoting a goverment in which the will of the majority 

of qualified citizens ru les.^^ 

Bighlight ing the d e f  iciencies of the class ical theory of democracy , 

which defines democracy in terms of the source of authority, 

namely. the "will of the p e o p l e w ,  Joseph A .  Schumpeter states: 

The democratic method is tha t  institutional arrangement 
for arriving at poli tical decisions in whicb individuals 
acquire the power to decide by, means of a cornpetitive 
struggle for the people's vote.' 

Following in the Schumpeterian tradition, Samuel Huntington 

advances a "procedural def  inition. l' He considers a p o l i  t ical 

sys tem 

as democratic to the extent that its most powerful 
collective decision mahers are selected through fair, 
honest, and periodic elections in which carididates f reefy 
compete for votes and in which virtually a l 1  the adult 
population is eligible to v o d  

James Bryce, Modem Democracies (New York: Macmillan. 
19311, vol. 1, p .  22. 

5 Joseph A. Schumpeter, C a p i t a J i s m .  Socialism, and 
Democracy, quoted in Euntingtun, The ZWrd Wave, p .  6 .  

Huntington. me Third Wave, p .  7 .  
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A representative sample of def i n i t i o n s  provided  b y  those 

political theorists who have attempted to fuse in t h e i r  approach 

the normative and the empirical aspects of democracy can be 

explored in the works of H.B. Mayo, R.M. MacIver,  J. S a r t o r i ,  and 

A . D .  Lindsay. Of these Mayo's v i e w  may b e  regarded as more 

p r o c e d u r a l  i n  nature. He maintains that: 

Democracy is then one answer to the question of how the  
po l i t i ca l  policy d e c i s i o n s  are made and s h o u l d  be made. 
I t  is both 9 political system and a theory t o  explain and 
j u s t i f y  i t .  

He adds :  

In short a political system is democratic to t h e  extent 
that t h 5  d e c i s i o n  makers are under e f f e c t i v e  popular 
control. 

As Par as the ends of democracy are concerned, a l though  Mayo 

realizes that  certain values are i n c i d e n t a l  to democracy, he 

maintains that : 

a democracy is a poli tical system devoted to no goals as 
such, but providing the machinery and opportu i t i es  for 
individuals to  pursue their own private ends. F 

' H . B .  Mayo, An rntroduction t o  Democratic Theory (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1960), p .  2 9 .  

' Ibid., p .  6 0 .  

I b i d , ,  pp.  248-249. 



R, M. MacIver's def inition of democracy is a good exarnple f rom 

the "normative-empirical" category. "Democracyw, he states, 

is not a way of governing, whether by majority or 
otherwise, but primarily a way of determining who shall 
govern and, broadly, to what ends. . . . The people, let i ls  
repeat, do i ~ o t  and can not govern. they control the 
governmen t . 

Since many political philosophers follow the path of Plato and 

Aristotle in focusing their considerations on the ends of the 

state, some theorists have approached the theory and the definition 

of democracy from this point of view. But the problem with the 

latter approach is the diversity of ends expected from or assurned 

for dernocracy. As Jack Lively sta tes:  

For some, democracy ensures that governments foLlow the 
general interest, for others it is a safeguard of 
individual liberty, for others it allows for self- 
government, for others again it moulds a particular and 
desirable cast of character. t l  

A t  this point, a consideration of certain defining 

characteris tics of democracy seems appropriate. Al though i t is 

hard to s tate with any precision what characteris tics are necessary 

Robert M. MacIver, The Web of Goverment  (New York: Free 
Press, 1965). p .  198; quoted i n  Mayo, Introduct ion t o  Democratic 
Theory, p .  59. 

l1 Jack Lively, Democracy (NewYork:  Putnam. 1977). p. 112. 
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t o  democracy, t h e r e  a r e  certain distinguishing f e a t u r e s  whose 

presence is seen as making a system democra t i c  i n  bo th  t heo ry  and 

practice and whose absence entails the c o n t r a r y .  Deciding which 

f e a t u r e s  are decisive depends on how one views democracy. I n  t h i s  

s tudy  democracy will be looked a t  from two angles .  One way is  t o  

look  a t  i t s  underlying p h i l o s o p h i c  assumptions w i t h  regard  t o  

hurnankind: ano ther  is t o  see i t  sirnply as a s e t  O P  methods and 

procedures  for making p o l i t i c a l  decisions. For b o t h  of  these t h e r e  

e x i s t  a number of principles. some of which are  interrelated to t h e  

ex tent  t h a t  i t  is hard t o  d e c i d e  to  w h i c h  group they i n  Pact 

belong.  The i r  separation here into two g roups  i s  a rb i t r a ry .  

mMDAMENTAL PRINCLPLES OF DEMOCRACY 

Equai i ty 

I t  is  d i f f i c u l t  to trace w i t h  p r e c i s i o n  t h e  o r i g i n  o f  the  

modern idea o f  human equality in the West. 1s i t  derived from 

r e l i g i o n  or f rom philosophy? One v i e w  a rgues  t h a t  s i n c e  t he  

equal i ty  of s o u l s  has always been a fundamental article of  f a i t h  in 

C h r i s t i a n i t y ,  ' t h i s  starting point o f  democracy. [ e q u a l i  t y ]  . i s  

doubtless religious in origin."12 Another view, however. holds 

that the or ig in  of equality '3s to be found i n  the philosophy of 

l2 Carleton K. Allen. Democracy and the I n d i v i d u a l  (London: 
Oxford University Press. 1963) . p .  11. 



Aris  t o t l e  and Descartes. " 1 3  

These two general views suf fer f rom inconsis tency . The 

his torical experiences of religions in general and of Christ iani ty 

in particular reveal an incongruity between the ideals and the 

facts. On the one  hand. to mention but a single example. the 

equality of al1 souls constitutes an important doctrine of the 

Christian faith, while on the other hand slavery was accepted as a 

legi timate institution in the society. Such i n c o n s i s  t endes  are 

not confined to the religious reah. Throughout the a g e s  many 

philosophers have contradic ted t h e i r  own s tatements . saying one 
thing when discussing abs t rac t problerns of me taphysics and ano ther 

when discussing something e lse ,  L e .  politics. It i s  a fact for 

instance. that Aristotle himself. being a slave-owner. af f irmed 

t h a t  some men are born to be masters and others to be slaves. At 

the same time there exists in his metaphysical system an abstract 

principle that specific qualities are the same in every mernber of 

a given species. Two human beings are the same in essence i n  that 

they are both rational animals .14 Furthermore, Rousseau (and his 

Roman predecessor. U l p i a n )  laid down the principle that whereas by 

the Law of  Nature al1 men are born free, by the Law of Nations some 

l3 Se, for instance. Aldous Huxley, P r o p e r  Studies (London: 
Chatto and Windus, 1928), pp.  4-20.  

l4 Ibid. 



are born slaves, I S 

In any event, the advocates of a philosophical foundation for 

the egalitarian basis of democracy do not always go back as far as 

Aristotle. They maintain that the political thinkers of the 

eighteenth century were influenced by one of the greatest 

philosophers, Rene Descartes (1596-1650)' who s a i d  that "what is 

called good sense or reason is equal in al1 men" and that 

"[reason] is to be found complete in each individual. " l6 A l  t hough 

the metaphysical s tatements of Aristo tle and Descartes had not the 

slightest direct political implication, certain obvious political 

conclusions were later drawn €rom them by polit ical phi losophers of 

the eighteenth century in o r d e r  to el~~borate a philosophy for 

middle class Frenchmen wishing to partic ipate  in the government. 

This new political philosophy taught that the specific essence, 

which is the same in al1 individuals of a species, is 'reason' in 

the case of human beings. When al1 men are equally reasonable, 

they have equal capaci ty and finally an equal right to govern their 

own affairs. Hence, governments organized on principles other than 

democracy are unacceptable. The behaviorist ceaction to this 

theory and the psychological research which led to adjustments and 

modifications of these principles a r e  beyond the scope of our 

present discussion. One major adjustment to these assumptions is 

'' C. Allen, Democracy and the Indf v i d u a l .  p .  12. 

l6 A. Huxley. P r o p e r  S tudies ,  p. 8 .  
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that the inequalities among human beings are due to environment. 

However, the principl-es that  a l1  men are substantially equal and 

that reason is sovereign have remained as the  primary assump tions 

upon which both the  theory and practice of democracy are b u i l t .  

Consequently education in its broadest sense plays a s i g n i f  icant 

ro l e  . 

In the case of the theory of democracy, the egalitarian 

assumptions and their corollaries have been summarized b y  Aldous 

Huxley as follows: 

The original assumptions are these: that reason is the 
same and entire in al1 men, and that al1 men are 
naturally equal. To these assumptions are attached 
several corollaries: That men are naturally good as well 
as naturally reasonable: that  they are the product of 
their environment; and t h a t  they are indefinitely 
educable . The main coaclusions derivable f rom these 
assumptions are the  following: That the state ought to 
be organized on democrat ic lines ; that the governors 
should be chosen by universal suffrage; that  the opinion 
of the majority on al1 subjects is the  best opinion; that  
educationll should be universal. and the same for al1 
citizens . 

Huxley however goes on t o  say that although the primary assumptions 

are almost certainly false, nevertheless the l o g i c  by which the 

conclus ions were deduced is sound enough. l0 

In any event, the point t o  be noticed is how the nmystical 

l7 Ibid., p.  24. 

'' Ibid. 



human sou1 of theo logy  and phi losaphy  became t h e  ' l i t e r a l '  Common 

Man of democracy. If 19 

In o r d e r  t o  s t u d y  the  r e l a t i o n  o f  democracy t o  equality, i t  

seems necessa ry  t o  examine very b r i e f l y  the r a m i f i c a t i o n s  of  t h e  

concept  o f  equality. James Bryce d i s  t i n g u i s h e s  four  d i  P f e r en t  

k i n d s  of  e q u a l i t y  as fo l l ows :  

A .  C i v i l  E q u a l i t y  c o n s i s t s  i n  t h e  possession by al1 the  
c i t i z e n s  o f  the same s t a t u s  i n  the  s p h e r e  of p r i v a t e  law. 
A l 1  have an  equal r i g h t  to be p r o t e c t e d  i n  respect of 
person and estate  and family r e l a t i o n s ,  and t o  appeal  t o  
t he  Courts of Law f o r  s u c h  p r o t e c t i o n s .  
B .  P o l i t i c a l  E q u a l i t y  e x i s t s  where al1 c i t i z e n s -  o r  at 
l e a s t  a l 1  a d u l t  male c i t i z e n s -  have a like s h a r e  i n  the  
government of  the cornmunity. and a r e  a l ike  e l i g i b l e  t o  
hold any pos t  i n  its s e r v i c e ,  a p a r t ,  of course, from 
p rov i s i ons  a s  t o  age  o r  educa t i on  o r  the t a i n t  of crime. 
C .  Social E q u a l i t y ,  a vaguer thing. e x i s t s  where no 
forma1 d i s t i n c t i o n s  are drawn by law o r  custom between 
d i f  ferent ranks  o r  classes. 
D .  Na tu ra l  E q u a l i t y  is pe rhaps  the b e s t  name t o  g ive  t o  
tha t  similarity which e x i s t s ,  o r  seems t o  e x i s t .  a t  b t r t h  
between a l 1  human be ings  born wi th  t h e  same f i v e  senses. 
Every human c r e a t u r e  cornes naked into the world 
possess ing  ( i f  a  normal c r e a t u r e )  s i m i l a r  bod i l y  o rgans  
and presulffably s imilar mental  capaci t i e s  . des  ires, and 
pas s ions .  

To t he se  he adds Economic E q u a l i t y ,  which i s  

t h e  a t t emp t  t o  expunge a l 1  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  w e a l t h  by 
a l l o t i  g t o  every man and woman an  equa l  share in wor ld ly  
goods . R 

l9 Al l en ,  Democracy and the Indiv idual ,  p .  13. 

Bryce, Modern Democracfes, vol .  1, pp.  60-61. 

I b i d . ,  p .  66 .  
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Discussions about dif ferent types of equali ty are indeed 

abundant in the literature. Here, there is no need to go into 

details about the relation of these types to one another or the 

conflict between these different kinds of equality. What is more 

directly regarded as the prime factor in the creation of democrâtic 

theory is poli tical equali t y .  We have already seen what poli tical 

equality meant to one theorist. In the following we will examine 

some other views on this i s s u e .  

Political equali ty is a principle common to b o t h  Athenian and 

modern democracies. But there e x i s t s  a difference. The Athenian 

meaning of political equality had more to do with citizenship than 

v o t i n g .  'In the complexity of modern societies many modern 

democratic theorists equate political equality with the equal right 

to vote because, given the complexi ty of modern socie t ies , an e q u a l  

and d i r e c t  share for each citizen in the decision-making process is 

not  always p o s s i b l e ;  in such cases the decision makers alone have 

direct control. K. B. Mayo considered political equality 

ins titutionalized in democracy as the equali ty of al1 adul t 

citizens in having the right to vote.  even though he does not 

dis regard o t h e r  ways i n  which poli tical equali ty or inequali ty can 

prevail . 2 2  He breaks d o m  the cornplex principle of political 

equality into the following elements: 

H.B. Maya, Aa Introduction to Democratic Theory, p p .  62- 
63. 



(a) Every adult should have the vote - the familiar 
device of the unlve rsal adul t suffrage. 

(b) One person should have one vote - that is, there 
should be no plural voting. 

(c) Each vote should count equally - that is, votes are 
not weighted in any way. 

(d) I f  every vote is to count equally, the corollary 
follows that the number of representatives elected should 
be dir%ctly proportional to the number of votes cast for 
them. 

A l f  Ross recognizes equality as a democratic idea "in so far 

as the principle of majority rule gives to every single citizen 

exactly the same possibility of exercising political inrluence to 

the extent  of participating in the elections. 1 , 2 5  

Both Robert Dahl and Jack Lively focus more on the conditions 

conducive to political equality. In their view political equality 

cannot be assured merely by constitutional rules. Rather it 

depends on other sorts of equalities affecting the distribution of 

in€ luence on government. 2 5 Dahl in particular argues that if 

citizens are "highly  unequal in their political resources - income, 
wealth, status . . . , they might and very likely would be unequal 

23 I b i d . .  p .  63. 

A1P Ross, IJoy Dernocracy? (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, l952), p .  132. 

'' Robert A. Dahl, Democracy and i t s  C r i  t ics (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1989). pp. 30-33,  130-131. 322-324 ; 3 .  Lively, 
Democracy, pp. 27-29. 



politically. n26 Lively. for h i s  part. criticizes Giovanni Sartori 

who apparently held the view that "in the absence of legal bars to 

political involvement. equality of opportunity, and ultimately 

political equality. would be established. t'2i He maintains that 

"universal  suffrage and the adoption of appropriate decision making 

rules are insuf f icient to reach even an approximation to p o l i t  i c a l  

equality. ,,28 

Another interesting discussion has to do with the relation 

between political equality and democracy and its other principles. 

1s equality a prerequisite of a democratic system o r  its outcome? 

1s equality an end in itself to the e x t e n t  that it might be 

ac'lieved a t  the expense of other principles such as f reedom? These 

are both important questions upon which representatives of 

different schaols of political theory have different views.  R. 

Dahl , for instance, maintains that : 

neither political equality nor the democratic process is 
justified as intrinsically good. Rather, they are 
justified as the most reliable means for protecting and 
advancing the good and interests of al1 the persons 
subject to c o l l e c t i v e  decisions. ... 
P o l i t i c a l  equality is not an end w e  can obtain only at 
the expense of Preedom and self-development: i t is 
instead an essential means to a just distribution of 

26 Dahl. Democracy and i t s  Cri t ics .  pp. 130-131. 

27 Giovanni Sartori , Democra tf c Theory (New York: Frederick 
A. Praeger, 1965) , pp.  87-90 ; quoted in Lively, Democracy, p. 28.  



f reedom and fair opportuni ties for self-development , 2 9 

A. Ross observes a t r i l a t e r a l  c o n n e c t i o n  among e q u a l i t y ,  

democracy and l i b e r t y  saying that  " i n c r e a s i n g  equal i ty  is a 

p r e r e q u i s i t e  for c o n t i n u a t i o n  of democracy and democracy, i n  turn, 

for l i b e r t y .  ,,30 

L i b e r t y  

The word l i b e r t y ,  l i k e  democracy, does not have any clear or 

definite meaning. The Encyclopaedia B r i  tannica d e f  ines i t " a s  a 

s tate of freedom, e s p e c i a l l y  opposed to p o l i  tical subject  i o n ,  

imprisonment or  s l a v e r y .  Liberty has been regarded as a 

"negative" concept in the s e n s e  that i t s  existence requires the 

absence of something that might be considered as restraint, lirnit 

or compulsion .12 The two mos t g e n e r a l l y  recognized divisions o P 

liberty are civil and political liberty. Civil liberty is defined 

as n t h e  absence of a r b i t r a r y  restraint and the  assurance  of a body 

29 Dahl, Dentocracy and i f s  Critics, p .  322. 

Ross, Why Democracy. p p .  134-135. 

31 Encyclopaedia Britannica,  s .v .  " L i b e r t y n .  

32 See for instance: Car1 Cohen, Democracy, pp.  120-121; 
Ross, Kby Democracy?, p p .  99-103. 



OP r i g h t ~ . " ~ ~  Political liberty i m p l i e s  that government must be 

as limited as possible. It " conçists of the right of individuals 

to participate in government by voting and by holding public 

office. "J4 

Since the relation of political liberty to democracy is more 

significant to our present purpose, we wi11 not discuss here other 

kinds of liberty which, al though intrinsically valuable, have no 

direct bearing on the democratic form of government. Thus, civil 

and persona1 liberties, and their extent and relation to the common 

good and security will not be dealt with here. If w e  consider 

democracy, not as an attitude or philosophy, but as a process of 

making political decisions, certain freedoms such as the f reedom to 

profess and practice the religion of one's choice, or the freedom 

to engage in economic enterprise and earn a living will not be 

essential for the operation of democracy or participation in its 

institutions. In other words they are not conditions of democracy, 

even though they mus t be  pro tected by democracies . 

The liberties essential for the operation of democracy, which 

are often identified as rights, have been subject to inquiry and 

dif ferent categorizations. Two major categories, each of which 

33 Encyclopaedia B r f  tannfca, s .v. "Liberty". 

34 Ibid. 
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includes a number of different freedorns, are: political freedorn and 

Freedom of expression and arganization. 3 5 

Democracy, or government through the participation of the 

governed, requires political freedom, i.e., the freedom to do al1 

those things and to use those instruments through which a citizen's 

voice can be heard and become effective in the government. The 

foremost among these is the freedom to vote, Le., participation. 

But, to provide only the machinery of participation is n o t  enough. 

As Car1 Cohen states 

the right of the individual citizen to use it freely must 
be safeguarded . Safe-guarding this right entails 
scrupulous attention to a mass of detail, the  careful 
protection of a host of particular and conc re te  f reedoms. 
The citizen mus t be f ree to participate in the nomination 
of candidates for office, free to run for office himself, 
free to cast his ballot without fear of retribution, and 
so on. Taken together, these fre doms are absolutely 
essential i f  democracy is to work. 5 

Considering political freedom t o  be one of the four 

distinguishing principles of a democratic system, H. B. Yayo 

3 5 A discussion of the different categorizations of 
essential freedoms in democracy can be found in almost al1 books on 
this subject. See for example: Lively, Democracy; Ross, Why 
Democracy? ; Cohen, Demacracy; R. Buultjen, The Decline of 
Democracy: E s s a y s  on an Endangered Poli t i c a l  Species (New York: 
Orbi s  Books, 1978) ; Allen, Democracy and the Individual; D.V. 
Sandifer and L.R. Scheman, The Foundations of Freedom; the 
In terrelatianshIp Be tween Democracy and Human Righ ts (New York: 
Praeger, 1966) .  

36 Cohen. Democracy. p. 124. 
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explains it in terms of the effectiveness of popular control over 

decisionmakers. In order that voting be effective and not merely 

ritual, he considers two factors necessary: first, there must be 

free choice, without coercion or intimidation of the voters: and 

second, there must be effective choice for the voter, that is 

the meaningful choice or cont rol when candidates are f ree 
to run for office, when they and their supporters are 
free to press  their claims publicly, to put forward 
al ternative policies. to cri5)cize the present decision- 
makers and other candidates. 

Freedom of expression and organizat ion are inext ricably bound 

up with democracy. Among a host of particular and concrete 

freedoms falling into this category is the citizen's freedom of 

speech, including al1 forms of utterance, oral and written (freedorn 

of publication), as well as the communication of ideas through 

various media. This category also encompasses the freedom of 

citizens to form associations and assemblies for the purpose of 

seeking to realize their political goals without fear of 

punishment . Car1 Cohen rightly subdivides this category into two : 
the freedom to propose, and the freedorn to oppose. 38 Democracy 

not only requires its citizens to be free to oppose policies and 

candidates put forward by their community; it requires them to be 

37 Mayo . An In troduc t f  on t o  Democra t i c  Theory. p p .  64-65.  

30 Cohen, Democracy 



free to propose alternative courses  of a c t i o n  and to participate 

cons truc t ively . 

Majority Rule 

Democracy i s  often identified with the majority p r i n c i p l e ,  

Le., the rule of the rnajority.  For instance, James Bryce derines 

democracy Ifas government i n  which the  wi11 of the rnajority O C  

q u a l i f i e d  c i t i z e n s  r u l e s .  w 3 9  Whether we take "majority rule" as 

a d e f i n i n g  principle o f  democracy or as an instrument of dernocracy 

the concept is itself ambiguous. What meaning or meanings can be 

attached to the terms "rulet 'aand "majority"? J a c k  Lively argues 

t h a t  when we speak o f  popular rule there is an inherent ambigui ty 

in the word "rule"  i t s e l f :  

1 f to  ru le  i n c l u d e s  t h e  r i g h t ,  the  a u t h o r i t y ,  t o  command 
others, a democratic  system no Less than any o t h e r  will 
require some c o n c e n t r a t i o n  of r u l e  i n  t h e  hands of  a 
small number. I f  popular rule  is  taken less s t r i c t l y  t o  
mean that the majority decides on t h e  broad l i n e s  of  
government policy l e g i s l a t  ion.  i t canland has been argued 
that this is e m p i r i c a l l y  i m p o s s i b l e .  

Car1 Cohen d i  s c u s s e s  the ambiguity of the concept of "majori ty 

rule" on two levels. There is, f i r s t ,  " u n c e r t a i n t y  as to the 

meaning of 'majori ty' - -Le. ,  as to what proport ion  O €  a g i v e n  body 

39 Bryce. Modern Democracies, vol. 1,  p .  26 .  

L i v e l y ,  Democracy. p .  9 .  



26 

it refers t o " .  whether it b e  two-thirds, three-fourths, etc. There 

is, second, "uncertainty regarding the nature of the body within 

which the majority is required." Which majority? Of those who 

actually vote? Of those who rnay vote? Or of al1 members?" 

Despite al1 these ambiguities, however, the prevalence OP the 

decision of the majority i s  considered as a nearly universal r u l e  

for decision-making. More relevant to our present purpose seerns to 

be t h e  r e l a t i o n  of this majority principle to o t h e r  principles 

discussed above, and the justification €or it. 

H.B. Hayo sees the link between majority r u l e ,  political 

equality and poli tical f reedom in terms of the legi timacy of the 

decisions made by representatives on the basis of the "consent of 

the governed." He maintains: 

The common assumption is that with an electoral system 
based on equality of voting a majority of the 
representatives h a v e  been chosen by  a m a j o r i t y  o f  t h e  
voters, and hence the majority rule in the legislature 
yields decisions as legitimate 'as if' they had been made 
directly by a rnajority of the votefis, and indeed by a  
majority of al1 the adult citizens. 

Justifications of the majority princfple Vary. The oldest is 

Cohen. Democracy, p. 65-66. 

4 2  M a y ~ ,  An Introduction to Democratic Theory, p. 67. For a 
detailed discussion on the majority principle and its justification 
see especially chapter eight of th i s  book, pp. 166-206. 



ascribed to Aristotle who said that: 

the majority is more likely to be right than the Pew 
good. . . For each individual among the many has a share O f 
virtue and prudence, and when they meet together, they 
become in a manner one man, who has many fee t , and hands , 
and senses :  that is a figure of their mind and 
disposition. 4 3 

The underlying argument is based on two assurnptions. First , in a 

context of political freedom and free elections, "many heads are 

better than one." The second is that in every democracy the 

majority has its own honest leadership and wisdom: hence  i t  will 

never turn out to be r u l e  of the "mob" vis à vis the wise minority. 

The majority principle is a l s o  defended on t h e  grounds of the 

doctrine of political equality. If every person is to count 

equally, it PolLows that a numerical majority should prevail  

because it is a majority of political e q u a l s ,  not because it is 

right or wrong. 

Another set o f  justifications is argument by default. If the 

majority principle is re jected,  it follows that worse alternatives, 

some sort of rule by a minori ty has to be accepted. The following 

remark by Lincoln is much quoted in this respect: 

43  Aristotle.  P o l i t i c s  iii. Il. 2-3; quoted in J . H .  
HallowelI , The Moral Founda t i o n  of Democracy (Chicago : Chicago 
University Press, 1954) .  p .  121. 



Unanimity is impossible; the rule of a minority, as a 
permanent arrangement, is wholly inadmissible; so that, 
rejecting the majority principlfi, anarchy or despotism in 
some form is a l 1  that is left. 

The majority principle is occasionally justified in terrns of 

Rousseau's social contract as well as the natural ' law' and natural 

rights of Locke. 

Other justifications of the majority principle range From 

considering it merely a method adopted for convenience or 

expediency to seeking its roots in natura l  Law and the social 

contract. Locke, for instance, wrote  that "the rnajority have a 

right to act and conclude the rest.. . . as having by a Law of nature 

and reason the power of the whole." 4 5 

Considering majority rule to be an ins trurnent of democracy and 

not its substance, Car1 Cohen argues t h a t :  

No procedural principle can be invoked to judge the 
wisdom of individual contributions, since that judgement 
is precisely the one that can not be antecedently made. 
Nor can the depth of members' contributions be 
controlling , since that cannot be accurately or fairly 
de termined . What remains to measure the popular will is , 
in m y e t  cases the numerical majority, the greater 
part. 

- - 

I4 Mayo. An Introduction to Democratfc Theory. p. 179. 

'' I b i d . .  p .  181. 

4 6  Cohen, Democracg, p .  69.  
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Among al1 the arguments which purport to justify the majority 

principle, Mayo considers that argument which is derived from 

political equality to be the most plausible in today's climate of 

opinion. 

Once the principles of popular cont r o l  of government 
[political freedoms] and political equality are accepted- 
and it is these that o l t e n  kindle the fire of enthusiasm 
for democracy- it is difficult to stqp short  of the 
majority principle for decision-making. 

John H. Hallowell justifies submission to the will of  t h e  

majority not because that will is numerically superior but because 

it is the reasoned judgement of the  majority and hence i t  

represents the best judgement of society. He argues: 

The principle of rnajori ty rule is Pounded upon the belief 
that the widest possible popular discussion and 
participation in the formulation of policy is l i k e l y  to 
yield wiser decisions than a discussion limi ted to the 
f e w .  The decision recorded by majority vote may then be 
fairly said tqa represent not a portion of socie t y  but the 
whole people. 

The fear of majority control has made the opponents of 

democracy label it as the 'tyranny of the majority'. The analysis 

of this argument and the responses to it are beyond the scope of 

the present paper. However, a brief examination of the political 

47 Mayo, An Introduction to Democratic Theory, p .  182. 

A a l l o w e l l ,  The M o r a l  Foundation of Democracy. p .  121. 
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foundations of this fear as well as consequences of majority rule 

for a minority seems necessary. 

H. B. Mayo believes that the fear of majority tyranny is 

based upon two misunders tandings . First, when the majority 

principle is advocated "without the o t h e r  principles of democracy, 

in particular the political liberties" which provide a kind of 

check over the sovereignty of the majority. Second, if the 

majority is assumed "as ipso facto wrong o r  immoral, and the 

minorities as ipso facto right or virtuous. "j9 But it çeerns that  

a good deal of the fear of the majority principle is u n j u s t i f i e d ,  

particularly if it is seen as working with other principles in a 

well operating democratic sys t e m .  Indeed, the constitutions of 

certain operating democracies have an effective s y s  tem of  checks 

and balances built in. It should also be remembered that whatever 

the majority may do, it is not supposed t o  try to silence the 

opposition, its critics, or dissenters. 

Opponents may be coerced into obedience to law, but not 
abolished or silenced or shorn of their political 
liberties. This is the one inhibition upon the majority 
decisions so long as a democracy exists. When the 
political liberties and the, legi t imate opposition are 
gone, s o ,  too ,  is democracy. 3 O 

Moreover, while a majority vote is necessary in order to reach 

" Mayo, An Introduct ion to Demcratic Theorg, p p .  185-186. 

I b i d . ,  p .  68.  
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a decision, that decision remains open for discussion. The 

minority is thus always free to di scus s  and work to persuade O thers 

of the wisdom of their own reasoning. I t  is likewise always free 

to transform itself into a majority through peaceful political 

means. Therefore, the majority is not always composed of the same 

people; its membership is  constantly fluctuating. Thus i t  is c.1ear 

that. as Mayo states: "the majority p r i n c i p l e  can not b e  judged 

wholly i n  i s o l a t i o n ,  but only as part of a tightly-knit set of 

principles making up a democratic political system. 9 ,  i l  

'l Mayo. An Introduction t o  Democratic Theory, p .  183. 



cmmm TWO 
DEMWRATIC NORMS IN ISLAM 

Regardless  o f  whether o r  not Islam i s  democrat ic  i n  

theory  o r  p r a c t i c e ,  i t  is a f a c t  that t h e  word "democracyn 

never formed pa r t  o f  the pre-modern p o l i t i c a l  language of 

Islam. T h i s  however does not mean t h a t  pre-modern Yuslim 

li t e r a t u r e  l a cks  p o l i  tical d i s c u s s i o n  w i  th regard t o  t h e  

qua l i t i e s  o r  c o n d i t i o n s  o f  t he  r u l e r  and t h e  ru led .  Rather, 

issues such as justice ( ' a d l )  and opp re s s ion  ( z u l m )  were of t e n  

t h e  main concern of  ciuslim t h i n k e r s  . Yoreover, Yuslim 

ph i losophers  were acquainted w i  t h  and showed interes t in G r e e k  

ph i l o soph i ca l  w r i t i n g s  which d i s c u s s e d .  among o t h e r  issues. 

t he  concept  of  dernocracy. Many o f  t h e s e  ph i losophers .  among 

them a b F a r a b i  ( d .  950)  and I b n  Rushd ( d .  1198), exp la ined  and 

p resen ted  t h e i r  views on democracy as a fo rm of government . 

The d i s c u s s i o n  of democracy as a forrn of  government was 

not central t o  t r a d i t i o n a l  Muslim p o l i t i c a l  and juridical 

theory .  Although abFarabi and Ibn Rushd d e a l t  w i t h  t h e  

subject of democracy directly, t h e i r  concern  h a s  t o  b e  

understood i n  terms of their attempt to introduce PLato ' s  

p o l i t i c a l  phi losophy into f s l a m i c  society and their 

preoccupation w i t h  the q u e s t i o n  o f  what c o n s t i t u t e d  the b e s t  



political reglme. Applying Plato's cr i ter ia  in their 

political writings, these two Muslim philosophers adopted a 

c r i t i ca l  outlook towards democracy . Both al-Far~bï, in his 

Ara ' Ahl al-Madiaah al-~~dilah' and in his al-Siyzsah al- 

~ a d a n j p h ~ .  and Ibn Rushd in his commentary on Plato's 

~ e ~ u b l i c . ~  discuss  dernocracy as an irnperfect form of 

government and a corruption of the wvirtuous state. The 

Arabic term used in medieval translations that corresponds to 

Plato's "democratic polity" is not the borrowed word 

d j m u q r ~ t i y a h  . but rather madZmh jama'iyah. a CO rporate or 

collective s t a t e ,  derived f rom the verbal root j - m -  '. 

~ l - F ~ r a b i  d i v i d e s  political regimes into wvirtuousn and 

mnon-virtuous. " The non-virtuous or imperfect forms of 

government are those which are established in this world in 

order to fulfil man's need for social organization and t o  

assure his survival. The main f o m s  of non-virtuous regimes 

are those based on: the primacy of honour ( timocracy) ; the 

primacy of the few (plutocracy, rulership based on wealth); 

the primacy of the assembly of the multitude (democracy); and 

Abu Nasr a l - F ~ r ~ b z .  Mabadi ' Ara* 1 al-Miadfiah al- 
FZdilah, ed. and* trans. b y  Richard Walzer (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1985). 

Abu Nasr al-F~r~bï, al-SiyaSah al-Madanffyah. ed. bg Fauzi 
M. Naj jar (Bei'rut : Imprimerie Catholique. 1964) . 

Ibn Rushd. Averroës On Plato 's Republf c. trans. by Ralph 
Leroer ( Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press. 1974) . 



the primacy of the individual ( t y r a n n y )  .' However, both al- 

~ a r a b f  and Ibn Rushd follow Aristotle who holds t h a t  dernocracy 

i s  "the least bad o f  the deviationç. "' Accepting the 

classical teaching that the best political regime is the one 

ruled by the wise, they consider democracy to be a regime in 

error (al- madinah al-dallah) but not without virtue. Indeed, 

since al1 t he  states of the sou1 and al1 k i n d s  o f  hope and 

ways o f  l i f e  are to be Pound in this regime, there exists i n  

it the potential to produce virtuous men and virtuous c-ities.  6 

T h e i r  description of al +nadinah a l  - jama'fyah is qui te close 

to that of the  perfect state. O f  al1 the existing Porms of 

imperfect governments it c o n t a i n s  the greatest possibilities 
* 

for, and varieties of. good and evil.' Freedorn, though f u l l y  

understood by  the Muslim philosophers as a p r i n c i p l e  of 

democracy and the most e s s e n t i a l  element for the happiness and 

development of the  individual, is considered,  i f  there is  an 

excess of it, to be a danger that can lead to the overwhelming 

of good by the powers of eviI. Following classical teaching, 

abFarabi  holds the view that the only ground on which 

' Fauzi M. Najjar, "Democracy in Islamic Political 
Philosophy, " Studia Islamica 51 (1980) : p .  117. For a more expanded 
classification see al-Farabi, "The Political Regime. " trans . by F. 
Naj jar, in Medieval P o l i t i c a l  Philosophy, ed. R. Lerner and M. 
Mahdi, pp. 42-56 (Toronto: Collier-Macmillan, 1963). 

Aristotle, Nicornachean Eth ic s ,  viii, 10, 1160b. 

Ibn Rushd, Averroës on Plato's  Republic. pp.  127-128: al- 
Farabi, "The Political Regime," p. 51. 

Ibid.  
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democracy can justify itself is that in the absence of the 

virtuous regime, democracy is the only regirne t h a t  provides 

the philosophers, the truly virtuous who deserve to r u l e ,  with 

the happiness and the opportunity to pursue their activities 

in relative freedom.' In short the  eloquent description of 

the essentials of democracy and the discussion of its merits 

and disadvantages c o n s t i t u t e d  Little more than a marginal 

interest on the part of rnedieval Liuslim philosophers, which 

later disappeared al together. 

I t  was not until the nineteenth century that the concept 

of democracy was rediscovered and captured the focal attention 

of Muslim intellectuals. A t  the end of the eighteenth century 

and the beginning of the nineteenth century the doctrines and 

ideals of the French Revolution and other political movements 

inspired by it reached the Islamic world. Among the  flood of 

novel ideas was that of "democracy, " which had acquired new 

connotations in addition to its classical usage and the sense 

it bore in t h e  medieval translations. The fact that modern 

"Arab intellectuals d i d  not use the term employed in the 

rnedieval translations, i .  e .  JamCiyah,  indicates the 

significance of the modern sense of democratic i d e a s  for them 

Na j jar, "Democracy in Islamic Political Philosophy, " p .  
120. 

A m i  Ayalon, Language and Change in the Arab Middle  E a s t  
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1987) , p .  106. 



as well as their break from the earlier tradition of p o l i t i c a l  

thought and political language. 

However , during the nineteenth century , the term came to 

be used w i t h  a much wider range of  reference, and most often 

as the equivalent of parlfamentary, constitutional 

representative government. The amorphous notion o f  democracy 

was also confused with "republicW or Nrepublicanism* in Arabic 

l i terature.  This was partly due t o  the existing confusion 

over the two terms in their land of origin and in the writings 

of European writers themselves ." A p a r t  f rom the two short- 

lived terms ra'a'iyah and fauda. put forward as Arabic 

equvalents for democracy. the word jumh~rfyali  was quite often 

employed b y  Arab writers and appeared in multilingual Arabic 

lexieons to denote both "denocracyn and " republic . ,, 11 

Defining democracy as a "republic of the people, " Tahtawi . . 

remarked in 1843: 

Dimuqratfyya means that the sub jects nile over 
themselves, whether by means of their [own] 
assembly or through [an assernbly] of their 
representative notables. In the past [ L e .  at the 
time of the revolution] the government of France 
had been of this type, but this  [system] bad not  
succeeded there. This system is, in fact , a kind 

- - - - 

I b i d . .  pp .  105, 107. 

'l Ibid.. pp. 108-109. 



of republic [naw' min al - jumh~riyya] . 12 

Regardless of how vague or incomplete the grasp of the Arab 

intellectuals was of the notion of dernocracy, a unanimous 

agreement existed upon certain major principles of democracy 

in their definition of the term. E q u a l i t y ,  freedom and 

popular sovereignty were highlighted as its basic Features.  

Identifying democracy as "a Greek word meaning government by 

the sba 'b [people J t' l3 waç a common practice in the 

nineteenth-century. Adib Ishaq defined democracy as " a  kind 

of system in which the ruling power is entirely in the hands 

of the Umma; the Lrmma is hence at once governing and 

governed . '14 He gave alrnos t the same def ini t ion for 

jumh~r iyah:  hukumat a l - s h a  ' b bil -sha ' b - governmen t of the 

people by the people. 15 

A t  the end of the nineteenth century, the Arabized form 

of the word democracy. dfml~qratf'yah gained currency in Arabic 

political writings. By the turn of the century the 

l2 Quoted in Ayalon, Language and Change i n  the Arab Middle 
E a s t ,  p .  1 0 7 .  

l3 Ibid.. p .  49.  

l4 Quoted in Leon Zolondek. "Açh-çha' b in Arabic Political 
Literature of the Nineteenth Century, Die W e i  t des Islams 10 
(1965), pp.  8-9. 

l5 ~ d î b  IshHq, Al-Durar (Alexandria, 1866). p. 49; quoted in 
Ayalon, Language, p .  105. 
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distinction was made that democracy was something other than 

j u m h ~ r . f ~ a h .  l6 Wha tever the procesç by which Muslirns becarne 

acquainted wi th Western dernocra tic ideas and whatever the 

terms they used to convey the concepts, it remains a fact that 

the impact of these new ideas w a s  immediate and 
s t r i k i n g ,  and by the early twentieth century not 
only the westward-looking liberals b u t  even many of 
the orthodox religious leaders were paying at leas t 
lip-service to democracy, and showed t h e i r  
recognition o f  t h e  power of the democratic idea b y  
claiming it, along wi th evolution and mos t of the 
other innovations of the nineteenth centurfi, as an 
Islamic revelation contained in the Koran. 

Islam conta ins  certain elements which rnay be taken as 

compatible to democratic principles. The most important of 

these are hurrjyah ( f reedom) ; musawat (equal i  ty)  ; sh(rra 

(consultation) and bay'ah (public consent) each of which will 

be discussed in the fol lowing pages. 

Freedom is a very general concept and has been def ined i n  

a number of ways. An absolute definition of freedom is 

impossible because of the relative character of the concept; 

l6 Ayalon. Language, pp. 108, 109. 

l7 B. Lewis, "Democracy in the Middle East: Its State and 
P r o s p e c t , "  Middle Eastern A f f a i r s  6 ( 1 9 5 5 ) .  p ,  102. 
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a f t e r  a l l ,  freedom is the  absence  o f  someth ing ,  or r e s t r a i n t  

i n  one o r  another r e s p e c t .  Moreover, rreedom has d i f f e r e n t  

levels and varieties. 

Two b a s i c  l e v e l s  c a n  be dis t i n g u i s h e d :  t he  

philosophical/ontological, t o  which theological/metaphysical 

is added b y  r e l i g i o u s  s o c i e t i e s ;  and t h e  s o c i o l o g i c a l  level. 

Each I e v e l  has i t s  own s u b d i v i s i o n s .  T h e  d i f f e rence  i n  

te rminology used a t  each level signifies the Yuslim 

d i s p o s i t i o n  t o  m a i n t a i n  a s t r i c t  separat ion between the two 

levels. 18 

A t  t h e  theological/rnetaphysical l eve l ,  t h e  idea o f  being 

f r e e  i s  expressed i n  Arabic i n  a number of ways: b y  words 

derived Prom t h e  root kh-1-s ( t o  be o r  becorne e e  €rom 

something, be l i b e r a t e d )  ; by a more technical and s i g n i f i c a n t  

term. i k h t i y a r  (choice, free w i l l ) ;  and b y  t h e  word iradah 

(will). On the s o c i o l o g i c a l  l e v e l  t h e  A r a b i c  word f o r  

"freedomt9 i n  its legal, ethica l  and p o l i t i c a l  aspects is 

hur r fyah .  Hurr fyah  is the a b s t r a c t  noun formed from t h e  

adjective, hurr (free), by adding the a b s t r a c t  end ing .  As a 

legal concept hurrfyah expresses the  o p p o s i t e  o f  s l a v e r y .  I n  

both Islamic and pre-Islamfc literature t he  term hurr (free)  

denotes the opposite of 'abd (unfree, slave). Also hurr and 

I8 Franz Rosenthal. The Muslim Concept of Freedom: Prior to  
the Nineteenth Century  (Leiden: E. J. , B r i l l ,  l96O), p .  2 .  
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hurrfyah. as ethical terms. have kept their pre-Islamic moral . 
meanings denoting nobility i n  character and behaviour. Using 

hurriyah to denote political freedom is a modern usage o f  the 

old term. 

Def ini t i o n s  of hurr and hurr jyah by Yuslim au thors may be 

found, in the f i r s t  place ,  in Arabic lexicographie sources 

such as Lisan a l - 'Arab .  Most of the Muslim lexicographers 

have defined hurr simply as the opposite of 'abd (slave). 

Sometimes, however, a distinction between the legal and the 

e th ica l  meanings of hurrjyah is made. For instance al-Raghib 

al-Isfahani in his dict ionary of  the Qur'an entitled al- 
* 

~Yuufrradat ff Gharfb a l - Q u r ' a n ,  dis tinguishes two kinds ~f 

hurr fyah .  

the one referr ing  to the person who is not subject 
t o  any authority. and the other to the person who 
is not  dominated by such ug ly  qualitip~ a s  greed 
and the desire fo r  worldly possessions. 

Philosophical  def i n i t i o n s  deal basically with f reedom of sou1 

which is connected with the ethical tradition, 2u The most 

popular and significant yet non-legal  definition of hurrfyah 

in Muslim l i t e r a t u r e  is the S u f i  definition of the term. The 

l9 Al-RHghib al-Isfahani, al-Mufradat (Cairo.  1 3 2 4 ) .  v o l .  1 .  
p .  109 ff.; quoted in Rosenthal, Muslim Concept of Freedom. p. 24. 

Io See for instance. Fakhr al-Dfn al-Razi, al-Mabah1 th al- 
Mashrfqfyali (Hyderabad: n o p . ,  1343 B.Q.). vol .  2 .  pp.  4132414. 



Suf i concept of f reedom, generally speaking , is concerned with 

freedom Erom the prison of the body and bodily desires or 

complete relief of the mind from attachment to anything but 

God. In his Book of Definitions, al-Jurjani defines hurrlyah 
* 

according to its Suf i usage: "--f reedom means l e a v i n g  the 

slavery of the essentia and abandoning al1 ties and 

changes. n 21 

Greek thought on p o l i t i c a l  Preedom reached the  Muslirn 

world through the Arabic translations of certain sources w h i c h  

contained seminal political i d e a s .  The writings o f  medieval 

philosophers such as Ibn Rushd. Ibn Sina  and al-Farabi present 

the idea of " freedom" as a p o l i t i c a l  concept  i n  a Limited 

sense and yet regard freedorn as democracyTs f i r s t  principle. 

In b i s  Commentary on Plato's Republic, Ibn Rushd presents 

Plato's views on democracy as being the form o f  the state 

which represents freedom, and the ruinous results of an excess 

of freedom. 2 2  In his Kitab a l - S h i f a ' ,  Ibn Sina  also presents 

Aristotle's enurneration of the various forms of government, 

among which democracy is defined as the state whose purpose is 

~ l - ~ u r j ~ n l ,  K i t a b  al-Ta'rff~t (Beirut: Maktabat ' ~ l i  ibn 
Muhammad, 1990), p p .  90-91; the translation is taken from 
Rosenthal, Muslfm Concept of Freedom, p. 26. For more Sufi 
def initions see al-Qushayrf , a l - R i  sa1a.h al -Qushayrfyah ff 'Î.m a l  - 
Tasawwuf (Beirut : Dar al-Jf 1, 1990) ; al-Tahanawf , Kashshaf 
I s t i l a h ~ t  al-Funon (Cairo: al-Mu'assasah al-Misriyah, 1963) , v o l .  
2 ;  'pp.'3O-U. 

2 2  Ibn R ~ s h d ,  Averraës on Pla to ' s  Republic, pp.  110. 127-130. 
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t o  provide freedom to its citizens. 23 

~ l - F ~ r a b i  uses the words hurr / y& . and ahrar, the  p l u r a l  

of hurr. i n  his Kitab al-Siyasah al-Madaofyah when he 

describes the madfnah al-jama'iyah, or democratic s t a t e .  as a 

kind of state whose people are free (alirsr) to do whatever 

they want and who recognize the leadership only of those who 

work to promote their freedorn ( h u r r i y h )  .14 Likewise, in his 

Mabadi '  r '  Ahl al-MadinaIl al-Fadilah. he refers to the 

democratic city, a city wherein " the  aim of its p e o p l e  is to 

be free (ahrzr)  , each of them doing what he likes without 

restraining h i s  passions in the l east .  "" In h i s  hasty 

condernnat ion of democracy abFarabi unders tands burr1ya.h I as 

absolute f reedom. freedom f rom duties and discipline and self - 
c o n t r o l ,  a situation which ultimately will end in anarchy. 

Nevertheless. in another context he uses hurrfyah . in a 

positive sense synonymous with another ethical  term. karam, 

generosity and nobility. 26 

Medieval Muslims gave a good d e a l  of thought to the 

problem of f reedom in al1 i ts  dimensions. On the metaphyskal 

j 3  Ibn Sf na, a l -Sh i fa '  (Cairo: al-Matb'ah al- mi riyah, 1958) , 
vol. 4 ,  p p .  62-63. 

24 al-Farabi, al-Siyasah a l -~adaniyah ,  p .  99. 

25 al-F~rabi. Mabz@ ' Â h  al al-lr(adfnah al-Fadilah. p .  256. 

al-F~r~bi, al-Siyasah a l - k f a d d y a t i .  p .  92. 



level, the question of how much f reedom human b e i n g s  e n j o y  

vis-à-vis God occupied the Wuslim mind from the very 

beginning : indeed . important theo log i ca l  schools  came i n  to 

being as a result of this question. On the sociological level 

of the discussion, freedom remained predominantly a lega1 

concept due to the acceptance of the d i v i s i o n  o f  society i n t o  

free men and slaves. Politically, freedom "did not achieve 

the s t a t u s  of a fundamental political concept t h a t  could have 

served as a  rallying cry  f o r  great causes .  "27  As an ideal. 

Preedom was n o t  unknown t o  Muslims. But as Louis Cardet 

states,  "freedom, i n  the ideal Yuslim s . t a t e ,  was perhaps n o t  

the freedom for  which one dies ... Its true meaning f o r  Islam 

had to be found i n  the relation of  nan to the divine."" 

I t  is q u i t e  e v i d e n t  that the actual situation varied 

across the vast extent o f  Muslim lands and o v e r  the great  

expanse of Muslim history, but a general picture of freedom in 

the classical and medieval periods of Islam would consist of 

the fol lowing points : 

There was failure to connect the met physical 
level with the societal level of freedom. a 

F. Rosenthal, "Hurriyya, in EIZ. vo l .  3 ,  p .  589.  

Louis Gardet , La ci té musulmane: vie sociale et poli t i q u e ,  
4th ed. (Paris: Librairie Philosophique J. Vrin, 1976), p .  78. 

l9 F. Rosenthal, The Muslim Concept of Freedom. p .  121. 



The i n d i v i d u a l  Muslim was e x p e c t e d  t o  c o n s i d e r  
subordination of  h i s  own freedom t o  t h e  b e l i e f s ,  
m o r a l i t y ,  and customs o f  t h e  group a s  t h e  only 
proper  course o f  behaviour .  While he valued  h i s  
pe r sona l  freedorn and was proud o f  i t  , he was no t  
supposed t o  see i n  i t  a good t o  b e  defended a t  a l 1  
c o s t s  against group demands. 

P o l i  t ically , t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  w a s  n o t  expec ted  t o  
exercise any free choice as  t o  how he wished t o  b e  
governed. A t  t i rnes ,  he d i d  s t ress  h i s  r i g h t  to be 
cons ide red  and t r e a t e d  as an  equal by t h e  men i n  
power . Under s p e c i a l  circums t a n c e s ,  t h e r e  was 
e x t e n s i v e  comrnunity p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  t h e  government 
(as, f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  i n  e a r l y  Is lam o r  among certain 
s e c t a r i a n s ) ,  o r ,  a t  least, a c e r t a i n  degree  of 
wider d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  t h e  p o l i  tical power among t h e  
popu la t ion .  

I n  g e n e r a l ,  however, governmental  a u t h o r i t y  
admit ted  of  no p a r t i c i p a t i o n  of t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  as 
such,  who t h e r e f o r e  d i d  not  p o s s e s s  any r e a l  
freedorn vis-à-vis i t . 3 O 

The Islamic terms f o r  " f r e e "  u n t i l  t h e  e i g h t e e n t h  
c e n t u r y ,  had a p r i m a r i l y  l e g a l  . and occasionally 
s o c i a l ,  s i g n i f i c a n c e ,  and meant one  who, according 
t o  t h e  law, was a f r e e  man and n o t  a s lave ,  

Neither term, " f r e e n  o r  " s l a v e " ,  w a s  used i n  a 
p o l i t i c a l  c o n t e x t ,  and t h e  farniliar Western use of 
the terms VreedomW and "slavery" as metaphors fo r  
c i t i z e n ' s  rights and o p p r e s s i v e  r u l e  is unknown t o  
the language of  c l a s s i c a l  Islarnic p o l i t  ical 
d i s c o u r s e .  

There too,  there is much d i s c u s s i o n  o f  good and 
bad government, b u t  t h e  i s s u e  a t  stake is  n o t  
freedom b u t  j u s t i c e ,  3 1 

Muslim c o n t a c t  w i t h  t h e  West through n i n e t e e n t h  cen tu ry  

European i m p e r i a l i s t  expans ion i n  t h e  Middle E a s t  and South  

30 Franz Rosenthal. *Hurriyya. p .  589. 

31 Bernard L e w i s ,  The Poli t ical  Language of  Islam (Chicago : 
The University of Chicago Press. 1988), p .  65.  
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Asia brought about transformations in many aspects o f  l i f e .  

b u t  primarily In the field of politics. The Muslirns' 

acquaintance with the ideals o f  the French Revolution and 

other socio-political movements in the West, as well as their 

sufferings under Western imperialism, changed their political 

concepts and hence their political language. They adopted the 

political language of the West either by borrowing certain 

words or by expanding and enhancing the meaning of their own 

politicalvocabulary. As f a r  as the idea of political freedorn 

is concerned the Li terary and historical sources of the modern 

history of Islam indicate that "freedorn" was used in two 

senses. In their struggle against the colonialists, freedom 

was more or less syncnymous with independence. In this sense 

Preedom signifies the rights of one state or nation against 

those of another state or nation. In their struggle against 

interna1 despotism, on the other hand,  Muslirn references to 

freedom were concerned with limiting the autocracy of their 

sovereigns by setting up constitutional and representative 

government. It sought the rights of the individual against 

the group or the state. 3 2 

In a clearly def  ined poli tical sense the word f reedorn was 

first used in late eighteenth century ~ u r k e ~ . ~ ~  Serbest&yyet. 

32 B. Lewis. The Political Language of Islam. p .  109. 



46 

the abstract  form o f  the Persian word serbest ( f r e e ) ,  

connoting the  absence o f  l imi ta t ions  or r e s t r i c t i o n s ,  made its 

first official and p o l i t i c a l  appearance i n  t h e  Russo-Ottoman 

Treaty O F  Kucuk Kaynarca o f  1774.  In t h i s  occurrence the word 

serbes tîyyet deno tes c o l l e c t i v e  f  reedom and i s  synonymous w i  t h  

i n d e p e n d e n d 4  Serbestîyyet gained a new rneaning when i t was 

used by Ottoman of  ficials and v i s i t o r s  t o  France to describe 

the basic ideas of t h e  French Revolution and the cornmitment 

of the revolutionary government to e q u a l i t y  and freedorn. 

SerbestIyyet, then, was used severa l  t  imes to translate  

1 ibertée3'  

In the modern period, perhaps the f i r s t  recorded 

occurrence of the term hurrl'yah i n  the sense of p o l i t i c a l  

freedom dates  from the  year 1798 when the French had o c c u p i e d  

Egypt . Arriving i n  Egypt , General Bonaparte add ressed t h e  

Egyptians on behalf o f  the French RepubIic, " founded on the 

bas i s  of  freedom and equality." fn the Arabic t r a n s l a t i o n  t h e  

word used for freedom was h u r r ~ ~ a h . ~ ~  A l ç o ,  l i b e r t é  is 

rendered as hurrjyah i n  Ruphy's French-Arabic wordl ist  . 

34 I b i d .  

35 I b i d .  ; Lewis, Poli f i c a l  Language of Islam. pp.  110-111. 

36 Rosenthal, Wurriyya, " p .  590 : Lewis. The Poli tfcal 
Language of Islam. p .  I l l .  

37 Rosenthal, uHurriyya, p .  590. 



~urriyah a s  a political term was rap id ly  adopted in the 

nineteenth century and came t o  be commonly used not only in 

Arabic but in other Islamic languages as well. References to 

p o l i  tical f reedom appeared in the works of several Muslim 

authors who were involved in the discussion or translation of 

writings on European affairs. The works of Shaykh R i f a '  a 

Rafi' al-Taht~wi were among the earliest and most important . . 
ones which shaped the opinions of MusMm authors dealing with 

modern political institutions and ideas. including political 

freedom. Ln his translation and commentary of the  French 

constitution. published in t he  early 18309, al-Tahtawi . .. says, 

"what the French call freedom (hurr fyah) .  is the same as what 

the Muslims call justice and equity ( a h ' a d l  wa al-fnsaf) -- . 
that is, the maintenance o f  equality before the law, 

goverment according t o  law. and the abstention of the ruler 

from arbitrary and illegal acts against the  subject ."18 As 

Leon Zolondek and Bernard Lewis argue, al-Tahtawi's equation . 
of hurriyah . with the classical Islamic concept of justice 

indeed echoes the traditional Ishnic view, namely, that the 

duty of the sovereign is to r u l e  wisely and justly.  rather 

than t o  be concerned with the right of the subject t o  be 

Al-Taht~wx, Takhlfs al -1brXz ff Talkhfs Barh ed . Mahdi 
' A U - ,  Abmàd kadawi and ABwar L0q3. Cairo: i d . ,  1958. p .  148; 
quoted in and translated by Bernard Lewf s , Islam in History: Ideas, 
Men and Events in the Middle East (New York: The Library Press. 

@ N i 3 ) .  p .  2 7 0 .  



treated justly? Moreover, in his definition of Preedom. al- 

Tahtawi is silent on the subject  of political rights in the 
* 

liberal sense. In his book al-Murshid al -Amyn ( 1862) ," f ive 

subdivisions are given for hurrfyah,  . of which al -hurrfyah al- 

madaniyah (civic) , and al -hurriyah al -sjyasiyah ( p o l i t  ical  ) 

comprise the last two. Again. his derinition of political 

freedom is in line with his view on the relation of the 

subject  to his ruler: 

~l -hurr iyah a l  - s i y ~ s i y a h ;  tha t is , a l  - d a w l f y a h ,  is 
the' s t a t e ' s  guarantee to every one of its 
i n h a b i t a n t s  for his legal possessions and his 
exercising his natural f reedom ( al-hurriyah al - 
tabj'iyah) without transgressing in any part 
thereof. Thus, it is allowed for everyone to 
administer his property within the bounds of legal 
dispositions. It is as though the government 
therewith ensured a person's happipess as long as 
he a v o i d e d  harming his fellow men. 

Zn the late 1860s and 1870s the Young Ottomans adopted 

an Ottoman-Islamic liberal patriotism. The two key words in 

their writings were watan ( f a t h e r l a n d )  and h u r r z y d 2  Their 

Leon Zolondek, Al-Tahtawi and Poli tical Freedom, " The 
Msl im World 54 ( 1 9 6 4 )  : pp. 91, 93; B.Lewis, Islam in History, p .  
270.  

01-~ahtawi, Al -Murshid al -AmZn I f  al-Banat wa al- ani in 
(Cairo: Matba'ah al-Malakiyah, 1289 H.Q.), p.  127. . 

" Ibid., p. 128; translation as cited in Zolondek, "Al- 
Tahtawï and Political Freedom," p. 94. 
, 

Ami Ayalon maintains that in 1860 it was the Lebanese 
Butrus al-Bustani who f i r s t  preached the rights of civic, cultural 
and religious freedom, among the rnany other rights of a citizen; 
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perception of freedom, though still oriented towards the 

state's duty to act justly. is more inclusive, For in the 

def ini tion of liberty provided by the Young Ottoman ideologis t 

Nâmik Kemal (1844-1888) .  justice means not only care for the 

welfare of the subject. but respect for his political rights, 

which must be safeguarded b y  two devices: fundamental rules  

and consultation. 4 3 

With the promulgation of the first Ottoman constitution 

(1876), the canonization of freedom seemed to be on the point 

of realization. The inviolabili ty of persona1 Freedom is 

discussed in 1 t , and f reedom o f  religion, association, the  

p r e s s ,  e t c . ,  are also  dealt with. For the liberal Egypt ian 

th inker ,  Ahmad Lutfi al-Sayyid (1872-L963), who was a self- 

declared disciple of John Stuart Mill, freedom basically meant 

the r i g h t s  of the individual. A nationalist living at a time 

when the ideas of pan-Islamism and Arab nationalism were in 

t h e  air, al-Sayyid was also concerned with the freedom of the 

nation (in his case, Egypt). 

see h i s  Language and Change in the Arab  Middle E a s t ,  pp.  52-53.  
Similarly, al-Tahtawi associates the right of freedom to that of 
being a citizen of a watan; see his Al-Murshid al-Amfn, p.  9 4 .  

a 

43 B. Lewis, The Eiuergence of Modern Turkey (London: Oxford 
University Press, 1968). p .  144. 



Apos tasy 

However, one problem which faces any Muslim reformer, 

insofar  as the pr inc ip l e  o f  r e l i g i o u s  l iberty  is  concerned, is 

posed b y  the sharf 'ah ( I s l a m i c  law) provisions a f  fecting the 

offense o f  apos tasy ( riddah) , provisions which ef f e c  t ive ly  

contradict any supposed  right which an individual has to 

e x e r c i s e  freedom o f  c h o i c e  i n  his or her r e l i g i o u s  beliefs. 

Whereas shari'ah permits the f ree  pract ice of  one ' s  r e l  igion, 

it i s  very restrictive regarding t h e  freedom to change o n e ' s  

r e l i g i o n . j 4  I t is a capi  ta1 of Pense under shar i  'ah punishable 

by death, for a Muslim to repudiate h i s  f a i t h  in Islam o r  

convert to any other r e l i g i o n .  The Muslim who gives up h i s  

r e l i g i o n  i s  ca l l ed  a murtadd, apostate, and he is subject to 

a nurnber of  legal  r e s t r i c t i o n s ,  penal  as well as c i v i l .  In 

s p i t e  o f  disagreement on minor details of  laws pertaining to 

apostasy, al1 schools o f  Islarnic sharj'ah prescribe the death 

penalty a s  punisiment ." The marriage o f  an apostate is  vo id .  

H e  a l so  lacks the capacity to i n h e r i t .  Furthermore, according 

'' The r i g h t s  of  r e l i g i o u s  minorities will 
i n  t h i s  chapter. 

' There i s  unanimity i n  the  sources that 
who has reached maturity ( baligh) . who is compos 
has apostatized out of his own free will 

b e  discussed l a t e r  

the male, apostate 
ment i s  ( ~ q i l )  and 
( i .  not under 

compulsion) must be put  to  death i f  he does not return to Islam. 
A female apostate. however. is t o  b e  irnprisoned according t o  the 
Hanafi and S h i ' i  schools of law, whereas, according t o  the ~anbali, 
i9;lalikï and Shafi'i schools she must also be put t o  death.' See W. 
Heffening, " M ~ r t a d d , ~  in EI2, vol .  7, p. 635; Samuel M .  Zwemer, 
"The Law of Apostasy."  The Muslim lu'orld 14 (1924 )  : p p .  373-391. 
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to the prevailing view of jurists, while an apostate remains 

legally entitled to his property, his rights to dispose of it 

are in abeyance. 

In modern times and with the introduction of Western- type 

penal codes into the legal systems of many Muslim countries 

the pena l ty  of capita l  punishment for apostasy fe l l  more or  

less into desuetude.  However, the emergence of certain sects 

like the Ahmadiyah and the Bahz'iyah on the one hand and t h e  

spread o f  the idea of human rights and their p r i n c i p l e  of 

freedom of religion on the other, motivated -IusIim t h i n k e r s  to 

reconsider the doctrine of apostasy. Some Yuslim modernists 

like Muhammad Aabduh, Rashid Rida and Yahmud Shal t u t  argue 

that t h e  apostate cannot be executed on the mere grounds of 

his apostasy. He can  be put to death only if he is also a 

danger to Islamic society ." The argument against the death 

penalty i s  b a s e d  on a disagreement over the traditional 

interpretation of the Qura'nic verses regarding apos tates. 4 7 

Modernists argue that the Qur'an does not prescribe the death 

penalty for an apostate and that the tradi tional 

interpretations of these verses are based only on two h a d f t h ,  

46  M. 'Abduh and R. Rida, T a f s f r  a l  -Mana= (Cairo : al-Hay'ah 
al-Misriyah al- ' h a h  li al-Kitab, 1973). vol. 5 .  p. 372; R .  Rida.  
"al-Jawiwab ' an Mas* alat Hurriyat al -Din wa Qatl al-Murtadd, 
Ma jallat al-ManZr 23 (1922) : pp.  187-191 ; M. ShaltDt, al -Islam, 
'Aqjdah wa ~harf'ah (Cairo: Dar al-Qalam, n.d. ) . pp.  292-293. 

'' Qur'an 4 3 0 ,  5:59. 



the authenticity of which is doubtful. Furthermore, they are 

in contradiction with the Qur'anic verse: " L e t  there be no 

compulsion in religion. More tradit ionally oriented Muslim 

scholars such as Abu a l - A '  la' Mawdudx and Muhammad al-Ghazzalf 
* 

have opined that the apostate is not  penalized by death f o r  

his abandonment of his faith. Rather he is punished because 

his act of apostasy is by itself a rebellion against the 

Islamic social and political order.( '  Needless to say, t h i s  

view was based on their conviction t h a t  Islam is more than a 

matter of personal f a i t h ;  it is a system of social and 

political order as well. Thus, repudiating Islam is 

tantamount to repudiating the social order, an action which is 

punishable to the furthest extent of the Law. 

EQUALITY 

Equality as an ideal has for long fascinated human 

beings.  The connotations of equality are so numerous t h a t  any 

precise formulation of  i t s  meaning is  impossible. As an i d e a ,  

'' Qur'an 2:256 .  For a discussion of the contradictory 
positions found in the Qur'an and hadith with regard t o  the death 
penalty, see S. M. Zwemer, The Law of Apostasym: R. Peters and G. 
De Vries, "Apostasy in Islam,* Die Welt des Islams 17 (1976-77): 
p p ,  1-25: and Abdullahi A .  A n - N a ' i m ,  "The Islamic Law of Apostasy 
and its Modern Applicability, fi Religion 16 (1986) , pp.  197-224. 

49 Muhammad al -Ghazzali , Auqaq al  - Iman Bayna Ta 'allm a l  - Isl&z 
w a  1' lm al-Umm al-Mut t eh idàh  (Cairo : al-Maktabah a l - ~ i  jarigah, 
1963) , pp. 101-102 ; A. A.  Mawd~di,  Murtadd kf SazZ Islüinf QZnm 
Men, 4th ed. (Lahore: Islamic Publications, 1963), pp. 45-48; 
quoted in R. Peters and G. De Vries, nApostasy." pp. 16-18. 
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equality is usually interpreted to mean that al1 human beings 

should be considered equal regardless of distinctions of sex,  

age, color, race, language, religion, etc. 

The religion of Islam is known as a religion which puts 

great emphasis on the principles of brotherhood and equality. 

Tts egalitarian spirit is often considered, among other 

factors, as one of the elements which contributed the most t o  

i t s  rapid spread. His torical events and anecdotes express ing 

this sense of equality among the early Yuslims, particularly 

at the time of the Prophet, are abundant and widely ref'erred 

t o  by Muslim writers and preachers. The Qur'anic verse which 

is most often quoted in this respect is the following: 

O mankind! We created you f rom a single ( p a i r )  of a 
male and a Pemale, and made you into nations and 
tr ibes,  that ye rnay know each other (not that ye 
rnay despise each o t h e r ) .  Verily the most honored 
of you in the sight of God is (he who is) the most 
righteous of you. And God has full p o w l e d g e  and 
is well acquainted (with al1 things). 

In addition. the message delivered by the Prophet on the 

occasion of his las t  pilgrimage places great emphasis on the 

equality of mankind in the sight of God, regardless of race or 

co lo r .  

O mankind! Your Lord is one. So is your father.  

'' Qur'an 49:13 (translation by Yusuf Ali) . 



Know this well that no Xrab shall have superiority 
over a nonaArab, or a non-Arab over an Arab .  A 
white man has no superiority over a Negro and a 
Negro has none over a white man in their merits. 
excepting f o r  their fear of God. It is certain 
tbat in the eyes of God, the most superior of you 
is the one w O follows the  pr inc ip l e s  o f  Islam most 
faithfully.' P 

The Arabic word f o r  equality is musawat. Derivatives of 

i t s  root, sawiyah, occur frequently in the Qur'an, though 

never in the political sense. The word musawat and its 

derivatives are basically used in f i qh  (jurisprudence) in a 

l egal  or moral sense. In the 'Abbasid period. the Shu' (~biyah,  

t h e  non-Arabs seeking social equality with the r u l i n g  Arabs, 

were sometimes referred t o  as the ah1 al- taswiyah ( proponents 

of equality). $2 

In modern tintes, the words musawat in Arabic, and 

barabarf in Persian. and müsavat in Turkish are used f o r  the 

political concept of human equality. The f irst  appearance of 

musawat i n  i ts  political sense occurred i n  modern Islamic 

Literature when the principles of the French Revolution were 

translated in 1798 by the Ottoman chief seccetary. He 

translated "equality and Libertyw as "mu'savat ve 

Neset Cagatay, "The Concept of  Equality and Brotherhood i n  
Islam, in International Islamic Conference 1968, ed. M.A. Khan 
(Islamabad: Islamic Research Institute, 19701, vol .  1, p .  115. 

j2 Ignaz Goldziher. Musliin Studies  (London: ALlen and Unwin, 
1967). v o l .  1, p .  136. 



serbestîyyet" . 5 3 Also in the A r a b i c  translation of 

Bonaparte's proclamation at the time of his invasion of Egypt 

(mentioned above )  musawat was used to render the French word 

egali té .  54 

Although Iklarn is described as an egalitarian religion 

which permits g r e a t  opportunities of social  mobi1i ty, 

limitations are e s t a b l i s h e d  and regulated b y  the shar! ' a h .  in 

certain important respects. The division O P  human beings by 

the s h a r i  'ah into Muslims and non-Muslims, male and female, 

freeman and slave, none of them having  an equal s t a t u s  or 

o p p o r t u n i t i e s ,  is an aspect of Islam which makes it 

incompatible with the modern concept of equality based on 

u n i v e r s a l  human rights and democracy. The restrictions on the 

rights O P  these three groups has made Islam subject to the 

criticism that full mernbership in Islamic society is 

restricted only to free-born male Muslims. j5 I t  is on these 

grounds that the issue of the second-class citizenship O F  

women, non-Muslims and slaves with regard to their political 

rfghts in an Islamic system is r a i s e d .  The following pages 

53 C.E. Bosworth. "MusawHt," in EI2, v o l .  7 ,  p .  663. 

54 Ibid. 

55 See for instance B. Lewis, The Jews of Islam (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press. 1984 ) .  p .  8; Majid Khadduri. War and 
Peace in the Law of Islam (Baltimore: The John Hopkins Press, 
19551, p .  198; Abdullahi A. An-Na'im. "Religious Minorities Under 
Islamic Law and the L i m i t s  o f  Cultural Relativism, " Hman Rights 
Quarterly  9 (1987) : p .  Il. 



try to elucidate b r i e f  ly those restrictions which endanger the 

equal status of these groups of citizens i n  an Islamic s t a t e .  

Religious Minori t i e s  

The non-Muslim subjects of an Islamic state are divided 

i n t o  two main religious categories: the people of the book 

(alil a l - k i t a b ) ,  comprised mainly of Christians and Jews, b u t  

also members of other r e l i g i o u s  rn inor i t ies  possessing 

recognized scriptures; and unbelievers, being non-Muslims who 

do not believe in one of the 'Idivinely revealedn scriptures. 

The relationship between the Muslim state  and the ah1 a l -  

ki t ab  is regulated by  a pact called dhimma. Those benefiting 

from this pact are known as d h i M s .  The terms of the pact 

guarantee the dhimmi communities securi ty of their  persons and 

property, freedorn to prac.tice the i r  f a i t h ,  and a degree o f  

interna1 cornmuni ty  autonomy in  exchange for recognition of the 

primacy of Islam and the supremacy o f  the ~ u s l i r n s . ~ ~  This 

recognition is expressed in the payment of jizyah, or p o l l  

tax, as tribute and symbol of submission to the Muslim 

j6 The following survey is based on Abu Y D s u f ,  a r f t Z b  a l -  
Klzaraj, trans. by Ben Shemesh as Taxation in Islam (Leiden: E. J- 
B r i l l ,  1969), vol .  3 :  Khadduri, Warand Peace: Cl. Cahen, qDhimma," 

a in EI2, vol.  2 ,  p p .  227-231; A S .  T r i t t o n ,  The C a I i p h s  and Ther'r 
Non-Muslim Sub jects (London : F, Cass , 1970) ; B. Lewis, The Jews of 
rsl-. 



state. j7  The Qur'anic basis for the compact of dbimma is the 

followlng verse: 

Fight  those who believe not in God not the Last 
Day, nor hold that forbidden which hath been 
forbidden by God and his A p o s t l e ,  nor acknowledge 
the religion of Truth. (even if they are) of the 
P e o p l e  of the  Book. until they pay the jizyah wi$h 
willing submission, and feel themselves subdued.' 

According to the sharf'ah. dhimmfs.  as religious 

rninori t ies ,  are allowed to conduct their own community affairs 

in accordance w i t b  their own laws and customs whereas, with 

regard to public matters, they are subject to the jurisdiction 

of the Muslim state. They are. legally speaking, disqualified 

by shari'ah from holding any public office -- execu t ive, 

judicial , poli tical -- which involves exercising authoci ty  

over Muslims. D h i e s  have the freedom to practice their 

religion in private, but they are not allowed t o  proselyt ize  

or preach their fa i th  in public. 

The people of the book may be granted the status of 

partial citizenship in an Islamic state  if they submit to 

Muslim sovereignty under the compact of dhima.  Unbelievers , 

however, are not entitled even to the privileges of t h i s  

57 On the subject of jizyah see the sources c i t e d  in the 
previous note, as well as Danfel C .  Deanett, Conversion and the 
Pol1 Tax in Early Is lam (Cambridge, Mass. : Harvard University 
Press, 1950) . 

Qur*an 9:29. 
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Limited citizenship. The following verse is of ten cited to 

provide a textual evidence that unbelievers enjoy no permanent 

or general sanctity of l i f e  or property. 

But when the forbidden moaths are past, then fight 
and s l a y  the pagans wherever ye find them. and 
seize them, beleaguer them. and lie in wait fo r  
them in every stratagern (of war); b u t  if they 
repent. and e s t a b l i s h  regular prayers and practice 
regular charity, then open the way jfor them: f o r  
Cod is oft-forgiving. most merciful. 

The on ly  way out o f  this difficulty is through temporary aman, 

safe conduct , protection. Aman. a pre-Islamic Arab 

institution. in lslarnic religious law. is a safe conduct o r  

p ledge  of security. granted by a Muslim member o f  the society , 

by which an unbeliever's l i f e  and property are protected b y  

the sanctions of law f o r  a limited period .61 

S1avex-y 

1 was n o t  until the nineteenth century t h a t  the 

abolition of slavery was achieved in most kfuslim countries. 

Along with the rise of the anti-slavery movement in the West 

and under the world- w i d e  circumstances , the Ottoman sultan 

j3 Qur 'an 9 : 5 .  EZowever, according to major interpretations 
of the Qur'an, this verse refers t o  the pagans (mushrfkfn)  who were 
fighting against Prophet Muhammad. 

The Qur'anic references to am= are 9:6 and 16:112. For 
a d e t a i l e d  discussion of aman see Abfi Yîtsuf. Kltab al-M3arZJ; 
Muhammad i b n  abHasan al-Shaybmi, The Islamic Law of Nations: 
Shayb~nf's Siyar,'trans. M. Khadduri (Baltimore : The John Hopkins 
Press, 1966). pp.  158-19s. 

61 J. Schacht, "AmHii, in EI2, vol .  1. p .  429.  
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(1854) and t he  shah of Iran (1846) took measures to ban the 

slave trade. More recently, in L926, the Muslim World 

Conference adop ted a re so lu t ion  condemning slavery . Slavery , 

however, was abolished in Saudi Arabia and Yemen only in 1962 

and as late as 1981 in  aur ri ta nia." The long persistenCe of 

slavery in Xus1irn lands owes much to the fact that it is no t  

prohibited by Islamic law (sharj'ah) . Although Islam is much 

credited f o r  moderating the age-old institution of slavery, 

which was also accepted and endorsed by the o t h e r  monotheis tic 

religions, Christianity and dudaism, and was a well- 

established custom of  the pre-Islamic world, it has never 

preached t he  abolition of slavery as a doctrine. 

The Qur'an accepts the institution of slavery but 

regulates i ts  practice- Besides 'abd,  which is the comon 

word for "slavem in Arabic, the Qur'an frequently uses t h e  

phrase 0s malakat ayuHnukum V h a t  which your right hands 

possess." The Qur'an r e f e r s  to the basic inequality between 

master and slave as a divinely ordained distinction: 

God has bestowed Sis g i f t s  o f  sustenance more 
freely on some o f  you than on others. Those more 
favoured are not going t o  throw back their g i f t s  to 
those whom their rTght hands possess [ma malakat 
agmanuhuml, so as to be equal in that respect. 
Will they then deny the favours of God? 

Also , 

62 Murray Gordon, Slaveqy in the Arab World (New York: 
ilms terdam, 1989) , p .  44 ; B. Lewis, Race and Slavery in the Middle  
E a s t  (Oxford: Oxford University Press, IWO), p. 79. 



God sets for th  the parable (of  two men: one) a 
slave [ ' a b d  mamlak] under the dominion of another, 
He has no power o f  any sort; and (the o t h e r )  a man 
on whom W e  have bestowed goodly Pavours from 
ourselves, and he spends thereof ( f r e e l y )  , 
p r i v a t e l y  and p u b l i c l y .  A r e  the two equal? (by no 
means): praise be t o  God . But most of  them 
understand n d 3  

Finally , 

H e  does propound to you a s i m i l i t u d e  €rom your own 
( exper i ence ) :  Do ye have partners among those whom 
your r i g h t  hands possess [ma malakat aymanukum], to 
share as equals  in the wealth we have bes towed on 
you? D o  ye fear them a s  ye fear each o the r?  Thus 
do We explaif i  the signs in d e t a i l  to a people that 
unders tands . 

However, throughout t h e  Qur'an the emancipation O F  s l a v e s  is 

repeatedly recommended as praiseworthy, w h e t h e r  î t be for the 

e x p i a t i o n  o f  sins or as a simple pious act. 'j The 

humanitarian tendencies of the Qur'an regarding s lavery  and 

slaves are well reflected i n  h a d f t h . "  The Prophet, bath in 

his sayings and h i s  acts,  i s  reported t o  have appealed to the 

63 Qur'an 16:71, 16:75. 

Qur'an 30:28. 

" See for instance Qur'an 2:177. 90:13, 9:60, k 9 2 ,  5:89 .  
58:3, and 24:33.  

66 For instances where the Qur'an urges kindness towards 
slaves s e e  verses 4:36,  9 :60  and 2 4 5 8 .  Furthermore, the s l a v e ' s  
"dignity as a human being is shown in  certain  ordinances relating 
to the sexual side of social re la t ionsh i  p .  ( R .  Brunschvig, " '  Abd, " 
in EI2, vol .  1, p .  2 5 ) .  For the ban on the prostitution of female 
slaves see verses 2 4 ~ 3 3 ,  23:6, 3350 and 70:30; for the moral duty 
OP the master t o  marry off h i s  slaves of both sexes see verse 
24:32; for the right of Muslim slaves to marry free Muslims see 
verses 2:221 and 4 ~ 2 5 .  



conscience of his followers in urging them to t r e a t  slaves 

humane ly . 67 Altogether the Qur'an and hadxth show a clear 

concern for the slave. No doubt, at the spiritual level, the 

slave is possessed of the same value as the freeman, 

particularly s i n c e  he is , in God's judgement , t h e  equal o f  the 

free man. In regard to earthly mat t e r s ,  however, he enjoys an 

inferior s t a t u s  to which h e  must resign himself. 

No matter how much Islam improved the  c o n d i t i o n s  of  

slaves and elevated t h e i r  legal status, there rernain in the 

shari 'ah certain c iv lc  disqualifications of slaves which are 

n o t  compat ib le  wi th the standards of modern democrat ic  

p r i n c i p l e s  . Slaves  were excluded from c e r t a i n  r e l i g i o u s  

f u n c t i o n s  and forbidden to hold any office of authority, 

A frequently quoted prophetic saying that urges kind and 
even equal treatment for slaves is the Prophet's speech on the 
occasion of the "farewe11 pilgrirnage," wherein he made the 
following exhortation to his followers : "as to your s laves ,  male 
and fernale, f e e d  them with what you eat yourself and c l o t h e  them 
with what you Wear. If you can not k e e p  them or they commit any 
fault, discharge them. They are God's people like unto you and be 
k i n d  unto them." H e  also recomrnended that a master not show 
contempt for his slaves by referring to  them as "my slavem but 
rather to address them as members of his f a m i l y  by saying "my boyw 
or "my young woman." For hadf ths  on slavery see A.J. Wensinck et 
al., Concordance et i n d i c e s  de la tradition musulmane, 8 v o l s .  
(Leiden : E.J. Brill, 1933-88), S.V.V. ghulàm, etc. See also Al- 
Ghazzali 's I h y a  ' u l U m  a l - d i n  (Cairo: Mustafa al-B8bi al-Halabi, 
1939). vol. 2, in the section "huqt~q a l - n i a m ~ l i k . "  where he'uses a 
number of well known hadfths in order to explain ethical principles 
to slave-owners . 

a 
* For the improvements and changes that Islam introduced to 

the institution o f  slavery see for instance, Ali A b d e l  Wahid Wafi, 
nHuman Rights in Islam, Is lamfc Quarterly 2 (1967) : p p .  69-75. 
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wilayat, over others. The slave's acting as leader, imam, of 

the Friday prayer, a post which is associated with public 

authority, is much debated among the various schools of law. 

"The slave is no more qualified to hold a position of 

religious magistrature ( judgeship, hisba) . than an off icial 
position of secular authori ty. dg Officials employed by 

judges and su1 tans had to b e  ~reemen." With regard to t h e i r  

eligibility for high  poli tical of fices i t should  be ment ioned 

that "the status of freeman was, for instance, a condition for 

becoming caliph in orthodox Islam; Por  being appointed to the 

'delegated wazirate. * though not for the 'executive wazirate' : 

for holding the office of adrninistrator of charity tax .  

e t c .  v 7 1  In matters of cr imina l  law. the slave's s t a t u s  often 

worked to h i s  advantage. For instance, he received half of 

the punishment of a freeman. and was not  subject to the death 

penalty for committing fornication. In certain other cases, 

however, the slave was at a disadvantage. and his inequality 

in the eyes of the law burdensonie. The slave could not serve 

as a witness in court. V n  penal law, the penalty for an 

offense against a person, a fine or bloodwit, is for a slave, 

Al-Qalqashandf , Subh al-A'shz (Cairo: n. p., 1331-38 
H.Q./l9l3-l9), vol. 1. p. ' 65 ;  quoted in Rosenthal, The Muslim 
Concept of Freedom, p .  30.  

F. Rosenthal, The Muslinz Concept of Freedom, p .  30. 
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half of that for a freeman.1172 The Qur'anic formula "the free 

for  the free, the slave for  the haç çerved as the 

basis of inequa l i ty  between the  Preeman and the slave i n  the  

law of retaliation, qisas, according to  which a freeman cannot . * 

b e  put  t o  death for k i l l i n g  a slave. 

On the basis of these inequalities, as we11 as in v ir tue  

of the impact o f  the realities of the modern world, YtusIirn 

reformers of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 

began to  express t h e i r  discornfort over t h e  ex i s tence  of 

slavery and its incompatibility with the modern s o c i e t y  they 

envisaged for MusIims. Justifying t h e  a c c e p t a n c e  of s lavery 

by Islam as having been due to particular economic and social 

circumstances, reformers such as Sayyid Ahmad Khan and Amir 

A l i  criticized and condemned the i n s t i t u t i o n .  Ahmad Khan 

maintained that "the Qur'an ( 4 2 : 4 )  forbade the making of new 

slaves. 1114 In the l i g h t  of modern social ethics, Amir Ali. 

emphasizing social equali t y  and human progress , argued that 

slavery was anti thetical to the Qur 'anic teachings which teach 

72 B. Lewis, Race and S lavery  in the Middle E a s t ,  p. 7. For 
details on the slave's treatment in Muslim penal 1aw see Abu Yusuf, 
K i t a b  al-KharaJ', p.  159; R. Brunschvig, t f 'Abdol '  

73 Qurran 2:178. 

L M .  Baljon, The Reforms and Religious i d e a s  of S f r  Sayyid  
Ahmad Khan (Leiden : E. S .  B r i l l ,  l949), pp.  28-29; quoted in 
Brunschvig, 'Abd," p .  38 .  Ahmad Khan's work, I b t a i - f  G h u l m f  
appeared in 1893 and was translated i n t o  Arabic in 1958. 
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the equality of al1 p e o p l e .  The Egyptian Ahmad Shaf i q  

furthermore argued on much the same lines in his book, 

L'esclavage au point de vue musulman ( 1891) . The important 

point is  that these reform-minded bfuslirns ultimately i e f t  the 

task  of finally abrogating slavery to  man-made laws. 

Male - Female Dichotomy 

Women, l i k e  slaves and non-Muslims, suffer from an 

in fe r io r  s t a t u s  i n  Islamic l a w ,  sharf ' a h .  But. unlike the 

other two boundaries which a l s o  involve hierarchies - Musliai 

and non-Mus lim, f ree and slave - the male-fernale boundary can 

not be crossed.  While a person's civil category may change b y  

conversion or manumission, a woman cannot cross the sexual 

boundary by a simple act of will. Although certain 

modifications and ad jus tments are introduced i n t o  Islamic law 

in modern times, t h e i r  efficacy has remained limited due t o  

some fundamental and explicit Qur'anic injunctions and their 

authoritatfve traditional interpretations which have moulded 

the  general social attitudes of Muslims toward women. 

The inequality between women and men in Islamic law 

stirred up debate as far back as the nineteenth century and 

contributed to the advent of Islamic modernism and the 

IS Amir A l i ,  The S p i r i t  of Islam, quoted in M. Cordon, 
~ l a v e r y  in the drab krorld. pp . 45-46; Brunschvig. " 'Abd. " P. 38.  



emergence of women's liberation movements in Muslim lands. 7 6 

The opinions on this matter, including criticism, explanation 

and justification, expressed by Muslim and non-Muslim writers 

alike, cover a wide range. On one s i d e  stand the 

fundamentalist apologists defending what they see as the 

natural , divinely-ordained inequali ty of the sexes .  77 

According to them, Islam does not, or cannot, s u b s c r i b e  to the 

modern ideal of equality between the sexes which, for them, 

could only rnean social anar~h~.~' On the other side stand the 

radicals who state that Islam is intrinsically inirnical to 

women's rights. " A third group advocates a progressive 

reading of the Qur'an, the h a d y f h  and early Islamic history. 

They argue that the early Xuslim generations misinterpreted 

'' Qasirn Amin's book, Tahr i r  a l  -.Var ' a  [The Liberation of 
Women] (Cairo: Matba'ah Raz al-Yusuf, 1941), w h i c h  f i r s t  appeared 
in the 1880s, was'one O P  the pioneering works on this topic. 

'' One recent example of this position is expressed by the 
I ranian Shi* i jur is  t , Muhammad Taqi Mesbah Yazdi , who appeals to a 
physiological difference, namely the lighter weight of the female 
brain, in order to prove wornen's intellectual inferiority. He 
writes: " .. . the male's brain is anatomically disthguished from 
the female ' s , showing signs of superior intelligence and mental 
growth." (M.T. Mesbah, M.J. Bahonar and L.L. al-Faruqi, Status of' 
Women in Islam (New Delhi: Radiant Publishers, 199O), p. 8.) See 
also: Barbara Fryer Stowasser, "Libera ted  Equal or Protected 
Dependent? Contemporary Religious Paradigms on Women's S t a t u s  in 
Islam, Arab S t u d i e s  Quarterly  9 ( 1987) : pp. 260-283. 

See for instance S. Çaj jad Hussain, The Concept of 
Equality and Brotherhood in Islam, " in In ternat ional  I s l a m i c  
Conference 1968, ed. M.A. Khan, vo l .  1, p. 117. 

See, for instance, F.A. Sabbah, Women in the Musllm 
Unconsciaus (New York: Pergamon Press, 1984); M. Ghousoub, 
"Feminism or the Eterna1 Masculine in the Arab World," New L e f t  
Review 161 (1987) : pp. 3-13. 



the Islamic sources and that "women's i n f e r i o r  status written 

into Islarnic law. . . is by and large the resul t of prevailing 
social conditions rather than of the moral teachings of the 

Qur'an. "'O The concern here, however, is not wi th how Muslim 

writers have tried to explain the restrictions on women's 

rights or wfth the extent of improvement that Islam introduced 

to the legal and social status of pre-Islamic women. A f t e r  

all, such an inquiry will n o t  affect the content of the basic 

discriminatory rules of s h a r ~ * a h . ~ ~  Yoreover. the Pact 

remains that a tension exists between t w o  tendencies in the 

message of Islam, namely, an ethical egalitarianism which is 

a fundamental part of its broader spiritual message, and an 

advocacy of male dominance. Al though women, as rnembers of the 

community of the faith, are considered to be the equals of men 

berore ~ o d , ~ '  they do not enjoy a similar egali tarianism in 

society itself. It is within a social context that the 

general rationale for women's inferiority to men, expressed in 

the Qur'anic verses stating "men have a degree of (advantage) 

Fazlur Rahman, " S t a t u s  of Women in the Qur'an," in Women 
and Revcilution in Iran, ed. Guity Nashat (Boulder: Westview Press, 
1983) .  p. 37. See also Nabia Abbott, "Women and the State in Early 
Islam," Journal of Near Eastern S t u d i e s  1 ( 1 9 4 2 )  : p p .  106-126. 

For the specific improvements to the social status and 
legal rights of women brought by Qur'anic legislation. see Barbara 
Freyer Stowasser, "The Status of Women in Early Islam, tt in Muslim 
Women, ed. Freda Hussain (London: Croom Helm. 1984). pp. 15-18. 

The Qur'an's teachings regarding the full equality of men 
and women in their relationship with God can be found in verses 
3~195. 5 ~ 3 8 ,  9:71-72, 2 4 ~ 2 ,  24:6-9, 33:35, 4 0 ~ 4 0 ,  48:s  and 57:12. 



over women , w 8 3  and that "men are the p r o t e c t o r s  and 

maintainers of women, rnust be understood." This 

p r i n c i p l e  of s u p e r i o r i t y ,  qawwamah. has been used b y  j u r i s t s  

to j u s t i f y  a v a r i e t y  of restrictions on women's rights which 

can be discussed under the rubr ic  o f  equality before  the Law. 

Whi le the sharj  ' ah recognizes an independen t legal 

personality for women, it does not establish any political, 

social, or economic equality of the sexes.  And although 

sharj'ah does not prohibit Muslim women rrom express ing  their 

opinions on public affairs or from voting for those competing 

for public office, and although the Qur'an does n o t  f o r b i d  

women from exercising direct political rule,  nevertheless, 

according t o  the interpretation of the principle of qawwamah 

agreed upon by al1 schools of jurisprudence, women are Legally 

d i s q u a l i f  i e d  from holding high-ranking public offices which 

involve e x e r c i s i n g  authority over men, whether these offices 

be of a political or juridical nature. According to the 

shari'ah. a woman cannot be  a c a l i p h  or imam o r  w a l j - i  faqfh 

( i n  Shi'i I s l a m ) .  Nor can she be a judge. The 

l5 For examples of authoritative exegesis on these  verses see 
the commentaries of al-~abari and Fakhr al-Din al-Razi. even 
though, as Qamaruddin Khan remarks. they may contain "the most 
contemptuous and insulting mentions of women i n  Is lamic  religious 
literaturew: see his Status of Women in Islam (New Delhi: Sterling 
Publishers, 1990). 55-60.  



disqualification of women from holding public office is also 

considered to be "partly based on what is believed to be 

Qur'anic requirements of the veil and gender segregat ion.  11 86 

A frequently quoted h a d f t h  is cited by al-Bukhari in his 

authoritative book al-SahTh, in which the Prophet is quoted as . * .  
having said: "Those who entrus t their affairs to a woman will 

never know prosperity. "" Other prophetic h a d z t h s  or 

statements made by the companions wi t h  similar content are 

abundant in both Sunni and Shïel literature. 88 

On the basis of this general principle of qabwamah and 

the specific rule stated in the Qur'an (2: 282) regarding 

tes tirnonial cornpe tence, a woman's tes timony is cons idered by 

l6 Abdullahi An-Na* im. "The Rights of Women and Internat ional 
Law in the Muslim Context," Whitt ier Law Review 9 (1987): pp. 495- 
496. For references to the seclusion and veiling of women in the 
Qur'an and hadj th  see Stowasser "The S t a t u s  of Wornen, " p p .  23-25 
and 32-37 re spec t ive ly .  

" Al-Bukhari, al-Sahfh, vol. 4, p. 226. . . .  
" One may argue against the authenticity of these sayings. 

But what is significant here is that they have been recorded in 
sources that are regarded as absolutely reliable by scholars of 
Islamic law. For the most important Shi'i sources, which also 
includes similar statements with regard t u  women, see the Nahj a l  - 
Balaghah of Imam ' ~ l i  and Bihar al-Anwar by Majlisi. Denise A. 
Spellberge opines that i t  was 'neither the Qur'anic injunctions nor 
the participation of 'A'ishah in the Eirst Muslim civil war that 
set the precedent for the  ban on Muslim women participating i n  
politics, as is often stated. Rather it was "more likely, the 
definition of women in the 9th century A.D. hadi  th [which] extended 
and refined the i d e a  that women were b a s i c a l i y  flawed and dangerous 
to the maintenance of pol i t i ca l  order. " D .A. S p e l l b e r g e ,  "Political 
Action and Public Example: 'A'isha and the Battle of the Camel." in 
Women fn Mfddle Eastern History, ed. Nikki  R. Keddfe and Beth Baron 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1991), p p l  54-55.  
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jurists t a  be defective. The testimony of a woman, in civil 

cases, is worth halE that of a man. Women are disqualified 

from being witnesses in criminal cases, whatever their number. 

Similarly ,  as a general  rule, which i s  also i n  accordance w i  th  

the specific Qur'anic rules verses 4: 11 and 4 :  176, a wornan 

inherits only half of what a man o f  the same degree o f  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  the deceased. 

A number of other s p e c i f i c  examples of male-fernale 

inequality under Islamic law are to be found in the area of 

family law. While a man is entitled to be married to four 

wives at the same time ( Qur'an4: 3) and has the right to 

divorce any of them at will b y  unilateral repudiat ion, women 

may obtain judicial divorce only on certain specific grounds. 

Nor are Muslim women ever  allowed to marry non-Muslim men. 

I t  should also be mentioned that with regard to laws of 

punishment and retaliation (qisas)  , a variety of legal . . 
opinions are available in Sunni j u r i s  tic literature. The 

Shi'is, however, have adopted the striking position that the 

dfyah  (compensation for unlawful homicide) €or a female vic tim 

should be hal f  that  for a male victim. In other words the 

life of a woman or the value of any of h e r  physical organs is 

worth only half the l i fe  of a man or his bodily organs. I t  

follows that if a man were to kill a woman, retaliation, or 

put t ing  him to death,  would b e  impossible unless the 



70 

difference in value is f i r s t  paid by the party of the female 

victim to the party of the male rnurderer. 8 9 

PUBLIC PARTICIPATION IN POLITICS 

ShZrZ and Bay 'ah 

The principle of shura, consultation, is often invoked by 

Muslim scholars as an element in Islamic tradition 

corresponding to democratic participatory politics. The 

concept and practice of shura can be traced to the pre-Islamic 

era. In pre-Islamic Arabia there existed an institution 

called the n ~ d j  (assernbly). This was a tribal council wherein 

important public issues such as the choice of heads of tribes, 

declarations of war and peace treaties were decided through 

mutual consultation by eLders, notables and prominent 

personalities. This tradition was recognized by Islam and w a s  

g iven the name shura. Two Qur'anic verses: ". . .and consult 
[them] in affairs. Then, when thou hast taken a decision, put 

thy trust in Godm (3:159); and T h e s e  [believersj who hearken 

to the ir  Lord. and establish regular prayer: who (conduct) 

the ir  af fa irs  b y  mutual consultationn ( 4 2  :38) , are commonly 

cited as the basis of a ruler's duty to consult. However, the 

details concerning the nature of shurz and the procedures of 

consultat ion have always been sub j e c t  to  d i f  ferent  

Se, the Retribution Act. Sections 5 and 46, of the Islamic 
RepubIic of Iran, 1981. 



i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  throughout  Muslim h i s t o r y .  The t w o  main 

points upon which a variety of v i e w s  a r e  expressed by  ear ly  as 

well as modern Qur'an exegetes are: What kinds of  mat ters  

c o n s t i t u t e  the subject ( a m )  of  consu l t a t ion?  and, What a r e  

the q u a l i f i c a t i o n s  of the members of  t h e  shora (ah1  al-shora 

o r  ah1 a l -ha l l  wa a l -  ' a q d ) ?  Some scho la r s  have taken t h e  term 

amr as s p e c i f i c a l l y  r e fe r r ing  to  mat t e r s  per ta in lng  to war. 

about which the  Prophet was commanded by God t o  c o n s u l t  w i t h  

exper t s ,  while some o the r s  h a v e  i n t e r p r e t e d  i t  as a genera l  

Qur'anic teaching addressed t o  t h e  Prophet and al1 o t h e r  

be l ievers ,  but  p a r t i c u l a r l y  the  ruler, who should  consul t  w i t h  

his advisers on a l 1  k i n d s  of mat ters  re la t ed  t o  t h e  p u b l i c  

welfare. T h e r e  i s  no unanimous a g r e e m e n t  as to  who these 

consultants should be -- whe the r  elders and notables ,  m i l i  t a r y  

and o t h e r  p ro fess iona l  exper t s ,  the  ' dama'  o r  bureaucrats.  

Moreover, the  more important q u e s t i o n  is w h e t h e r  t h e  o p i n i o n  

rendered by t he  shBrH is binding on the ruler o r  whether i t  is 

purely c o n s u l t a t i v e .  Al1 these ques t ions  have received 

various responses . A considerable body of mater ia l  is  

For various opinions on the theory and practice of shura 
see the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  of the above-mentioned verses  in the a l -  
Kaslishaf of Zamakhshari and i n  the tafs irs  of  Ibn  KathIr ,  abTabar1 
and Fakhr al-Dln al-R~zf. See also al-Mawardi's a l - A h k h  a l -  
S u l  t ~ n l y a h  and Ibn Taymi yah ' s al  -Siyasah al -Shar ' f yah . ' Fo r a 
sumhary of dif ferent exegetical views see Souran Mardini, 
"Fundamental Religio-Political Concepts Ln the Sources of Islam, 
the Shura in the Islamic Umma, " fiamdard Islamicus 9 ,  no. 4 ( 1986) : 
pp. 26-32 ; Obaidullah Fahad. "A Cri tical Study of Classical 
Political Thought in Islam, Islam and Modern Age 22 (1991) : p p .  
123-127; 
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provided in hadytiz literature and in historical accounts of 
, 

the Prophet's l i r e  and those of the f i r s t  four caliphs i n  

s u p p o r t  of the  merits of consultation and i n  order to 

establish authoritative exemplary models for Muslim rulers. 9 1 

Notwithstanding the reports that the P r o p h e t  consulted his 

companions on certain occasions and d e s p i  t e  ref erences to the 

two so-called sharas which elected the first and the third 

caliphs, it should be noted that the shura never developed 

into a self-sus taining and forma1 institution and that the 

members of the shara were never representatives of the whole 

community in the modern sense of elected representatives. 9 2 

Since the mid-nineteenth century, which saw an increase 

in the permeation of modern Western political concepts in 

Islamic societies , Muslfm reformers worked to revive the 

Qur'anic concept of shora. Perhaps the earliest record of the 

use of the term mashwarah (consultation) b y  a Muslim author in 

the Western sense of the term is the "Turkish translation of 

the first volume of Car10 Botta's History of Italy from 1789 

t o  1814, first printed in Cairo as Bonapart Ta'r ikh i  i n  

g1 For a discussion on the practice of s h u r ~  i n  early Islam 
which explores a number of classical and medieval sources see 
Muhammad Nazeer Ka Ka Khel, "The Conceptual and Institutional 
Development of Shura in Early Islam, " Islamic S t u d i e s  19 ( 1980) : 
pp.  271-282. 

a 
j2 Fazlur Rahman, "The Principle of Shura and the Role of the 

Ummah in Islam, ft in State Politics and Islam, ed. Mumtaz Ahmad 
(Indianapolis: American Trust Publications, 1986), p .  92 .  



1249/1833. This work speaks of a parlamento meshwereti 

established by the l ibera l s  i n  that country. A major 

consideration came to  the fore in the Muslim world at the 

urging of Sayyid JamSl al-Din al-Afghani:  t h a t  t h e  

participation of people i n  the  government provided t h e  key to 

i n t e r n a 1  progress and development as well as to a s t r o n g  s tate 

which could withstand the pressures of  the West. On the basis 

of this consideration the n e c e s s i t y  of e s t a b l i s h i n g  a 

consultative systern of government as well as t h e  role  of t h e  

communi ty in decision-making were emphasized by Mus l irn 

modernists. Undoubtedly, Qur'anic verses were adduced to 

prove the necessity of the principle o f  s h ~ r a .  A l s o ,  t h e  

scope of the s h U r Z  wa.s expanded in modern commentaries, and 

new issues of importance, such as the problems of legislation 

and sovereignty, were raised. 

As far as the problem of participation of the community 

in shara is concerned, mos t scholars have asser ted that the 

consultative body should not be restr ic ted  to a group or an 

e l i t e .  Rather it sbould b e  composed of the representatives of 

the whole community . !' On the subject  of sh[lrH, almost al1 

- - -  - 

93 Bernard Lewis, "Mashwara, Ef2, vol. , 6 ,  p .  725.  

j4 The heyday of  this controversy was the period of 
constitutional reform that took place in several Muslim countries 
during the late 19th and eariy 20th centuries .  In more recent 
decades, Muslim scholars have reopened the debate  over shura. 
Rejecting general public participation, Mawd~di and 'Abd al-Hamid 
al-Mutawalli (an Egyptian scholar ) express the view that  those 



modern Muslim scholars are of the opinion t h a t  the  term amr i n  

the Qur'anic verses refers to al1 worldly matters not covered 

by revelation. The questions of who should participate in the 

shnrz (ah1 al-shora). and what should b e  the subjects of 

shma, are of part icular importance because they entai1 the 

question of legislation. How far does the capacity of shura 

extend to legislating new laws? According to Mawd~di only the 

'ulama' can legislate on matters not covered by the Qur'an. 

the sunnah or the conventions of the Righteous caliphs ." On 

the other hand, rejecting the concept of legislation's being 

the 'u1ama"s prerogative, Fazlur Rahman holds that 

"legislation in Islam is the business O P  the comrnunity as a 

whole.  It is, therefore, the function of the representatives 

of the people who sit in the Legislative Assembly to make 

laws . 9, 96  

participating in shlira must be a well-specified group of people. 
Fazlur Rahman and Muhammad al-Ghazzalï on the other hand hold the 
opposing view, as do many other scholars. See A .  ~ a w d ~ d f ,  
Political Theory of Islam (Karachi: Maktaba-E- JamaOat-e- Islami, 
n.d. ) ; 'Abd al-Hamid al-Mutawalli , Mabda ' al -Shora f al-Islam 
(Cairo: 'Alam' abKutub, 1972) ; Fazlur Rahman, "A Recent 
Controversy Over the Interpretation of Shnra, " History of Religions 
20 (1981) : pp. 291-301: Muhammad al-Ghazzali, Min Huna Na ' l a m  
(Cairo: Dar al-Kitab al-'Arabf , 1951) ; See also, Abdul Munis 
Naharong , "Concept of Shura in Sunni Islamw al  -Jarni 'ah (Yogyakarta) 
41 (1990): p p .  80-82. 

95 A.A. Mawdadi, F i r s t  Prfnciples of the Islamic State, 
trans. by Khurshid Ahmad (Lahore: Islamic Publications, 1960). pp.  
30-31. 

96 Fazlur Rahman. "The Islarnic Concept of State."  in Islam in 
Transition, ed. by J. Donohue and John Esposito (New York: Oxford 
University Press,  1982). p .  262. 
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Legislation in Islam is a c r u c i a l  problem because i t  is 

r e l a t e d  to t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  where s o v e r e i g n t y  resides. On this 

i s s u e  again two sets of views have been expressed by Muslim 

scholars. One group contends  that  s o v e r e i g n t y  belongs t o  God 

alone, while  t h e  o t h e r  claims t h a t  i t  is the people who are 

sovere ign .  The modern per iod  o f  I s l a m i c  his tory  has wi t n e s s e d  

both tendencies. Nâmik Kemal, t h e  T u r k i s h  i n t e l l e c t u a l ,  and 

probably the  f i r s t  Muslim e v e r  t o  a t t e m p t  to expla in  t o  h i s  

Muslim readers the essence o f  Western liberalism and 

c o n s t i t u t i o n a l i s m ,  contended t h a t :  

t h e  r i g h t  o f  s o v e r e i g n t y  naturally belonged t o  al1 , 
There  c o u l d  b e  no s o v e r e i g n t y  outside, o r  above the  
w i l l  of the people .  Although sovereignty l ay  wi th  
t h e  p e o p l e ,  it was i m p r a c t i c a b l e  f o r  them t o  
e x e r c i s e  i t  a n d ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  a group from among them 
was i n v e s t ~ p  w i t h  t h e  duty of exercising 
s o v e r e i g n  ty.  

I n  more r e c e n t  tlmes the i s s u e  o f  s o v e r e i g n t y  has a l s o  been 

discussed  b y  Muslim s c h o l a r s .  Sayyid Qutb, a l e a d i n g  

theoretician of Islamic r e v i v a l .  s t r o n g l y  objected to  the 

n o t i o n  of p o p u l a r  sovereignty. In h i s  view the sovereignty o f  

the people  i s  a usurpation of God's s o v e r e i g n t y ,  o r  a g g r e s s i o n  

against God's governance on the earth and a form of tyranny, 

f o r  t subordinates t h e  individual t o  the will of other 

97 Niyazi Berkes, The Development of Secularism in T u r k e y  
(Montreal: McGil1 University Press, l964), p .  210. 



individu al^.^^ Mawdodi has also expressed çimilar ideas, but 

he has advanced a more rnoderate pos i t ion  i n  order to somehow 

accommodate public sovereignty . Deducing the main 

characteristics of the Islamic state from certain Qur'znic 

verses, he states: 

Cod only is the real sovereign; a l 1  others are 
merely h i s  subjects. Al1 l e g i s l a t i v e  power too 
ves ts in Cod. The bel ievers  cannot frame any L a w  
for themselves nor can they modify any l a w  which 
Cod has laid down even i f  the desire for 
legislation or for a change i n  i t  i s  unanimous. 

He goes further,  concluding that:  

Islam is not democracy; for dernocracy is the name 
given to that particular Porm o f  government in 
which sovereignty ul timately rests w i  th t h e  p e o p l e ,  
in which legislation depends both i n  its form and 
content on the force and d i r e c t i o n  of  p u b l i c  
opinion and laws are modified and ~ t t e r e d ,  to 
correspond t o  changes in that opinion.  

Nevertheless. Mawdudi argues that the Islamic s t a t e  is not a 

tttheocracy" either. Rather, it is a "theo-dernocracy". H e  

98 Se, Sayyid Qutb. Fi 
Shurtïq, 1988) and Ma'dlim fi 
1987) ; see also Yvonne Y. 
Islamic Revival , in V o l  ces 

Zilal al  -Qur 'm.  repr. (Cairo: Dar al- 
al -Tariq.  repr . (Cairo : Dar al-Shurnq, 
Haddad. "Sayyid Qutb: Ideologue of 

of  Resurgent Islam, ed. John Esposito 
(New York: Oxford University Press,  1983) .  p p .  67-99.  

99 A.A. ~ a w d ~ d f  , Poli t i ca l  Theory, p .  2 9 .  

'Oo I b i d , .  p .  30. 



describes this systern of government as being a "divine 

democratic government because under it the Muslims have been 

given a limited popular sovereignty under the suzerainty of 

God. " 'O1 By this limi ted popular sovereignty Mawdudi means 

nothing more than the role of the public will in constituting 

or deposing the executive. In other words he limits the role 

of public consent only to administrative and executive 

mat ters . t02  On the other hand. believing in popular 

sovereignty. Fazlur Rahman criticizes Yawdadi for confusing 

the religio-moral and political issues. He asserts that the 

Qur'anic verses talking about the supremacy of Cod have no 

reference to political sovereignty whatsoever, nor even to 

legal sovereignty . ' O 3  He maintains that 

the term 'sovereign' as a political term i s  of a 
relatively recent coinage and denotes that 
definite and defined factor (factors) in a society 
to which rightfully belongs coercive force in order 
to obtain obedience  to its will. It is absolutely 
obv ious  that God i s  not sovereign in this sense and 
that only people can be and are sovereign, since 
only tu them belongs ultimate coercive force, i+e., 
only their " W ~ f d  is l a w t t  in the politically 
ul tirnate sense. 

Ahmad Hasan, another Muslim scholar. &as found another way to 

'O1 I b i d . ,  pp. 31-32. 

'O2 Ibid., p .  32. 

'O3 Fazlur Rahman, "The Islamic Concept of Staten. p. 264. 

Ibid* 
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explain away the contradiction between the supremacy of  Cod or 

shari  'ah and popular sovereign ty. Ahmad Hasan dis t i n g u i s h e s  

two kinds o f  sovereignty, u l t i m a t e  sovereignty.  which is that 

of God. and t h e  inmedia te  s o v e r e i g n t y ,  which i s  t h a t  of t h e  

people.  I n  h i s  view God Is sovereign i n  t h e  Islamic s ta te  i n  

t h e  s e n s e  t h a t  A i s  word, t h e  Q u r ' a n ,  e x e r c i s e s  a check on t h e  

w i l l  of t h e  peop le  and Punctions as a s o r t  O €  c o n s t i t u t i o n  b y  

i t s  values and s p i r i t .  T h e r e f o r e  no l a w  enacted b y  t h e  p e o p l e  

s h a l l  c o n t r a d i c t  the obvious teachings of  t h e  Q u r ' a n .  On t h e  

o t h e r  hand, "Cod o r  the Q u r ' a n  does not  make t h e  l a w .  I t  is 

t h e  p e o p l e  who make t h e  l a w .  The immediate sovereign 1 s .  

t h e r e f o r e ,  t h e  cornmunity a t  large. ,, 103 

I n  o r d e r  t o  emphasize p u b l i c  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  t h e  

appointment o f  t h e  head of s t a t e ,  Muslim m o d e r n i s t s  have also 

appealed t o  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  pract ice of bay'ah.  Bay'ah is "an 

Arabic  term denoting. i n  a v e r y  broad s e n s e .  t h e  act by which 

a certain number of  persons, a c t i n g  i n d i v i d u a l l y  o r  

c o l l e c t i v e l y .  recognise t h e  a u t h o r i t y  of a n o t h e r  person.  ,, 106 

E tymolog ica l ly ,  t h e  term e x p r e s s e s  an act under taken  b y  both 

parties, [the ruler and the r u l e d ]  , r e s u l t i n g  i n  mutual 

'O5 Ahmad Hasan, "The P o l i t i c a l  Role of I j m a ' . "  I s l a m i c  
S tudfes  8 (1969): p .  136. 

'O6 E. Tyan, "Bay's," in E n ,  v o l .  1, p .  1113. 



obligations. 'O7 Bay'ah can be practised in two senses. One 

is by simply recognizing t h e  pre-established authority of a 

person, and by paying homage to him and promising him 

obedience. The term is used in this sense in the Qur'an (48: 

10,18; 60: 1 3 ) .  The other sense of bay'ah refers t o  "the 

election of a person to a post  of command, in particular the 

election of a ~aliph."'~~ Legally speaking, the bay'ah is 

viewed by the j u r i s t s  as a contractual agreement with the wi11 

of the electors on the one side and t h e  w i l l  of  t h e  elected 

person on the other. However, the required number of  electors 

for a valid procedure of  bay'ah has remained undef i ned  i n  b o t h  

historical procedure and in juris tic .Li terature. Opinions on 

this point are v a r i o u s .  Bay'ah is, however, regarded as 

binding, irrespective of the number of the electors. log  With 

regard to the binding e f f e c t  of bay 'ah i t  is sa id  t h a t  those 

who perforrn it become firmly and definitely bound by 

obligations which are in a sense undertaken towards God, for 

the head of an Islamic state, particularly the caliph, is 

considered as receiving his investiture f rom Cod. Theref ore 

violating a bayeah cons titutes disobedience to God. Moreover , 

'the binding effect of the bay'ah is life-long; the idea of a 

ID' Fathi Osman. "Bai'at al-Imam: The Contract for the 
Appointment of the Head of An Islamic State, " in State  Politics, 
ed. Mumtaz Ahmad, p =  57 .  

'O9 For a review of the different perspectives on this issue 
see Fathi Osman, wBai'at,w pp. 61-67. 
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bay'ah made for a limited period i s ,  indeed,  unknown. lfL1O 

In other words this type of public choice of the ruler  is 

quite diffecent from the modern democratic sense of election. 

But the important point to be noted is that according to the 

contract of bay'ah the ruler is also obliged to perform 

certain duties specifîed by the jurist. Therefore, the 

effects remain as long as the r e c i p i e n t  of a bay'ah remains 

f a i t h f u l  to the  divine prescriptions. Otherwise the contract 

is dissolved and he is removed from office. This limitation 

of the effect of bay'ah is maintained to be an indication that 

"an Islamic ruler is n o t  above the  law. He is subject to it. 

no less than the  humblest of h i s  servants. ""l 

In any event, regardless of al1 the controversy over the 

details of the principles of shuraand bay'ah,  the evidence of 

the Qur'anic verses and the h i s t o r i c a l  precedent of the 

practice of shura and bay'ah, Muslim modernists have been 

provided with a solid foundation upon which to b u i l d  their 

argument for the democratic spirit o f  Islam. Indeed, when 

compared to other elements such as freedom and equality, 

Muslim scholars have depended for more on the Islamic 

principle of sh(lra in their writings on this topic. In 

practice shma has been actualized in the form of legislative 

E. Tyan. "Bay's," p .  1114. 

'If B .  Lewis. wIslam and Libera l  Democra~y,~ The At lant ic  
Monthly, February 1993, p ,  98.  
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assemblies in almos t all Islamic count ries since the beginning 

of  the century. No mat ter how i11-functioning these 

assemblies might be, they are accommodated in the existing 

Muslim political systems , whe ther monarchical or republican, 

secular or religious . A l 1  this theoretical and practical 

evidence indicates that there is no disagreement on the issue 

of public participation in political decision-making and thus 

the setting-up or consultative bodies. Rather, the problem 

remains the source of political power, L e .  whether this be 

Cod or man, and the extent of perrnissibili ty of legislation by 

man versus divine laws and how the t w o  can be reconciled. 

The principles of hurrjyah.  musawtrt. shura and bay'ah 

have been appealed to by Muslirn scholars in order to show the 

compatibility of Islam with dernocracy. However, their success 

has been limited only to t h e i r  compatibility on the ethical 

plane. According to Islamic teachings, a human being is 

created free and is encouraged to preserve his freedom by 

submitting himself only to Cod and His divine rulings and by 

avoiding submission t o  any other human being. On the other 

hand Islam, being a comprehensive system of life as perceived 

by modern Muslim revivalists, provides believers with, at 

least, a blue-print and in certain cases specific laws and 

regulations, including those affecting the political system. 

In an Islamic political system, individuals have freedom to 

the extent that this freedom does not transgress the sharf'ah 
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or the public good of the community, ummah. One may have the 

r ight  to propose one's i d e a s  within the Pcamework of the 

shari'ah. but one certainly does not have the right to oppose, 

for such opposition would b e  considered as heresy or at least 

fitnah (revoit). Islam may be credited with having 

disseminated the spirit of equality and brotherhood arnong its 

folfowers; nevertheless the inferior s t a t u s  of three groups, 

namely, non-Muslim citizens, slaves, and women, and their 

inequality before the 1aw as compared with free male Yuslim 

citizens, do n o t  help in smoothing the path to a democratic 

system. The same is also true with the principles of shrrra 

and bay'ah as means of public participation in government . In 

spite of the existence of a Qur'anic basis and historical 

precedents, and apart from disagreements over their 

def initions, shDra and bay'ah cannot be taken as equivalent to 

democratic participatory poli t ics.  Advocacy of their prac t ice 

is basically conf ined to their application at the executive 

level because the issues of divine sovereignty and legislation 

remain stumbling blocks in the way of democracy. Having said 

al1 t h i s ,  the following chapters will examine the 

understanding of democracy held b y  contemporary 1 ranian 

religious modernists and their a t tempts  at reconciling it with 

Islam. 



CHAPTER THREE 

TEU3 PiERGENCE OF MUSLLM INTELLECTUALISM IN MODlpRN IRAN 

At two junctures in their recent history, Iranian 

religious thinkers have been threatened by the hegemony of 

Western ideas and have felt compelled to reevaluate the 

validi ty of their Islamic tradition. As a consequence, on each 

occasion they attempted t o  reformulate and r e d e f i n e  certain 

doctrines and institutions in terms of the prevailing ideas of 

the time. The first challenge came at the turn of the last 

century and culminated in the event of the Cons titutional 

Movement (19064911). The second challenge began to take 

shape in the middle  of the twentieth century. From the early 

1930s modernization plans in Iine with Western models were 

implemented by the political establishment of Reza Shah, while 

in the 1940s Marxist ideas began to be disseminated among 

Iranian youth. These two forces cons tituted a major threat to 

the religious establishment which felt gradually weaker under 

the pressure of these new ideologies. At the outset, the 

religious establishment tacitly approved these political and 

administrative reforms without making any at tempt to challenge 

them on a theoretical level. In the 1950s and l96Os, however, 

a number of developments led to an intellectual reawakening 

among concerned Iranian Musliois. finally producing a 

distinctively new Iranian Shi * ite world vîew which was to play 



84 

a significant role in the decades following. This newly- 

emerged trend of Islamic thought was espoused by commit ted 

Muslims -- essentially coming from a lay background although 
also including a number of the clergy -- who were aware of the 
problems of their changing cultural and sociopolitical 

environment. Zn the present study, they are referred to as 

Muslim intellectuals. By Muslim intellectualism is meant an 

out look distinctive f rom the traditional mode of Islamic 

thought. It shares its basic characteristics with religious 

modernism. This trend of thought can be generally def ined as 

an intellectual endeavour to reestablish harmony between 

religion and a changing society in which religion is 

considered to be in position of weakness and dysfunctional. 

Islamic rnodernism has been defined as : 

an attempt to free the religion of Islam from the 
shackles of a too rigid orthodoxy, and to 
accomplish reforms which will render it adaptable 
to the complex demands of modern life. Its 
prevailfng character is that of religious reform; 
it is inspired qnd dominated chiefly by theological 
considerations. 

Religious rnodernism is advocated by individuals who are 

committed to religion, but who do not necessarily belong to 

the religious establishment. They are aware of science and 

' Charles C. Adams, Islam and Modernism in Egypt (New York: 
Russell and Russell, reissued in 1968, first published in 1933) , p .  
1 . 
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the sociocultural problems resulting from economic change. 

Their major concern then is to prove that what they judge to 

be true religion 5s not irrelevant to the modern changing 

world. Fazlur Rahman refers to Muslim modernists as  "those 

who have made an articulate and conscious effort to 

reformulate Islamlc values and principles in terms of modern 

thought or to integrate modern thought and institutions with 

I ~ l a r n . ~ ~  Rejecting a fundamental dichotomy between faith and 

reason, Muslim intellectuals advocate the right freely to 

examine the sources and to apply liberal humanitarian ideas 

and values to their interpretation. For that reason, as H.A.R. 

Gibb has rightly expressed it: "the modernist movements are 

generally persona1 and individual and less pat ient  of 

organization than movements based on tradition.'13 

Since the essential goal of Muslim intellectuals is the 

defense of Islam agains t corrupting influences and practices , 

as we11 as the reconstruction and reassertion of the faith and 

its central tenets in the light of modern thought, they face 

the hos tilîty both of nonreligious intellectuals and of the 

religious establishment. Religious modernism and religious 

re formism may overlap but there are some dif ferences. The 

Fazlur Rahman, Islam, 2nd ed.(Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1979). p. 222. 

H.A.R.  G i b b ,  Modern Trends in Islam (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1947)  , p .  58. 



forces of religious modernism usually corne from outs ide the 

religious establishment , while reformis t forces often include 

in their number members of religious hierarchies. While 

re l ig ious  modernism i s  mo tivated by external forces, religious 

reformism results from interna1 processes of change. The main 

goal of religious reformism is to return to  the original  

meanings of religious norms and values .  In order to 

s trengthen the r e l i g i o n ,  religious modernism does n o t  hesitate 

to borrow ideas froffi outside and add them to the religious 

corpus. While religious reformism t r i e s  to decive solutions 

f rom within the religion, religious modernism provides a 

framework for analys i s  of  the problems of the time- 4 

Since the advocates of the new Islamic trend under study 

in this work shared more or less cornmon motivations and goals 

(at least during its Porrnative period even i f  not later when 

the movement began to fragment), and in view of t h e i r  

For d e t a i l e d  accounts o f characteris tics and specificat ions 
of fslamic modernism, reform, and revival see f o r  instance: Gibb, 
Modern Trends; Jacques Waardenburg, Tslam as a Vehicle of 
Protest,* in Ernest Gellner, ed,, Is lamfc  Dilemmas: Refomers, 
Na t i o n a l i s t s  and Tndustrialization (Berlin: Houton Publishers , 
1985). pp. 22-49: A z i z  Ahmad, mIslahw E1[2), v o l .  4 ,  pp.  141-171: 
John O .  Vo l l .  "Renewal and R e f o h  ih ïslamic History: Tajdid and 
Is lZh,  * in John L. Esposito , ed. . Voices of Resurgent Islam (New 
Yorki Oxford University Press, 1983) , pp.  32-48; John L. Esposito, 
Islam and Poli t ics  (New York: Syracus University Press, 1984)  . pp.  
32-59 ; Fazlur Fahman, Islamic Modernism: I ts Scope . Method and 
Alternatives, Iaternatf onai Journal of Middle East Studies  1 
( I W O )  , pp.  317-333; idem, Vtevfval and Reform in Islam, in P.M. 
HoI t ,  Ann K-S- Lambton and Bernard L e w i s ,  eds., The Cambridge 
His tory  of Islam, Tslamic S o c i e t y  and Civilization, v o l .  2B, 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, reprint 1982) . pp. 632-656. 



87 

differences with their predecessors at  the turn of the 

century. their movement has been identified as religious 

modernism and not  as reformism. Since  the ir  attempt was 

essentially an intellectual endeavour, the terrns religious 

intellectualism and religious modernism are used here 

interchangeably. What follows in t h i s  chapter i s  an account 

of the cultural and sociopolitical conditions which gave r i s e  

to religious modernism in Iran in the middle  of the twentieth 

century . an intellec tua1 religious movement which eventually 

turned i n t o  a m a j o r  political force and shaped the miads and 

ideals of following generations. It will b e  against this  

background that the views of the prominent representatives of 

this movement on democracy and their attempt a t  accommodating 

it w i t h i n  their theory of the Islamic state will be discussed 

in the following chapter. 

During the f 940s and 1950s a religi ous reformis t tendency 

can be discerned in Iran. Although i t  was limited t o  a f e w  

isolated reformers within the clerical establishment, the 

influence it had on the new é l i tes  of the country was b y  no 

means negligible. Three such reformers were Sharï'at 

Sangilaji (l89O-l943) . a ShF ' ite clergyman inf luenced by 

Whahhabism , ' ~ l i  Akbar Hakamizadah and Ahad Kasravf 

(1890-1946) ; the last two eventually discarded their clerical 

garb. All three, in s p i t e  of differences over minor issues. 

shared a common goal. They were primarilg interested in 
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attempting a rationalistic purification of r e l i g ion ,  and tried 

t o  elevate the social s t a t u s  of Iranian Muslims by refuting 

the deplorable superstitions which had overwhelmed the l i f  e 

and faith of their compatriots. As far as their challenge t o  

o f f i c i a 1  Islam was concerned. al1 three vehemently criticized 

first and foremost the clerical establishment as being 

responsfble for fostering superstitious beliefs among 

believers in order to perpetuate its own power. Condemning 

the ' u l a m ~ " s  version of Islam as being c o n t r a 4  to progress 

and science, they held them responsible for the then current 

lack of interest  i n  religion among the younger and educated 

generation. Himself a member of the 'ulama'. Sangilaji did 

not  identify with  h i s  colleagues in the religious 

establishment. The program which he undertook was a major 

threat to their moral authority. Baving a positive attitude 

towards the modern world and presuming the positive force of 

modernity, he sought above al1 to present a dynamic Islam 

through resorting to the essential values of the Qur'm. He 

believed that in the interplay between Islam and moderni t y  

Islam should not recede i n t o  asceticism and lose its identity. 

Rather it should return to  its original form, as it was before 

it fell. under the yoke o f  c lerical  conservatism. This 

original form o f  Islam 

. . . was the religLon of the intellect, of logîc  and 
f i t r a t :  the re l ig ion  of monotheism and the 
destruction of idols:  the re l ig ion  of virtue and of 



mora1s;the religion of patience and of courage, of 
science and of rectitude. Islam was the law of 
humanism; it gave man freedom of spirit, of 
knowledge and in te l l i gence .  Islam delivered man 
from the slavery of priests. 5 

Although Sangilaji's criticism of certain Shi'ite 

teachings and the sh i  ' i t e  clergy made him rather a Wahh~bi in 

the eyes of the 'ulamB'. he repeatedly reaffirmed h i s  

adherence to Shi ' ism and ceaselessly employed Qur ' anic 

citations in defense of Islam against Westernization and 

materialism. His main goal was purification of the sources 

from later innovations and additions. ' This was in contrast 

to the anti-clerical modernizing campaign of Ali Akbar 

Hakamiz~dah, who went so far in defense of secular izat ion  that 

h i s  opponents accused him of ideological compromise. In his 

book Asrgr-i Hizar Salah a number of doctrinal as we11 as 

social and political questions -- from those about the actual 
position of the fmamat within Shi ' ite dogma to others about 

the legitimacy of temporal power, of laws written by men and 

of taxes imposed by a secular state -- are posed to the 

'  har ri 'at Sangilajf , Tawhid-i  ' Ibgdat  (Tehran: Danish, 1327 
H. SH.), p .  165. 

The ideas and the roles of these men have not been s tudied  
thoroughly. However, some general studies about Sangilaji are 
available in: Amir Abbas Haydari, T o m e  Aspects of Islam i n  Modern 
Iran, With Special Reference to the Work of Sangilaj i  and Rashid" 
(M.A.  thesis, McGill University, 1954), pp. 62-81; Yann Richard, 
"Shari 'at Sangi la j f  : A Reformist Theologian of the Rida Shah 
P e r i o d ,  " in Said Amir Arjomand, ed. , Authorf ty and ~ b l i  t i c a l  
Culture in Shf'ism (Albany: SUNY Press, 1988). pp. 159-177. 



Shi  * ite clergy and c lear  responses sought .7  -ad Kasravi 

also went too far in his advocacy of the purification of 

religion to the extent that, after propagating his new 

doctrine of Pak ~ f n f '  and engaging in &her questionable 

activities, he was considered by orthodoxy to be an apostate 

and was f i n a l l y  assassinated by the Fida'iyan-i Islam, a 

militant Islamic organization. 9 

No matter what method each of these three reformers 

employed and no matter where their activities took them, the 

p o i n t  is that they all observed the deplorable position of 

religion at a time when secularism and materialism had an 

ever-increasing appeal for the Iranian people. Sangilaji for 

his part succeeded in preserving his neutrality and 

independence from sociopolitical trends. Concentrating his 

efforts on religious reform, he remained, in  spite o f  attacks 

' ~ 1 1  Akbar Hakamizadah, AsrBr-i Hizar Salah (Tehran: 
Payman. 1322 H.SH./1943). 

' Kasravi 's book Varjavand-i Bun-d (Tehran. n. p.  1322/1944 ) 
is an exposition of the principles of this new creed. 

Kasravi asked the Tudeh Party to wage a more militant 
campaign against Islam and crit icized i t  for sometimes cooperating 
with the c l e r g y  against the political establishment of the Pahlavi 
regime. See for instance his writings entitled Dar R a - i  Slyasat 
(Tehran: n.p,, 1324/1946) and S a r n i v i s h t - i  Iran Chi Khwaad Bad 
(Tehran: n . p , +  132411946). For some aspects of Kasravi's life and 
ideas see : Ervand Abrahamian, "Kasravi: The Integrative Nationalist 
of Iran, in Elie Kedourie and Sylvia G. Haim, eds - , Towards a 

a Modern Iran [London: Frank Cass. 1980) , pp.  96-132; William C. 
Staley, "The Intellectual Development of Ahmad Kasravim (Ph.D. 
t h e s i s ,  Princeton UniversLty, 1966). 



on bi s  ideas, secure f rom off icial denunciation. However , 

both Hakarniz~dah and Kasravi were somehow drawn into the 

prevailing secular ideology and consequently subjected to 

criticism and denunciation. A l 1  three in fact stimulated an 

outpouring of polemical literature and often harsh criticism 

and accusations from the religious establishment. The most 

important response . one may Say. came f rom Ayatullah Khomeini . 
He wrote his Kashf a l - ~ s r d '  in r e f u t a t i o n  of Hakarnizadah's 

and Kasravi's critiques. The book contains a riumber of 

attacks on Sangilaji's ideas too. 

Although t h e s e  men were defamed, the role that they 

played. willingly or unwillingly. in developing the religious 

consciousness of modern Iranian intellectuals, both clergy and 

laymen. is undeniable. Their names might not have been 

acknowledged for whatever reason. but their influence on the 

nex t generat ion of 1 ranian religious modernis ts is 

discernable. Common themes and questions such as the rational 

aspect of Islam, i ts  compatibility with science and progress. 

the purification of Islam from outdated modes of thought and 

superstitions. the legitimacy and power of the 'ulama', their 

teachings and their lassitude at tirnes of crisis, their severe 

condemnation of t a q l i d ,  etc.. were some of the issues 

inherited by this later group of modernists. The greatest 

Rtthollah Khorneini , Kashf al-Asrar (Qum: Mustafavi , n.d . ) . 
b * 
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resemblance occurs between the works of Sangilaji and A l i  

Shari 'ati, particularly in the latter's criticism of "Safavid 

Shitism. The least that c m  be said of their contribution is 

that they awakened the traditionalists to the threat of losing 

ground vis-à-vis non-Islamic ideas and the  forces o f  

secularism, and made them aware of the inevitable need for a 

new interpretation of Islam. The s h i f t  occurring in  the 

ideolog ica l  l i f e  of p e o p l e  l i k e  ~ a k a m ï z ~ d a h .   asr ravi and many 

other less known persons wi th an orthodox clerical background, 

Punc tioned as a s i g n  to concerned religious intellectuals t h a t  

something had to  be done. What they d i d  was attempt to 

f O rmulate a new religious discourse and Wel tanschauung which 

they used to shape the religious conscience of  the following 

generations . The minds of la ter  Iranian Muslim intellectuals 

were stirred by their rereading of  the  sources in the light o f  

the questions posed b y  these men. Nevertheless, the new 

Mus lim madernist trend remained distinct ive in many ways . The 

religious modernism of the 1960s and 1970s was more vigorous 

and proved in the end to be more important and more durable. 

The re l ig ious  modernists of these t w o  decades were more 

convinced of the latent patential of their religion and were 

more persistent in their e f f o r t  t o  reconcile Islam with the 

changing sociocultural environment. In order to become 

politically and ideologically competit ive with the secular 

forces,  the religious modernizers of th is  era undertook the 

task of p o f  iticizing Islam. Expressing disillusion and 
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disenchantmentwith the Westernized secular ruling class, they 

rose in d e f e n s e  of Islam and of the "oppressed classes." They 

expounded what they considered to be an authentic national 

cultural identity and demanded national economic and political 

independence. Thus, their message appealed both to those 

whose impulse was prirnarily to de fend  Islam against the 

prevalent irreligious, materialistic t e n d e n c i e s ,  and to those 

who merely wanted to promote a p o l i t i c a l  revolution i n  the 

n a t i o n .  Not only d i d  they remain loyal to Islam throughout the 

course of their movement for reform (unlike Kasravf), they 

also made every e f f o r t  to discover in Islam justification for 

their c l a h  that religious teachings and political activism 

were compatible. 

In this process, the ideas advocated by the reformers of 

the 1940s and 1950s were not the only sources of motivation 

from which the later generation benefited. In the 1960s and 

1970s the two movements of national secularism represented by 

the political establishment of the Pahlavi regime (with i t s  

fully f ledged Wes ternization/modernization plans) and the 

counter trend of Marxist ideology reached their zenith in 

Iran. Tt was against such a background that the Islamic 

identity of the new breed of Iranian intellectuals was formed. 

As history reveals, "dissent in Iranian intellectual history 

almost always expressed itself in terms and fashions relevant 



to the sociopolitical situation of the age. The emergence 

of the new breed of Iranian intellectuals at this juncture on 

the political scene was not an anomaly. Due to several 

reasons, particularly Reza Shah's rigorous suppression of 

religious opposition, religiously oriented forces were 

basically latecomers to the arena of modern Iranian poli tics. 

After Reza Shah's abdication in 1941, political llfe opened up 

and religious opposition resurfaced. In the brie€ reign of 

political freedom in the 1940s and early 1950s. a small 

militant group of activist Muslims. the Fada'iyan-1 Islam. and 

the moderate nationalist clergy. led by Ayatullah  ash ha ni. 

were the most important religious forces in politics. Also 

during this period the Nat ional Movement under the charismat ic 

leadership of Musaddiq came into being. This period 

furthermore witnessed the pervasive and active presence of the 

communists, represented in the Tudeh Party. 

However , the coup of 1953 which placed Muhammad Reza Shah 

on the throne put an end to this open political activity as 

well as t o  the ascendency of al1 political trends. 

Nevertheless, other groups were provoked into entering the 

poli tical arena when the established poli tical parties were 

not allowed to be active. The National Resistance Movement, 

l1 Mangol Bayat-Phillip . "Tradition and Change in Iranian 
Socio-Religious Thought , in Michael E. Bonine and Nikki R. Keddie. 
eds . , Modern Iran : The Dialecf  i cs  of Con t inu i  ty and Change (Albany: 
SUNY Press, 1981). p .  55. 



the main opposition party in which religious modernists played 

a dominant role, carried on the struggle. Therefore, Vt  is 

fair to say that the political activism of the religious 

modernists was a direct outcome of the 1953 crisis of 

sovereignty . " 12 Politically speaking, the religious 

opposition, like the secular, demanded above al1 the 

establishment of the rule  of law. In the process of its 

consolidation as a new socio-political and lntellectual force, 

religious modernisrn had to f ight on three fronts: agains t the 

secular autocracy of the political regime: against its socio- 

political cornpetitor, the Marxist forces; and against the 

traditional religious establishment. 

After overcoming the political instability of the first 

dozen years of his re ign ,  in the early 1960s Muhammad Reza 

Shah, under considerable pressure from the Kennedy 

administration. launched his reform programme. of ficially 

referred to as the "White Revolution. " This reform program 

contributed to the 'ulamzf's dissatisfaction with  the secular 

modernizing plans of the Shah. In this they were led by 

Ayatullah B u r ~ j i r d i  (d. 19611, the sole marja' of the tirne. 

The c lergy ' s  displeasure publicly manifested itself in its 

opposition, in particular, to the land reform bill and the - 

l2 H. E. Chehabi, Iranfan Poli t ics and Religious Modernism, the 
Libera t ion  Movemen t of Iran Under the Shah and Khomeini (London: 
I . B .  Tauris and Co Ltd, 19901, p .  38. 
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women's rights question. Although the clergy's reaction to 

the shah's plans was n o t  monolithic, the growing autocracy of 

the shah, the corruption of  the regime and most of al1 i ts  

pro-Israel  foreign policy provided a j u s t i f i c a t i o n  for the 

religious opposition's wrath.13 The clergy's campaign against 

the shah's plans manifested itself i n  different forms, ranging 

f rom denunciations f rom the p u l p i  t and pro t e s t  speeches in the 

Majlis, to a private meeting between Ayatullah B u r ~ j i r d i  and 

the prime minis ter  of  the tirne, i n  which the former 

ef fectively vetoed the shah's plan. 14 

In response,  the  secu lar  modernizers took issue with the 

'ulam~?'. The s tate-sponsored newspaper , Et t e l a ' a t ,  published 

a series of articles in which the anti-regime 'ulma' were 

charged w i t h  employing religion to  b l o c k  Iran's technical and 

scient i f  ic progress . Emphasizing that Islam and modernization 

can b e  mutually supportive and that  nothing had been done to 

contravene the shari ' a h ,  the secular modernizers charged the 

'ulama ' with obscurantism, which they believed would alienate 

l3 See : Rouhullah Ramazani , Iran ' s  Foreign Policy 1941 -19 73 
(Charlottesville: Univers i ty  of Virginia Press, 1975). 

For state-clergy confrontation in the pos t-Musaddiq era see 
f O r example : Shahrough Akhavi , Re1 ig ion and ' Poli tics in 
Contemporary Iran (Albany: SUNY Press, 1980 ) , pp . 9 1-116: Said Amir 
Arjomand, The Turban f o r  the Crown ( New York and Oxford: Oxford 

a University Press, 1988)  , pp.  71-77 and 80-87 ; Nikki R, Keddie , 
Roots of Revolution (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 
1981) , pp. 142-183. 
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youth from the ir  religion.lS After the death of Ayatullah 

Bur~jirdi however the shah proceeded to implement his White 

Revolution with complete disregard for any opposition. 

Nevertheless, the fact that these debates occurred at al1 

iadicates that the religllous forces had felt the thrust of 

secular rnodernization. As a result , they had no choice but to 

formulate reasonable answers to the serious questions posed by 

advocates of modernization. 

The coup of 1953 which overthrew the liberal nationalist 

government of Musaddiq also caused a reversa1 in the fortunes 
t 

of the communist Tudeh Party. Subsequent to its foundation in 

1941, the party had enjoyed an unprecedented degree of 

popularity and influence in the era of political freedom 

(1941-1953), and particularly during the oil nationalization 

movernent* By the early 1960s the  Tudeh was a mere shadow of 

its former self. Like o t h e r  organized opposition parties, it 

remained largely inactive in the  1960s and the 1970s.  due both 

to the oppressive policy of the regime as well as to its own 

f laws .16 Nevertheless , indoctrination in cornmunis t ideology 

1s For the details of these editorials and the charges 
levelled agains t the 'ulamz ' see : Akhavi , Religion and Poli tics, 
pp. 104-110, 

For an account of the early history of communisrn in Iran 
and the Tudeh Party see: Ervand Abrahamfan, Iran Between 2"Wo 
Revolutfons (Princeton: PrincetonUniversity Press, 1982) ,  pp. 281- 
415 and 450-457; idem, tTommunism and Comruunalism in Iran: The 
Tudeb and the Firqah-i Dimukrat , In terna tional Journal of Middle 
East S t u d i e s  1 (1970) , pp.  291-316; Sepehr Zabih, The Communist 
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remained alive in I ran part icularly among the young 

intelligentsia, university students and factory workers. In 

1971 the Fad~'1yan-i Khalq, a guerilla organization adhering 

to a generally cornmunist-oriented doctrine, was formed. Its 

origins may be traced back to two university student 

discussion-groups in the early and mid-sixties. l7 Avoiding 

the overtly pro-Soviet communism of the Tudeh Party and 

adopting urban guerrilla warfare as its main tactic against 

the shah's regime, the Fada'iyan-i Khalq won a broad following 

among the younger, revolutionary segment of Iranian society. 

This state of affairs alarmed Muslims into doing something 

about the passive tendency then being manifested in Islam 

towards socio-political issues, a tendency which was proving 

costly. Those concerned, both lay and clergy, set themselves 

the task, which they had expected the high ranking 'ulama' and 

theologians to perform, of revitalizing Islam and of rnaking it 

function properly once again. 

The political opening up of the early 1940s occasioned by 

Reza Shah's abdication a l s o  provided religiously oriented 

activists, though few in number, with the opportunity to 

engage in some kind of organized religious activities. In 

1941 Sayyid Mahmad T~liq~nF ( later Ayatullah) and others 

Movement ln Iran (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of 
California Press, 1966). 

l7 S e :  Abrahamian, Iran Between 7'wo R e v d u t f o n s ,  pp. 480-489. 



founded the KanUn-i IslZmi, an Islamic society whose main 

activity, namely Qur'an interpretation, was directed at 

discovering, teaching , and spreading the truth. A similar 

organization was also founded in Mashhad by Ali Shari'ati's 

father Muhammad Taqi Shari'ati. namely KanUn-i Nashr-i 

HaqB' Lq-i Isl~mi. The first Student Islamic Associations were 
* 

also t'ounded in Tehran University, then the country's only 

university, to counteract the Tudeh and Baha'i activities on 

campus. la  Although forming Islarnic associations was a very 

novel act on the part of the intellectuals, their influence on 

society was still negligible, for the then general atmosphere 

among Iran's intelligentsia and the educated segment of 

society was secular. Yet this type of organized activity 

paved the way for the next generation of Muslim activists who 

entered po l i t i c s  after the 1953 coup. The 1960s f o r  instance 

witnessed an increase in the number of religious societies 

formed in the universities, among expatriates, and by 

professionals such as engineers, physicians and teachers. One 

of the bes t  known of these societies, and one which made a 

For detailed information on the Islarnic Student ' s 
Associations see Chehabi, Iranian Politics, pp. 121-123. For the 
Tudeh' s pervasive influence among university s tudents. and their 
activities such as forming clubs. establishing student unions, and 
finally winning the recognition of the university authorities as 
the officia1 representative of students in various faculties see; 
Mahdi BBzargan. Mudafi 'Bt dar DHdgah-f Ghayr-i SBlih-i Ta jdl'd-i 
Nazar-i Ni z& (Tehran, 1343 ; repr . , Bellville . Illinoh : Nahdat-i 
AztdT-i Iran KhZri j az Kishwar, 1356/1978 ) ; Nasir Hariri, MusBhibah 
ba T M k h s ~ z ~ n - i  (Tehran, n.p . , 1979) ; Abrahamian; ' Iran 
Between Two Revolutions, pp. 329-334, 
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significant c o n t r i b u t i o n  t o  r e l i g i o u s  modernizat ion,  was t he  

Anjuman-i Mahanah-i D i n i  (Monthly Rel ig ious  S o c i e t y )  . This  

s o c i e t y  was founded i n  the fa11 of 1960 by a group of 

concerned Muslims , Lncluding a f e w  en l igh tened  r e l i g i o u s  

s cho la r s  such as Ayatul lah S. MahmUd T a l i q a n i ,  Ayatullah 
s * 

Murtada Mutahhari ,  m ah di Bazargan and some prominent bazaar .. . 
leaders. The s o c i e t y  grew out of a ten day series of l e c t u r e s  

held i n  honor of one of t h e  Shi ' i t e  mourning occas ions  i n  t h e  

house of a bazzar merchant. The l e c t u r e  s e r i e s  was s o  

success fu l  t h a t  i ts o rgan ize r s  decided t o  organize one l e c t u r e  

every month. The series of l e c t u r e s  was e v e n t u a l l y  t o  l a s t  

about two and a half yea r s .  A t o t a l  of t h i r t y - o n e  talks were 

given,  and t h e s e  were published i n  t h r e e  volumes, e n t i t l e d  

Guf tar-1 Mah. l9 Compared t o  t r a d i  t i o n a l  r e l i g i o u s  meetings 

the monthly l e c t u r e s  were innova t ive  i n  many ways, 

particularly i n  t h e i r  setting, conten t  and format, l e c t u r e r s  

and audience.  Aiming to  shake up a l e t h a r g i c  r e l i g i o u s  

community and t o  make Islam more relevant to socie ty ,  the  

l e c t u r e r s  emphasized t h e  th i s -wor ld ly  aspect of Islam. Some 

l e c t u r e s  dealt w i t h  t h e  n e c e s s i t y  of  providing a viable 

response t o  the young and t h e i r  problems. T h i s  response was 

t o  b e  found b a s i c a l l y  i n  the  Qur'an, no t  i n  fiqh 

(jurisprudence). f o r  t h e  undue a t t e n t i o n  given to the latter 

was seen as having turned Islam i n t o  a rigid, s t a t i o n a r y  and 

l9 Guftar-i MBh: Dar NaaBmdan- i  RBh-i Rmt-i Din,  3vols.  
(Tehran: SadUq, 1340-1342 H.SH./1961-1963). 
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l ifeless religion. The emphasis on the social dimension of  

ethical commands, such as amr-i bi ma'rttf wa nahy-i az munkar 

(enjoining what is good and f o r b i d d i n g  what is evil), rather 

than on the interna1 or spiritual aspects of faith, presented 

Islam as a total way of life. The lectures refrained frorn 

direct political attacks on the regime; indeed, certain 

members like Bazargan and Sahabi avoided lecturing al together 
b 

in order not to provoke SAVAK, the regime's secret police. 

Nevertheless . since no political party was off icially allowed 

to be active. and because these lectures had attracted large 

audiences, among them many national is t s tatesmen and 

opposition figures . they were eventually banned in early 1963 
by the government. However, the lectures stirnulated the minds 

of many clergymen and religiously oriented students. Among 

those who had participated were many who later became 

prominent figures in the Islamic revolution. Some of the 

ideas and subjects discussed i n  these lectures later surfaced 

in the works of  these men. 

Another important step towards rnodernizing religious 

thought in the sixties was the publication of a volume of 

essays e n t i t l e d  Bahthf d a r  B ~ r a h - i  MarJa'iyat wa ~ ~ M i n f ~ a $ '  

(An Inquiry into the Institution of Marja'fyat and the 

Clergy). Among its authors were many of the participants in 

~ a h t h f  dar Barah-i Marja'ïyat wa R~hanfyat  (Tehran: 
Intishar, 1332/1962). 
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the GuPtar-i MBh series. After the death of Ayatullah 

Bur~jirdi in March 1961 Iranian S h i '  ites, who had become 

accustomed to the idea of a sole marja ', experienced 

considerable uncertainty. Although a number of prominent 

ayatullahs were plausible successors, none was clearly 

recognized as a 'lam, the most learned. In a telegram of 

condolence sent to Ayatullah Muhsin Hakim, a senior mujtahid 
B 

resident in Iraq, the Shah indicated that he preferred that 

Bur~jirdi should be replaced by someone who had shown almost 

no interest in Iranian politics, 

Meanwhile the Islamic associations decided to organize a 

symposium in Tehran and invited certain important yet 

progressive clergy to present papers and discuss different 

aspects of the question of succession, The symposium did not 

take place but ten papers were collected and published in 1962 

-- i.e. the volume of essays entitled Bahthi dar  Barah-i . 
Mar fa ' f y a  t wa Rllh~nf ya t . The reason why the Islamic . 
associations took such an active interest in the question is 

a complex one. It cannot be attributed to a mere increase in 

public religious activity, nor was it simply a timely topic 

for debate. Rather, the answer to this question must be 

sought in the 'ulma's reaction to change, This was typified 

by Ayatullah Burnj i r d i  's decision to remain aloof f rom Iranian 

po l i t i c s  and by his adoption of a conservative position vis B 

vis the Shah's reform programs and the proposed changes to the 



curricula of the hawzahs (Islamic seminaries). This was . 
moreover evident in how the forces of secular modernizatf on 

had made themselves felt among the 'ulamg', who differed in 

their assessment of the socio-political situation in Iran and 

of the role that religion should play in it. These concerns 

were answered to some extent in the modernists' debate over 

Shi  ' ite Islam's central institution, the marja ' l y a t .  The 

volume's contents stimulated the interest  of many younger 

'ulama' and students. 3 t was widely circulated and was soon 

reprinted. Yet the conservative 'ulama' were anything but 

delighted with the book which severely critlcized different 

aspects of the religious l eadersh ip ,  the hawzah, and the 

organizational structure of the religious institution. The 

work remains today a very important one and indeed represents 

"the first attempt by a group of writers in modern times in 

Persia to examine and reappraise the different aspects of a 

fundamental issue of the faith.lt21 The major points dealt 

with in the collection are: the decentralization of the 

marja 'fyat and the necessity of a shura-i fafwa, L e .  a 

A.K.S. Lambton. "A Reconsideration of the Position of 
Mar j a t  al-Taqlid and the Religious Institution, S t u d i a  Islamica 20 
(1964): pp. 134-135. Also see: W. Millward, "Aspects of Modernism 
in Shita Iran," Studia  Islamica 37 (1973): pp. 111-128: A k h a v i ,  
Religion and P o l f t i c s ,  p p .  117-129. Since the Islamic Revolution 
contents of the book are sometimes evoked by the critics as 
authoritative views of insiders about the problems of the 
institution. Indeed the authoritativeness of the book has increased 
since the tirne of its p u b l i c a t i o n  due  to the importance that these 
authors gained later as senior scholars and also in the course of 
the Islamic Revolution. 
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committee o f  mujtahjds to issue collective authoritative 

opinions; the development of  i jtihad and a reconsideration of 

t a q l f d ;  reform of the hawzah's . curricu1aJ.e. reducing the 

centrality of fiqh and including akhlaq (ethics) and fa l safah 

( philosophy) ; the clergy' s f inancial independence f rom 

religious donations; the incorporation of social, economic and 

political issues in the interpretation of Islam; reproach 

directed at the 'ulama' for political passivity; concern for 

Ayatullah ~ur~jirdi's cordial relations with the Shah; and 

some significant remarks on Islam and democracy. 

In the short run the impact of the efforts at religious 

modernization in the 1960s was quite small. The participants 

in the Guft~r-i MHh series and the book on marja' iyat  were 

few, the nature of their discussion often scholarly and 

abs tract compared to the simple language of tradi tional 

preachers, and the audience for the debate limited. Besides, 

neither the conservative clergy nor the political 

establishment welcomed these efforts or sought allegiance with 

the re l ig ious  modernists. In t h e  long run, however, it proved 

to have a great impact, particularly on the young who were 

looking for a new way of thinking about religion and a new 

religious discourse. The ideas and issues first brought up in 

the monthly talks and those in ~ a h t h i  dar B-h-i Marjariyat  
r9 

wa R~haniyat  were Purther developed in the next phase of the . 
religious modernist movement which started in the ~usayniyah-i 



1 rshad, with its main figure an& most popular speaker, Ali 

Shari ' at i . The Husayniyah- i I rshad was f ounded in 1964. . 
Among the original founding members were Ayatullah  uta ah ha ri , . 
NZS ir MT nachi , a lawyer , and Muhammad Humay~n , a prominent 

bazaar merchant and the main financial benefactor of the 

Husayniyah. The Husayniyah-i . Irshad was originally intended 

to be and officially registered as a research and educational 

institute. Fts location, edifice, administration, programme, 

speakers and the topics addressed marked from the  very 

beginning its dif ference f rom the traditional religious 

centres run and controlled by the orthodox 'u lama' .  22 

The ~usaynfyah served as the center  of religious madernism 

In Iran. The institute's activities brought to the fore and 

institutionalized the rift between the religious 

intellectuals, the traditional orthodox 'u lama' ,  and the Islam 

of the masses. This division was also reflected within the 

rnodernist camp by the clash between the laity, headed by 

Shari'ati, and the clergy. headed by Mutahhari, who was the 
* 

Husayniyah's . driving force before Shari 'ati joined the 

institute in 1969. Soon after Shari'ati's popularity 

22 For detailed information on the Husayniyah-i IrshHd see the 
interview wlth NBsir Minachi in M ~ Z B B  (Tehran) , November 5 ,  1980 ; 
Ahmad '~11 baba ' 1'. "Husaynlyah-i 1 rshad rB Muta jaddidin az 
~btaqaddimin Bastand,"' Kayhan, (Tehran), November 15. 1980: idem, 
"Sharl'ati Guft: Raftam Haram-i Imam Rida Dard-i D i 1  wa Da'wZ bZ 
Hadrat," Kayhan (~ehran)'.  June 19, 1980; Akhavi, Religion and 
Poli t fcs,  pp.  143-144; Chehabi, Iranian Pol1 tics, pp.  202-210. 
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inc reased  , t h e  ins t i t u t e  came under a t  tack f rom two s i d e s .  

Shari'ati's radically anticlerical p o s i t i o n  and the heterodox 

innovat ions  i n  t h e  style and substance of his t e ach ings  

d i sp l ea sed  l a r g e  s e c t o r s  o f  t h e  'ulamg'. I n  conse rva t i ve  

circles Shar i  ' a t i  and thus the Husayniyah were accused of 
* 

teaching Wahhabism, cornmunism. and even of being SAVAK 

c o l l a b o r a t o r s .  The government, which had already shown 

to l e r ance  towards t h e  Husayniyah and i t s  a c t i v i t i e s ,  presuming . 
that it would weaken the c o n s e r v a t i v e  clergy and sow d i s co rd  

i n  religious c i r c l e s ,  became increasingly alarmed by the 

p o l i t i c i z a t i o n  of its r e l i g i o u s  activities. I n  November 1972 

the  government ordered i t s  c l o s u r e .  Sharitati and Minachi 

were subsequent ly  arrested. 

Those individuals who participated in the r e l i g i o u s  

modernist  movement reflected the taste and tone of the time. 

Af te r  1953 many of the young Iranian i n t e l l i g e n t s i a  began 

questioning i d eo log i e s  t h a t  had in sp i r ed  previous generations. 

They fe l t  increasingly uneasy with r ega rd  t o  Marxism -- even 

though t h ey  themselves borrowed heavily fromMarxist t e ach ings  

-- i n  v iew of  its a l i e n  chôracter. It was n o t  only a product 

of the West, it was also a n t i - I s l a m i c .  Nor had i t  succeeded 

i n  c r e a t i n g  j u s  t societiesN even in its heartland. 

Furthermore,  the communist c o u n t r i e s ,  notably China and the  

Sov ie t  Union, had cordial relations with the shah. The state- 

sponsored form of na t i ona l i sm  that yearned f o r  a p re - I s l amic  
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Iran with its imperial glory restored fared no better because 

it lacked roots among the masses and was used for legitimf zing 

the regime. Moreover, the new generation of intelligentsia 

could not identify with the form of Shi 'ite Islam which was 

preached and taught by the traditional 'ulama ', whose main 

concerns were ritual practice .  hadi th interpretation, . 
jurisprudence, and various esoteric issues, none of which had 

much to do with  the r a p i d  socio-economic and cultural changes 

occurring i n  t h e  world. Thus a kind of ideological vacuum 

existed. A dynamic religion whichcould speak the language of 

the masses and at the same time enable them to achieve their 

socio-political aims without the risk of Iran becoming 

Westernized was seen as the b e s t  alternative. What the 

religious i n t e l l e c t u a l s  of the 1960s and 1970s produced in 

Iran was exactly what the young intelligentsia craved: " a  

radical layman's religion that disassociated itself from the 

traditional clergy and associated itself with the secular 

t rinity of social revolution, technological innovat ion, and 

cultural self -assertion. "23 

The Muslirn intellectuals ' efforts at reformulating 

Islamic thought and practice took in the entire range of 

doctrines, institutions, ethics and rituals, as well as the 

Islamic outlook on history. However, in the following chapter 

l 3  Abraharnian. Iran Be tween Two Revolutf ons, p .  473.  
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only those issues which are relevant t o  the subject of this 

study, namely, the place of democracy in the religio-political 

teachings of the main figures of the movement and their 

a t t e m p t  at reconciling Islam and democracy will be examined. 



(XlAPmR FOUR 

RELIGIOUS MûDERNISM AND DEMWRACY IN IRAN 

In o r d e r  t o  present the Iranian Islamists' conception of 

a democratic system of government. seven seminal religious 

thinkers whose ideas shaped or are currently shaping t h e  

na ture  and constitution of  Shi ' ite modernism i n  the period 

under s tudy ( 1953- 1997) are surveyed below. Ayatullah Sayyid 

Xahmad 'ïaliqani (1910-1979). kfahdi Bazargan (1907-1995). Ali 

Shari'ati (1933-1977), Ayatullah Sayyid Muhammad Husayn 

~abataba'i (1903-1981), Ayatullah Xurtada ?futahhari (1920- 

1979), Ayatullah Sayyid Ruhollah Khomeini (1902-1989), and 

Abdulkarim Soroush ( 1945- ) . Four of these were clerics o f  an 

intermediate to high stature while the  other three werelare 

religiously minded Lay intellectuals. The present chapter 

will examine the ideas of the f i r s t  s i x  of these figures, 

since they were the primary architects OP the  ideological 

build-up that preceded the Iranian Revolution in 1979. A 

discussion of Ayatullah T ~ l i q ~ n i ' s  views and activities will 

precede that of Bazargan because i t  w i l l  p r o v i d e  a contextual 

background for the latter. Abdulkarim Soroush's views w i l l  b e  

dealt with Ln a separate chapter for t w o  reasons: f i r s t .  

chronologicaUy he is  a post-revolutionary th inker ;  and 

second. although his ideas are rooted in the thought of his 

predecessors, they represent a sh i f t  which marks the birth of 

a n e w  breed of religious modernism. 



Owing to the wealth of readily available biographical 

informat ion on these individuals, and more importantly, in 

order not to deviate fram the main objective, the present 

chapter will not discuss these men's lives in any detail, but 

will instead pursue t w o  major lines of inquiry.' First, a 

brief discussion of the features or themes common to al1 their 

writings will take place. The diversity of their religious 

and secular backgrounds did leave an impact on their 

respective approaches, which consequently won them a variety 

of political constituencies, even though their socio-political 

discourse can be said t o  enjoy certain common characteristics. 

The second main lime of inquiry, which in fact is the prirnary 

objective of this chapter, will consist of a systematization 

and analysis of these individuals' specific statements about 

the possibility and the place of democracy in an Islamic 

sta te .  What were their respective understandings of this 

relationship? Was there any attempt at al1 to reconcile the 

two? To meet this objective, the contextualization of these 

ideas in their respective settings is imperative. Therefore 

1 Biographical and general accounts of these outstanding 
Iranian Islamists~may be found in almost any publication about the 
Iranian Revolution. Some of the most comprehensive ones are: 
Nikki R. Keddie, Roo ts of Revolution (New Haven and London: Yale 
University Press, ( 1981) ; S a i d  Amir A r  f omand, The Turban for the 
Crown (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988); Ervand Abrahamian, 
Iran Between Two Revolu t i ons ;  Shahrough Akhavi , Religion and 
Polit i c s  In Con temporary Iran: H. E. Chehabi , Iranfan Poli t ics  and 
Religious Modernism; The Liberat ion Movemen t of Iran Under the Shah 
and Iilhomeini (London: Z.B. Tauris, 1990); Bamid Dabashf, Theology 
of Discon tent : The Ideological Founda tion of the rslamic Revolution 
in Iran (New York: New York University Press, 1993). 



111 

some cultural, socio-political and historical materials will 

be introduced which will occasionally lend a political tone to 

the t e x t ,  although this study intends in no way to  be either 

a social or a political history of the period. 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, the socio-cultural 

milieu of Iran between the downfall of Musaddiq's national 

democratic government (1953) and the Revolution of 1979 

witnessed many d i f  ferent curre~its  of thought, each with 

discrete structures of social perception and political 

inclination. To place the Islamic modernist discourse of this 

era in its context, one could Say that it essentially 

interacted with three prominent groups: the secular 

modernists, the clerical community and the Marxists. 

The secular attitude of the modernists enjoyed a dominant 

position in dictating the form and content of social 

perceptions in that it exercised authority in several fields, 

including politics, under the Pahlavi regime, The notion of 

Iranian national identity portrayed by this group was a 

romantic one, built upon references to ancient Iranian empires 

and the Aryan race. It was of a secular nature and supported 

the Pahlavis' plan to  westernize the country; thus it enjoyed 

the patronage of the regime. Religious modernists responded 

to this socio-cultural trend by emphasizing the Islamic 

ingredient in the Iranian national identity, and by demanding 
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socio-economic developrnent and modernization without 

dependency on the West. 

The most significant aspect of the traditional clerical 

community addressed by the Muslim modernists was their 

conservative and reactionary political position. The quietist 

position of the traditional 'ulama' had minimized the 

political role of Islam and had put them at ease with the 

authoritarian notion of governrnent. 

In contrast to the approach adopted by  the clergy, 

Iranian Marxists ardently advocated revolutionary praxis, 

class conflict and anti-imperialism in line with cold war 

polemics. 

In rejecting both these types of discourse, the Muslim 

modernists set themselves the t a sk  of generating an Islamic 

Weltanschauung which would be both responsive to current 

social issues and which would also rejuvenate religion. The 

mos t consistent and common themes in the 1s lamic modernist 

discourse were: religious moralism; the mundane functions and 

benefits of Islam, particularly its vofce in politics; Islam's 

role in forging a national identity ; innovat ive methodologies 

in the interpretation o f  religious texts ;  and a revolutionary 

analysfs of Islamic history. The ideas, as well as the 

p r i n c i p l e s  underlying them. which the I ranian Shi ' ite 



modernists addressed were the same as those which concerned 

their Sunni counterparts . Being convinced, like O ther Islamic 
modernists , that " truew Islam had been deformed in the process 

of its later development by the infiltration of alien ideas, 

the Iranian religious modernists advocated a return to the 

sources of the faith in order to recover its prfstine 

qualities. This meant a return to the Qur'an, the traditions 

of the Prophet and the Imams, and the Nahj al-Balaghah which 

the Shi'ites attribute to Imam Ali. Perhaps the most 

signif icant contribution of these religious modernists was 

their revival of interest in the e x e g e s i s  of the Qur'an 

( t a f s j r ) ,  which had fal len into neglect among the orthodox 

Shi 'ite 'ulama' and which no longer had a central place in the 

curricula of the religious seminaries A y t  . ~abataba'i , with 
his twenty volume work of t a f s f r ,  al-Mfz~n, stands out as the 

most authoritative exegete of contemporary Shi'ism. A large 

part as well of A y t  . Taliqani ' s  scholarly activities consisted 

in i n t e r p r e t i n g  the Qur'an in modern Persian. His volumes of 

t a f s f r ,  Partawf a z  Qur'an, enjoy great popularity among lay 

readers and young Muslim activists. Besides frequently 

quoting t he  Qur'an in his works,  ahd di Bazargan also produced 

separate studies of Islamic scripture. Inspired by Régis 

Some cornplaints regarding the marginality of Qur ' anic 
studies compared to fiqh may be find in A y t .  Mutahhari's writings. 
See for instance h i s  Rahbarf-f N a d - i  Jawan (Tehran: KBnOn-i 
KhadamBt-i Farhangi A l a s  t . 1361/1982) ; and "Mushkil-i ASEST dar 
Sazman- i R ~ h ~ n i y a  t in Bah thf dar Barah -1 Mar j a  ' i y a  t wa Ruhaniya t , 
p .  175. 



114 

Blachère' s cri t ical work on the Qur 'an Introduction au Coran 

(ISIS9 ) , Bazargan produced h i s  Sayr-i Tahavvul-i  Qur 'an. 

Shari'ati's criticism of the traditionalists' treatment of the 

Qur'an and h i s  emphasis o n  giving the holy book a greater part 

in daily l i f e  and on rescuing i t  frorn a merely ceremonial role 

in weddings and funerals was perhaps the most effective 

attempt to make the Qur'an the  primary source of Islmic 

ideology . His revolutionary iaterpretation of certain 

Qur'anic concepts such as nas (the masses) , qist ( jus t ice)  , 

jihad (struggle), etc., constituted the key elements of his 

Islamic revolutionary discourse. Khorneini ' s independent 

approach to t a f s i  r, characterized by mystical interpre tation. 

appeared immediately af ter  t h e  revolut ion .  H i s  i n t e l  lectual 

background indicates t h a t ,  unlike the majority of h i s  fellow 

'ulama*, he had engaged in a close study of t a f s i r ,  even 

though his primary concentration was on fiqh (Islamic 

jurisprudence) . As far as the prophetic t r a d i t i o n s  and the 

exemplary mode1 of Xuharmnad, the Imams and some other . 
outstanding figures of early IsLamic history were concerned, 

a l1  six of the  individuals under study here made f requent use 

of these paradigms in their works, often to considerable 

ef fect. The Xalzj al-Balzghah of Imam Ali in particular has 

always occup i e d  a p rominent position among the canonical 

Shi ' ite texts . Both T ~ l i q a z  and Mutahharr wrote commentaries 
m 

on parts of it. What is more, both Mutahharl and Shari ' a t i  

produced full-length works on the life and character o f  Imam 
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Ali, highlighting in particular his political ethics and his 

conduct, and the symbolic value of these for Muslim statesmen. 

Besides Imam Ali's sermons, which teach piety on both the 

personal and social levels . there are in shi ' ite modernist 

literature, abundant references to and interpretations of his 

famous letter to Malik Ashtar, the governor that he appointed 

over Egypt. There is no discourse on the nature of government 

which does not allude somehow to that particular let ter  as 

providing the example of a just political system, whatever the 

writer's definition of justice might be. Like their Sunni 

counterparts , Shi ' ite modernists also tried to convince their 

audience that the spirit of Islam is not against science, in 

spite of the current absence of a scientific spirit of inquiry 

in the Islamic world. Another common feature, either explicit 

or implicit, in the writings of al1 these Iranian Shitite 

rnodernfsts is their anti-dictatorial and anti-imperialistic 

position. In reaction to Iran's bitter experience of foreign 

meddling in its affairs and to the non-democratic policies of 

the Pahlavi regime, they developed a strong l1anti" dimension 

in t h e i r  discourse. This dimension was expressed in a cal1 

for political action. Their conviction was that if Muslims 

wanted to improve their lot they had to take their destiny 

into their own hands, a conviction which they substantiated 

with the Qur'anic verse: Wod changes not what is  in a people, 

until they change what f s in themselves" (13 :  12) . This  verse 

became a politicalrnaxim which they taught their compatriots. 
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Thus the common goal of al1 these men was to educate the 

people about the  role that they could and should play in the 

decision-making processes of their society: a r o l e  that they 

had long been deprived of under dictatorial rule. To achieve 

this goal each of these thinkers used the Iranian Islamic 

heritage in his own particular way, reflecting his perception 

of the role and place of the people in the political life of 

what he saw as the ideal society. We will show how they went 

about this in the following pages. 

Among the s i x  1 ranian religio-political thinkers selected 

for study here, T~liqani and Bazargan had a longer history of  

direct  political involvement and engagement in party politics. 

Although the early stage of their activfties was more 

religious in nature,  their political stance vis à vis the 

autocratic c u l e  of the Pahlavis was declared much e a r l i e r  than 

the 1963 uprising led by Ayt. Khorneini. Nonetheless, 

~aliqani ' s p o l i  t i c a l  views were less explicitly s tated than . 
Khomeini's. 

Ayatullah Sayyid MahmUd .. ~ ~ l i q a n r  

Ayatullah Sayyid Mahmfïd ~aliqani # (1910-1979) was . from 
the beginning of his career as an 'Bllrn, an extremely 

independent-minded mernber of the clergy. After pursuing his 
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theological studies in the famous seminary at Qum, Taliqani . 
resided in Tehran where he taught at a theological school. In 

1939/40 he was jailed for s i x  months for his opposition to the 

religious policies of Reza Shah (1941) . This was only the 

first of the many jail sentences or periods of exile that he 

had to face in his lifetime. During the open political 

atmosphere that reigned af ter the abdication of Reza Shah, 

~aliqani became the main lecturer at the Hidayat Mosque in 
* 

Tehran, then a meeting - place for a mal1 group of 

politically minded religious individuals . His ideas earned 

him a high level of prestige, for they appealed to the more 

educated youth of Iran who considered ~aliqani's views an 

alternative to the ideas of both the traditional 'ulama' and 

westernizing forces. In the period 1949-1953 he strongly 

supported the national democratic policies of Musaddiq's 
** 

government and remained the most prominent clerical supporter 

of the National Front after Ayt. Kashani ceased to help 

Musaddiq. The royalist coup d'état of 1953, which overthrew 

Musaddiq's government, also brought about the collapse of the 

National Front, many of whose 

1954,  after their release from 

secret contacts with Musaddiq, . 
until his death in 1967. They 

reorganize the Front, which 

leaders had been arrested. Ln 

prison, some of them maintained 

who remained under house arrest 

used theIr new-found freedom to 

had previously been a loose 

coalition of independent political organizations each wi th its 

own political strategy. under the new name of Nahdat-i 
b 



118 

Muqavamat- i Milli . or Nat ional  Resis tance Movement (NRM) . 3 

Among the prominent figures in the NRM were its religious 

minded members Mahdi Bazargérn and Çayyid Mahmad T~liqani. The 
* . 

.IRM began with high hopes, but after only Pour years it was 

dissolved due to a combination O P  f nternal  conflict and police 

repression. Taking advantage o f  the s l i g h t  relaxation of  

police controls in L96O-L963. opposition was once again 

revitalized. Taliqani . Bazargan. Yadullah Sahabl and a few 

other like-minded individuals formed in 1961 a group named 

Nahdat-i Azadi-i Iran, or The Freedom Movement o f  Iran (FMI) , 

and joined t to the Second National Fron t .  We wi11 have more 

t o  Say b e l o w  about the FMI. 

Taliqani was jailed a second time in the 1960s for his 

activities in the M I .  SimiIarly, he was imprisoned in the 

1970s for his support of the l e f t i s t  Pfuslirn guerillas. the 

Huj~hidin-i Khalq. Taliqani was generally regarded as the 

most liberal and progressive among the  Iranian ' u l m ~ ~ '  both 

before and af ter the 1979 Revolution, serving as he did as a 

link between Lay and religious groups. He was perhaps t h e  

most isolated among the 'ulama' but was undoubtedly the most 

popular. H i s  prominence and popularity in the 1979 Revolution 

The more prominent organizations within the NRM included 
the  Iran Party, the National Party, and the Socialist Society, 

e headed respectively by SanJ'abi . Fumhar, and Khalil Maliki . 
Another re-alliance of these parties later created the Second 
National Front. 



was second only  to that of A y t .  Khorneini- Besides  h i s  

commentaries on the Qur'an and the Nalij al-Balaghah, Taliqani 8 

produced a number of other works primarily dealing with socio- 

economic problerns. Although he d i d  not  devote an independent 

work to political issues, h i s  political ideas are expreçsed 

throughou t his  w r i  tings , most notably in his introduction and 

notes to Ayt. Muhammad Husayn NZ'ini's Tanbjh al -Umah wa 

Tanzl'h a l  -MiIlah, originally written in 1909 .' In t h i s  work 

Taliqani const ructs an argument agains t despo t ic rule and 

expresses h i s  approval of the cons t i t u t  iona l  limitations to 

autocratic power. Taking up NWEnf's  line of reasoning, 

Taliqani argues that Shi'ism is inherently against autocracy 

and for democracy whthout elaborating h i s  conception of the  

lat ter  .' In fact he condemns despotism and concentration of 

power as a f o m  o f  ido latry  and. as such, considers it an 

of Pense against tawhfd. Kere, tawhId . for Taliqani . is  not just 

the unity o f  God's essence or that o f  His at tr ibutes .  He 

extends its meaning to Divine Sovereignty. the unity of divine 

laws r u l i n g  the whole universe. Taliqani contends that the 

main objective of a l1  the prophets throughout human history 

1 2lfrza Muhammad Husayn NZ'fnf, ~ a n b f h  al-Ummah wa Tanzih 
Y 3rd ed. +' introduced and annotated by S. XahmtId ~aliqani 
(Tehran: n . p . ,  1955). The first e d i t i o n  of this work' appeared in 
Baghdad in 1909 ; a second edit ion was published the following year 
in Tehran. 

- 
3 For a d e t a i l e d  exposition of ~a'Fni's views see A.H. 

Hairi . Shi ' i s m  and Constitutfonalism in Iran (Leiden: E, J, B r i l l ,  
1977). 



was t o  invite man and guide him t o  t h i s  extended meaning of  

tawhfd. Otherwise, he asks. if they were appointed simply t o  

preach unity  in  worship o r  t o  s t r u g g l e  aga ins t  idolatry, then 

why did they al1 conf ron t  the a u t o c r a t s  and despots of  their 

tirne, who had made i d o l s  of  themselves by concentrating al1 

power i n  t h e i r  hands and by forcing t h e i r  subjects t o  obey 

them, thus turning them into slaves? The goal of  al1 

prophet ic  missions was t o  f r e e  man from the  slavery of obeying 

o t h e r  human beings. ' Thus despotisrn is i d o l a t r y  and 

consequent ly enslaves man. No religion, and Islam i n  

p a r t i c u l a r ,  can o r  should stand such rule .  Although Taliqani 
* 

acknowledges t he  fact t h a t  cons t i tu t iona l i s rn  was a fo re ign  

import, and as such faced cesistance from some of the 

'ulama',' he states t h a t  "any school of thought. any s o c i a l  

program and platform, which limits the power and wi11 of  the 

t y r an t s  i s  one s t e p  c l o s e r  to the aim of the prophe ts  and 

Islam, i,e, establishing tawhfd on e a r t h .  H e  con t inues  by 

saying t h a t  whi le  "cons t i t u t i o n a l i s m ,  democracy, and soc i a l i sm 

i n  their t r u e  sense" are only nsuccessive stepsw towards the  

Islamic ideal, t h e  true goal of Islam lies beyond these 

concepts.  Taliqani develops here a theory of authority which 

excludes, i n  h i s  v i e w ,  the t y r a n n i c a l  reign of the king and 

' See ~ZIliqani ' s i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  Na'ini ' s Tanbfh al-Umah, 
p p ,  6-9. 

7 Ibid., p .  4. 

8 I b i d . ,  p .  10. 
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functions in accordance w i t h  tawhid. According to  him there 

are four levels of legitimate authority within Islam. At the 

top of this hierarchy. universal authority belongs only t o  God 

( in al -hukm-u i l l ~  l i - a l l a )  . The second level of authority 

reflects the temporal aspect of the Divine, as the will of God 

Almighty manifests i t se l f  in the form of rules and laws 

regulating the physical world as a constituent part of the 

universe.  On the th ird  level, au thor i ty  is guaranteed to the 

prophets and the Imams whose will, thought and intention are 

e n t i r e l y  subject  t o  the divine law; they are said to enjoy 

"spiritual infallibility" ( 'ismat-i ma'nawi ) .  On the earthly 

plane, the  f o u r t h  state of authority is t o  be exercised by the 

just 'ulama' ( 'ulmf-i ' a d i l )  and the just bel ievers  ( 'ud t i l - i  

mu'minfn) who must be knowledgable in both the primary ( u s t ? l )  

and secondary ( fur(?') principles of religion and in whose 

hands rest the af fa irs  of the society. It is in the fourth 

s tate that Taliqani apparently relegates authori ty t o  the 

p e o p l e .  However. his intention is not very c lear  here. H e  

does not explain what he means by the ' u d n l - i  mu'minin. whom 

he places on a p a r  with the 'u lama' .  He emphasizes that at 

this stage *it i s  the people's turn to elect and designate 

[ their leader] according to the characteristics just 

ment ioned . Probably he is endorsing a goverment which 

is somehow supervised by the ' u l a m ~ ' .  This is exactiy the 



122 

mode1 that the constitution o f  1906 had envisioned and which 

Na'ini had endorsed as conforming to Islamic principles . 
There is no t suf f icient evidence to conclude that Taliqani 

meant the 'ulama' to govern. 10 

The timing of his re-publication of ~a'inf 's book was in 

fact of great significance. It came just two years after the 

collapse of Musaddiq's government and at a time when the 

leading cleric. Ayt. Kasha& had j u s t  withdrawn his support 

from the legitimate and constitutional government of Musaddiq. 

This  was the per iod  when T~liqani , as mentioned above. was 

expressing criticism of his Eellow 'ulama' and staunchly 

supporting Musaddiq's demands for constitutional rights. He 

in fact used his edition of .UaTinf's work as a platform to 

attack any form of despotisrn, particularly religious despotisrn 

which he regarded as  its worst form. Also  , ~aligani ' s 

emphasis on and advocacy of shma (consultation) in his later 

works, as well as his post-revolutionary praxis, i.e, his 

stand agains t the exclusivis t policy of the leading ' u l a  ' , 

al1 allude to his strong belief in participatory politics. 

See Kamid Dabashi, Theology of Discontent. p .  232. It 
seems that the unexplained omission of the expression rudUl- i  
mu 'minin ( the j u s t  believers) in Dabashi's citation of Taliqani ' s 
words has l ed  him to believe that the la t ter  should b e  included 
among the major ideoLogues of the Islamic Revolution, whose prîmary 
goal was the ideological  and revolut ionary mobilization of mass 
sentiment behind the concept of a theocratic state run by the 
tulama 

If  Taliq8nits introduction t o  ~a'Fnf's Tanbfhal-Uatmah. p .  11. 
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Although the main goal of his life-long struggle was to prove 

that politics is an integral part of Islam, in contrast to 

what other secular ideologies were claiming , this does no t 

mean that he was advocating or fighting for an Islamic state 

ruled by the 'ulamB9. However, it is equally hard to 

determine what he saw as the exact form and extent of the 

people's participation in politics* 

In his doctrinally based reading of the Qur'an, Taliqanl 
* 

establishes the philosophical foundation of h i s  theory of 

political authority. Cornmenting on the Qur'anic reference to 

man as God's vicegerent on earth (2:30), T~liqani stipulates . 
the conditions for the "selected vicegerentsti or those human 

beings in a position of authority ( u l u  al-amr) . namely, those 
who "know the secret of man's creation and are able to guide 

and advance man ' s hidden capabili t ies towards goodness and 

perfection. Taliqani opines that the ultimate objective 

of the Qur'an is to provide man with the best of guidance on 

h i s  road to perfection and salvation. On the other hand 

benefiting from the Qur'an requires an innate virtuosity in 

man, for, "the Qur'an is the Book of Guidance for the 

virtuous. tt ( 2 2 )  Thus if the ultimate realization of the 

goals of creation is contingent upon the degree of man's 

intellectual capabilities , and if man can be led only by those 

- -- 

l2 S .  Mahmad Taliqani , Partawf az Qur 'an (Tehran: Intishzr, 
19?1), v o l .  1, p. 11'8. 
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who are more virtuous, more cognizant of the secrets of 

creation and more knowledgable about the path to perfection, 

there remains no doubt that Muslim society muçt be led only by 

those who are the most qualified t o  help man achieve his 

potential to become the vicegerent of God on earth. This is 

indeed quite in accordance with Taliqani's endorsement of 

Na'ini ' s consti tutional theory and his above rnentioned 

classif k a t  ion of authority, according to which the least 

illegitimate was constitutional government under  the 

supervision of 

the 'ulama' as 

believed that 

Muslims under 

the most learned and pious representatives of 

s tipulated i n  the 1906 constitution. Taliqani . 
earthly sovereignty resides in the masses of 

the guidance of the ' u lama' .  However, actual 

government can be claimed by no one, as it belongs solely t o  

God. After God 

and the Twelve 

responsible for 

this opinion in 

Shahada t, whose 

t h e  r igh t fu l  ru lers  were the Prophet Muhammad 

Imams. Yet, in their absence, al1 men are 

executing the divine law. Taliqani repeats 

his later works, for instance in his Jihad wa 

t e x t  is based on a lecture delivered in the 

Hidayat Masque in 1963. There he states: 

Radically speaking, there is no Hukumat 
(government) in Islam. In al-hukm-u i l l a  12-allah 
(rule  belongs to no one but * God) . Government 
belongs to  God, the Apostle, and the Imams, After 
the Imam is the mujtahid  and then the masses of 
Muslims who are al1 the executive power of divine 
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law . 13 

Since man-made l a w s  are susceptible to  human abuses they must 

be checked and brought i n t o  l i n e  with Zslarnic l a w ,  which is  of 

divine o r i g i n  and which provides l e g i s l a t i o n  which i n  both i t s  

l e t t e r  and spirit guarantees human well-being and 

perfect ion.  l4 Y e t  t h e  incorporation of l a w s  i n t o  Islamic 

soc ie ty  i s  l e f t  t o  those who are qua l i f i ed  t o  d o  so based on 

t h e i r  " spec ia l  s p i r i t u a l  qualities and profound 

i n t e l l i g e n c e .  f i '5  A l  though this seems to be a d i r e c t  reference 

to  rule  by the 'ulama', as indeed it is of t e n  taken t o  b e ,  16 

i t  does not specifically say as much; its ambiguity leaves t h e  

question open t o  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  However i n  another  t r e a t i s e  

wr i t t en  by Taliqani which was published after h i s  death. he 

c l e a r l y  emphasizes t h a t  sovereignty belongs t o  the Book of Cod 

l3 Mehdi Abedi  and Gary kgenhausen, eds., Jihad and 
Shahada t (Struggle and Martyrdom in Islam) (Hous ton: The I n s t i t u t e  
f o r  Research and Is lamic  Studies, 1986), pp.  65-66. 

l5 S. Mahmad T ~ l i q ~ n i  , Islam and Ownership, a translation of 
Islam wa Malikiyat 6y A .  Jabbar i  and F. Rajaee (Lexington: Mazda 
Publ i shers ,  19831, p.  84. 

l6 See Dabashi. Theology of Discontent, p .  232 ; Y. Richard, 
"Contemporary Shi'i Thought." i n  Roots of Revolution. ed.  N. 
Keddie, p. 212. 
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and not to any particular individual or class. I f  

Therefore, for T~liqani , the only legitimate political . 
authority is one which is religiously defined. His emphasis 

on popular participation gives a democratic colouring to his 

theory of political authority. However, it seems that the 

role of the people is limited to providing the executive power 

of divine law, as discussed above and understood by his 

predecessors like Na'ini. The participation of the p e o p l e  is 

first and foremost their religious duty, not their right. It 

is an appropriate action which 1 1  lead them towards the 

realization of their perfection. In a sermon delivered in 

mid-1979, he describes the people's participation in elections 

as a divine act and responsibility: 

Today. you brothers and sisters went to the b a l l o t  
boxes. Thi s  human act, t h i s  divine act, i n  so far 
as the faith and the social responsibility are 
concerned, is a glorifying ( tasbfh)  movement 
because it means voting for the most fionest, most 
informed, and most conscientious of al1 people. 
Election for what? For the preparation of the 
constitution, that is to Say a law that would be 
able to cleanse the atmosphere from colonialism, 
tyramy. repression. injustice, selfishness; and 
thus prepare tpe means of developing your potential 
capabilit ies . 

" S. Mahmad Taliqani . fl~~kUnmat-i  K i t a b ,  Hadaf -i Bi ' that-f 
Anbïya' . in Yadnm&-i Ab~dhar- ï  Zaman (Tehran: Bunyad-i Farhangi- 
i A y t .  Taliqani, 1360). pp. 170-171. 

'* T~liqzsni, Dar Maktab-f Juin 'ah : Ma jmu ' a h 4  Khutbah 'ha+ 
N m Z z - f  J i  'ah-i Tihrgn (Tehran: WizBrat-l Irshad-i Isl~mi, 1364) . 
pp.  11-12, quoted and translated in Dabashi, Tlieology of 



By and large the political conditions in which T~liqani lived 
* 

and the political stands he adopted both before and after the 

Islamic Revolution indicate that he had developed an 

understanding of certain democratic rneasures and noms, most 

notably manifested in his opposition to one-man rule, both in 

politics and religion. 

As discussed in the previous chapter, one of the most 

important expressions of the religious modernists ' position on 

matters of Shi'i faith and institutions was the collective 

work published in the 1960s entitled Bahthf dar Barah-i 
a 

Marja 'iyat wa R ~ h a n ï y a t .  Taliqani ' s contribution to that book 
* w 

was the controversial article entitled: "Tamarkuz w a  'Adam-i 

Tarnarkuz-i Marja'iyat wa FatwP (Centralization and De- 

centralization of Religious Authority and the Fatwa) in which 

he radically opposes the centralization of religious authori ty 

in the person of the mujtahid-i a'lam (the most learned 

jurist) as the marja ' 4  t a q l i d .  Emphasizing the necessity of 

responding to the urgent problems of  the time and stressing 

the fact that in Shf'ism the gates of I J t i h a d  have never been 

closed , Taliqani reminds the mujtahids  of their responsibility 
* 

to provide jurisprudentially informed opinions about rnatters 

of contemporary relevance ( al -hawadi th al -waqi 'ah) . Fo r 

T~liqani . i j t fhad cons titutes the ra ison d 'être of the clergy 

Discontent, p. 255. 



128 

( rahhannyyün) i n  Muslim socie ty . l9 ~e goes on t o  point out 
8 

that as the realities of the modern wor ld  become more 

complicated, in f  ormed j udgement requires greater 

sophistication and precision. Thus, individual expression of 

juridical opinions could result  i n  r e l i g i o u s  despotism, a 

situation detrimental to Islam. The solution that T ~ l i q a n i  . 
of fers is ttconsultation. ~ 2 0  

As a consequence, Taliqani sees three possible ways in . 
which supreme religious authority might function: f i r s t ,  

centralization of this authority in one o r  a few high-ranking 

m u j t a l i i d s ;  second, in the absence of any kind of 

centralization and organization; and third, centralization of 

the authority in a cornmittee that  works through 

consultation. 21 Taliqani re j e c t s  the  f i r s  t choice  which leads 

t o  "the necessity of following the exemplary conduct of the 

rnost learned" (wuJab-i t a q l i d  az a'lam) and for which 

Taliqani can find no justification either in the religious 

texts, (nusas - i  s h a i ' i ,  L e .  the Qur'an and the traditions of . * 

the Prophet and the Imams) , or in reason . 1 2  Rather , he argues 

that in the time of the Prophet and the  Imams, such an 

l9 B a h t h f d a r B a r a h - i M a r J a e f y a t ,  pp.  201-202. 

I b i d . ,  p .  203. 

21 Ibid. 

l 2  Ibid. 



129 

exclusive authority to issue religious opinions was never the 

prerogative of Itthe most learnedita3 and should not be so in 

the present either. He supports h i s  argument with a Qur'anic 

verse ( 9 :  122)  which according to him lays the basis for the 

necessity of fiqh and i j t i h a d ,  and which explicitly rejects 

exclusivity or centralization of authority in t h i s  area.  2 4 

Having experienced the pract ical  difficulties emerging from 

having A y t .  B u r ~ j i r d z  as the sole m a r j a ' ,  Taliqani also 

appeals to socio-political reality in warning of the 

possibility of corrupt advisers who might surround a scholar 

who in h i s  o l d  age assumes the supreme l eadersh ip  of the 

Shi ' i t e  comrnuni ty , advisers who would keep him unaware of  what 

i s  going on around him, Finally, he concludes that 

"centralization i n  issuing fatwas and administering [ re l ig ious  

affairs] has neither a juridical rationale nor is it i n  the 

best in teres t s  of  the religion [Islam] or Muslim society.~'~ 

Taliqani likewise rejects the second option,  i. e. the 

absence of any central organizat ion by reason of the fact that 

there would never b e  s u f f i c i e n t  consensus among the religious 

authorit ies  regarding the prevailing questions and problems, 

23 Ibid., pp.  204-205. 

Ibid., pp.  205-206. 

25 I b i d . ,  p .  207 .  
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thus causing confusion on the part of the believers. 2 6 

According to Taliqani therefore the sures t and most accurate . 
way to determine the Lawmaker's ( S h a r i ' )  intention is the 

third option: a central committee of religious authorities 

who conduct the affairs of the Shi'i community through 

consultation and on the basis of their collective consensus. 27 

In addition to citing the Qur'anic sanction of consultation, 

Taliqani supports his view by offering practical evidence to 

show that consultation and consensus have long been practised 

by mujtahids,  and that what he fs suggesting is not 

incompatible with authority being invested in one or a few 

high-ranking 'ulama '. His main concern is to establish a 

pract icaI mechanism through which luwer- ranking 'ulama ' and 

those clerics in remote provinces could make their particular 

concerns and opinions heard and thus participate in the making 

of the final collective consensus .29  Taliqan ' s  proposal to 

break the long-established tradition of the most learned 

assuming the supreme religious authority, indicates h i s  

primary concern regarding the concentration of power, whether 

political. which he rejected in his introduction t a  Na'ini's 

book, or religious, which he considered as "religious 

26 Ibid. 

2' Ibid. . pp.  207-208. 

28 Ibid., p. 208. 

29 Ibid.. pp. 210-211. 



131 

despotism. 11 30 This small treatise c l e a r l y  shows the 

centrality that Taliqani assigns to consultation in his 

theory. Indeed, in contemporary Iranian religo-political 

discourse, Taliqani's name is traditionally associated with 

the concept of shura. Also, after the Revolution he prepared 

a plan for local administrative committiees known as shrrrma- 

yi mahall1 and which were supposed to function as autonomus 
* 

executive bodies in each town and city and which through a 

hierarchial  chain would present the needs and views of the 

srnallest social units to the government. The purpose behind 

t h i s  was the diffusion of political power among those at the 

lowest end of the society. 

I t  was not just the concentration of political and 

religious powers that Taliqanï . was suspicious of. He equally 

repudiated the concentration of wealth in the hands of an 

individual or a group for fear that this would lead to class 

domination and social o p p r e s s i o n .  The theme of  social justice 

is so prominent in Taliqani's + writings that one may conclude 

that " the  thrust of much of his argument concerning property 

Ibid., p .  2 0 7 .  In his p r o p o s a l  for diffusing the power 
of the religious authority. T~liqani might have been inspired, as 
Akhavi suggests,  b y  the famous Article 2 of the 1906-1907 
constitution which called for a cornmittee of mujtahids to determine 
the compatibility of l eg i s la t ion  with Islamic law; see Shahrough 
Akhavi, Vslam, Politics and Society in the Thought of Ayatullah 
Khomeini, Ayatullah Taliqani and Ali Shariati , tf Middle Eastern 
S t u d i e s  24 (1988) : p .  415, 



could readily be reconciled with social democracy. .3i 

Taliqani's views on t h i s  matter, as in other instances. were 

coloured b y  the events of his day. Just as h i s  edition of 

NH'ini ' s book was issued following the dernise of the Musaddiq 

goverment and in the wake of the assurnption of autocratic 

rule by the shah. which was silently approved by the 

consemative ' u l a m a * .  h i s  book Islam wa ~Yal ikfya t  (Islam and 

ûwnership) 3 E  was wri t t en  in response t o  the economic situation 

of Iran between the rise of Yusaddiq and the mid 1960s. It 
t 

can in fact be seen as a reaction to the conservative posi t ion  

o f  the 'ulama' with respect  to the shah's  economic reform 

plans. In contrast to the rest of the re l ig ious  establishment 

t ha t  had rejected the land reform b i l l .  Taliqanf took a more 

realistic position and presented a constructive opposition. 

He believed that b o t h  the Shah's policies and the pos i t i on  of 

conservative ' u l m B  ' had lef t the young no O ther alternative 

than to  a d o p t  Western ideologies, particularly communism and 

capitalism . To counter the influence of these theor ies  , 

particularly the communist propaganda of the Tudeh Party which 

called for the redistribution of wealth and the elimination of 

poverty, 'ï~liqmi tried in this book t o  prove t h a t  Islam, . 

Akhavi, "Islam. Pol i t i c s  and Society,' p .  4 1 5 .  

T~liqZni 's work islam w a  MHlikfyat f i r s t  appeared in 1951 
as a fairly short treatise; it was then revised and reissued thrice 
by the author who increased its length and focus on each printing. 
Tt was finally published in its f inal  form in 1965. Most of the 
references in this work are made to  its English translation 
entitled islam aod hmership. 



economically speaking , is neither communis t nor capitalis t ; 

rather, if its laws were correctly implemented it would bring 

about a just society. In his critique of the western economic 

systems of capitalism and communism as sources of social 

injustice, he writes: 

Free ownership causes sub jugation, tyranny, 
centralized wealth, ernergence of privileged 
capitalists and the deprivation of workers. The 
negation of private ownership limits individual 
freedorn and, in urn, requires the dictatorship of 
a special class.  h 

Explaining the distinct character of Islamic economics, which 

should be distinguished from any of the Western alternatives, 

Taliqani states that: . 

it [Islamic economics] contains conditions with 
regard to communal and individual wealth which are 
compatible with human naturat the order of a just 
society, and overall rights. 

This was of course in line with his criticism of the essential 

premises of the two western economic systems that were, in 

T~liqani's view, the very cause of the ills afflicting 

Western society. He defines these as "the premise that 

individuals are free and independent" in capitalism and the 

33 T~liqani , Jihad and Shahadat, p .  56. 

34 Taliqanï , Islam and ûwnershfp, p .  91. 



revolutionary ideology of a part icular classu in communism 

which gives excessive power t o  the state as its 

representative, ef fectively creating class despotism. Thus. 

for  Taliqani the socio-economic system of Islam. whose primary 

function is the liberation of the oppressed, is the best 

option for the achievement of a just society. Social justice 

is, indeed, the goal of religion in Tzliqani's view, as he 

s t a t e s :  

Islam has corne to straighten man's stature, t o  
direct his attention to God, aqf to establish 
justice and equality in the world. 

Given al1 this it seems that as far as the concept of 

equali ty was concerned Taliqani was qui t e  preoccupied wi t h  the 
I 

issue of class privilege and domination, whether it involved 

social, political or religious groups. Although he 

acknowledged differences and repudiated the Marxist solution 

which promised a classless s o c i e t y ,  he never stopped fighting 

for the cause of the oppressed and always strove to awaken the 

people to their rights and the need to resist oppression. 

Just as he rejected the economic dominance of any class and 

the political dominance of any tyrant . he equally rejected any 
prerogatives for the 'ulama' as a religious class. He states 

3s Ibid., p. 146. 

Taliqani , Jlhad and Shahadat. p .  56. 



in this regard: 

In Zslamic jurisprudence, ... no general or specific 
injunction can be found that is in the i n t e re s t  of 
special individuals or classes and det r imental to 
O thers.  3 7 

Mahdi BBzargZn 

h o n g  the prominent contemporary 1 ranian Muslim thinkers 

selected fo r  review in this chapter,   ahd di Bazargan was the 

closest t o  ~ ~ l i q ~ n ;  in terms of both p o l i  tical background and 

views. ~ a h d f  Bazargan (l907-L995) , the son of a religiously 

active Tabrizi merchant who had se ttled in Tehran ,  received a 

privileged education. For h i s  secondary schooling he at tended 

Dar al-lru'allimin, one of the earliest modern schools in the 

country. headed by Abu1 Hasan Khan-i F u r ~ q h t .  who a l so  taught 

courses on philosophy and the interpretation of the Qur'an. 

In 1928 Bazargan was sent to France to  pursue h i s  studies  in 

engineering as a member o f  one of t h e  first student groups 

supported by a goverment grant to attend universitg abr~ad.~' 

3 7 ~aliqani . Islam and Ownership, p .  147. 

Most of the biographieal information on Bazargan's Life 
is taken from h i s  book K u d ~ f i ' a t  dar  Dadgüh-i G h a y r - i  SBf îh - i  
~ a j d f d - I  Nazar-i Nizâlnf [Defense Before the Illegitimate ~ilitary 
Court of ~ p p e a l s ] . '  (Tehran, 1343; repr., Bellville, Illinois: 
Nahdat-i Àzadi-i Iran Kharij az Kishwar, 135611978). A n  analytical 
biography of Bazargzn may also be found in IbrHhfm ~ a z d i  , "Muhandis 
Bazargm; r \ i m  Qarn Talash dar ' Arsah-i Sxyzsat w a  Andishah4 Dini ,  " 
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Impressed by t h e  progress of European society, Bazargzn was 

determined to bring back to Iran not only science and 

technology but a l so  what he  thought t o  b e  the root cause of 

development, a modern outlook. As he  recalled some thirty 

years l a t e r ,  while there may have been a modernizing tendency 

at the time which w a s  primarily concerned with transferring t o  

Iran the technological advancements of the West, he was more 

i n t e r e s  ted  i n  discovering the non-mate rial causes of modern 

civilization and progress. Undoubtedly. Bazargan's seven 

years' s t a y  i n  France left a profound impression on h i s  

critical rnind. Besides acquiring some technical and 

specialized knowledge in  his field of study, L e .  

thermodyuamics . Bazargan brought home some important 

observations , which h e  called his "souvenirs f rom Europe, 

including an enhanced interest  in  religion and a deeper faith 

in what he calls in h i s  works t h e  "truem Islam, L e .  an Islam 

which is socially active, not an Islam of superstitions. H e  

perceived t h a t  European civilization w a s  neither created by 

nor was it the property of any individual person, rather it 

was the by-product of the efforts  and contributions of al1 the 

members of that s o c i e t y .  Al1 individuals participate in its 

making because t h e i r  e f for t s  are valued and they enjoy freedom 

and respect. Thus the lasting progress and prosperity of the 

K i y a n  4 ,  no. 23 (1995) : pp, 2-12. A more recent source is 
Bazargan' s inemoirs , Shast Sal Kbidmat w a  Mrrqawama t: Khatir~t-i 
H & a n d i s ~ Y & d ~ B ~ r g ~ . * c o m p i l e d  by Ghulamridairajatf. bol. 1 
(Tehran: Rasa, 1996) . 



European or any other l iv ing  society can not stand on the 

initiative and will of one individual, but on the collective 

will and common cause of the whole society, in which spiritual 

values such as friendship and honesty unite a l 1  members, 

making it an active, strong and productive unit .39 Some other 

lasting impressions of his stay in France that Bazargan 

describes in some detail are the CO-existence of religion and 

modernity in an advanced civilization, the existence of a high 

degree of  patriotisrn and sense of national  solidarity, and the 

existence of moral virtues such as honesty, perseverance, 

righteousness and moderation, as well as CO-operation, 

selflessness and hacd work. More important is his 

observation that the French were not leader-oriented; rather, 

ordinary individuals were honored and their  rights protected. 

Therefore, they were motivated to contribute to the 

advancement of their socie ty through voluntary associations 

operating free of government supervision, sornething that was 

non-exis tent in 1 ran. 

In a detailed account of what he thought 1 ranian socfety 

needed and what the motivation and goals of a responsible 

mernber of the intelligentsia should be, two major l ines  of 

39 Bazargan, Mudafi 'at. pp .  64-65. This was a s t r ik ing  
observation for Bazarggn t o  have made, particularly in view of the 
socio-political conditions in his homeland where modernization had 
just been started from above by the autocratie rule of Reza Shah. 

Ibid., pp. 44-56, 
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thinking emerge. One was his conviction that Islam, as he 

understood it , is compatible with modernity and progress; 

therefore there is no need for the two to conflict with one 

another. If Iranian society wanted to raise its s t a t u s  among 

modern civilizations, there was a need to reconsider or even 

revive religio-ethical and social values among the people in 

support of material progress. The second was his anti- 

tyrannical position. He condemned modernization from above 

under political autocracy and the exclusion of the community 

from playing a creative role or taking any initiative. These 

two major themes took root in BZzargHn' s intellectual makeup, 

due more than anything else to the socio-political climate of 

the first Pahlavi era. They also stayed with him throughout 

his life of religio-political activities . They certainly 
ref lect the response of a religiously-minded educated man such 

as Bazargan, who like other progressive members of the 

intelligentsia of his time yearned for the modernization of 

I ran. to the religiously repressive and poli tically autocratic 

p o l i c i e s  o f  Reza Shah's rnodernizing plans. This is why he was 

very much impressed and relieved to see modern. civilized 

Europeans praying devoutly4' and finding t h a t  68% of  h i s  

French fellow students were members of C a t h o l i c  student 

associations. 4 2 

- - - -- - -- 

Il I b i d . ,  p .  42. 

42 Ibid., p. 57. 
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Upon h i s  return to Iran in 1935 Bazargan, "hopeful o f  

reform and r n o d e r n i ~ m ~ ~ ~ ~ .  joined the ranks of the civil service 

of Reza Shah's regime -- which w a s  the main force of reform 

and progress in the era known as 1 rani an Modernism. For about 

two decades Eiazargan's preference was to avoid direct 

political activities. He occupied during this period 

important positions in the civil service. Nevertheless he 

always considered it his task to contribute to building his 

society, h i s  main concerns revolving around the issues of 

religious moralism. updating the role and meaning of re l ig ious  

practices through the scientific interpretation of Islam, and 

the development of a civil society's institutions and 

organizations. However, towards the end of the twelve year 

period of relative political freedom that followed Reza Shah's 

abdication (1941-19531, Bazargan's interest  in politics 

increased.  During the period of the National Movement he was 

active in the National Front (NF) led by Prime Minister 

Muhammad Musaddiq. Ouring the process of nationalizing the 
* C 

o i l  industry he was appointed. in 1951. b y  Musaddiq to 

supervise its takeover. I t  was only about a month after the 

1953 royal coup d'état that Bazargan became directly involved 

i n  party politics by founding, along with some other 

collaborators of Musaddiq, the National Resistance Movement 
I 

(NRM) of Iran. In 1955 Bazargan w a s  arrested for the f i r s t  

time and kept in jail for five months. In 1961, with eleven 
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o t h e r  friends (among them A y t  Taliqani and Yadullah Sahabi) 

he founded the Freedom Movement of Iran (FMI) . After nineteen 

months the FMI was proscribed and in January 1963 Bazargan and 

most of  its leaders were thrown i n t o  prison .  Following his 

release three years Later, and throughout the 1970s under the 

autocrat ic  rule of Muhamaiad Reza Shah, Bazargan and his 

political organization, like every other  political movement, 

kept a low profile. Be himself however was actively involved 

in a number of the intellectual movements of the time. With 

the relaxation of political control in the final years of the 

Shah's regime. Bazargztn resumed open political activities with 

the establishment in 1977 of the Socie ty  f o r  the Defence of 

Hurnan Rights .  On t h e  basis of his record of Islamic and 

nationalist activities, BZzargan's appointment by Ayt . 
Khomeini in 1979 as the f i r s t  post-revolution prime rninister 

was well received in a l 1  Iranian political circles .  

As mentioned earlier, during the pre-coup d'état peciod 

Bazargan was more Lnvolved in social and rel igious activities 

than in political ones, even though he was more politically 

active than T a l i q a n i .  During those years. both he and 

Taliqani chose s p i r i  tua1 renewal and self - improvement as the 

methods for reforming Iranian society. l4 Be had no p o l i  tical 

ambition nor did he feel any disposition towards party 

I4 I b i d . ,  p. 74 and pp .  110-112. 
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politics. 4 5 Like al1 religious modernizers and social 

reformers, Bazargan was c r i t i c a l  of many aspects of Iranian 

society and culture. H i s  main goal in pursuing intellectual 

activities was to cleanse the tarnished image of 1 slam held by 

the younger generation. He repudiated superstitions and 

superficial language in order to  prove that  Islam is not 

incompatible with science and progress, in spite of the claims 

put forward by the secular modernizing regime and its Marxist 

opponents. An "original, vital, social and creative Islam,It 

not the "deviant Islam of superst i t ion ,  ritualism, and 

individualism, 4 6  was what Bazargan was trying to present as 

a total way of life, one whlch could meet the needs of modern 

man. His emphasis on Islam as an integral component of  

Iranian nationality was a response to  the powerful socio- 

political current of secular nationalism under the Pahlavi 

regime launched by Riza Shah, as well as to the popular growth 

of Marxis t ideas .(' Bazargant s preoccupation, however , with 
the role of Islam in the socio-political sphere, or more 

generally, in the mundane matters of everyday l i f e ,  remained 

one of the major lines of his thought to the end of h i s  l i f e .  

Bazarg~n started his socio-religious activities when he 

4s Ibid.. pp.  139-141 

Ibid., p .  64. 

I b i d . ,  pp .  116-120. 



joined Kan(rn-i Islam (The Islamic Center) at Ayt. Taliqani's 

invitation. Kmnn-i Islam had no organizatioa, programme, or 

membership: in these respects it was very unlike a political 

organization. Its primary goal was to teach and spread 

religious truth among its audience which included university 

students. military personnel. and civil servants. It was 

basically an expanded and more developed form of ~ ~ i i q a n i  's 

religious meetings, which he had maintained in continuation of 

h i s  father's re l ig ious  activlties. The f i r s t  ar t ic le  t h a t  

Bazargan wrote  af ter h i s  return to Iran was a contribution to 

the Kanon's journal, Dznish &UZ (The Student). I t  was 

entitled "Xadhhab dar Urnpan (Religion in Europe). The title 

is in i tself  a re f lec t ion  o f  Bzzargm's early preoccupation 

with the position of religion in society. At KanUn meetings 

Taligani delivered h i s  sermons on Qur 'an i n t e rp r e t a t i on ,  and 

sometimes university professors, such as Yadullah Sahabi. 

were invited to lecture on the issues and topics  relevant to 

the intellectual needs of the time in order to prove the 

congruity between modern science and Islamic tenets. 

Bazargan's book .lutahharat dar Islam (Purities/Cleanliness in 

1s1a.m)" is a version of one of his lectures delivered in the 

Km(In. In this book he appeals t o  mathematical formulas and 

the laws of chemistry and physics in order t o  prove the 

scientiflc viability of Islamic prescriptions for ablution and 

la Hahdf BBzargZn. M u t d z h a r ~ t  d a r  Islaei (Tehran: n.p. , 
~ 9 4 3 ) .  



143 

other rules on persona1 cleanliness which receive much 

attention in Islamic jurisprudence. Bazargan's attempt at a 

rather scientific rationalization of the Islamic faith and 

rituals, in which there was embedded a criticism of the 

traditional interpretation of Islam, continued for many 

years.e9 hong o t h e r  themes in his writings is h i s  criticisrn 

of certain aspects of Iranian culture and social behaviour 

which he considered as the cause of backwardness and as 

obstacles to progress and freedom.jO Be also tr ied to correct 

the false and superficial image of the West which was then the 

mode1 for Iranians, in order to show them that progress and 

freedom dernand hard work and that they are congruent with 

religious morality too. As he points out, he considered it 

his duty to describe to his people the Europe that he had 

visited. He writes: 

In addition to my professional activities 1 
considered it my most important task to make my 
compatriots understand that the civilized, 
developed. real Europe was not the Europe of the 

l9 See for instance his other publications: Zarfb- i  Tabadul 
Mfym-i MMyat wa Ma 'nawfyat [Coefficient of Conversion Between 
the Material and t h e  Spiritual] (Tehran: Intish~r, 1965): and "Bi 
Nahayat KuchakhaH [The Infinitely Small] (Tehran: Intish~r, 1965). 

See for instance: Fuhsh wa Ta'aruf d a r  Iran 
[Complimentary and Abusive Language i'n Iran] ( N . p . ,  1942); S i r r - i  
'Aqab Uf t ~ d a g l ' - i  Milal -i Musalman [The Secret of the Backwardness 
of the Muslim Nations] (Houston: Book Distribution Center, 1977). 
An English version of  the latter work was first published in 

a. islrunic Rev i ew  (London), June. 1951; revised in the 1960s and 
reprinted in 1977. 



novels and the cinema. Europe had not become 
Europe because of the men's ties and the women's 
lipstick. Europe had spirituality, religion, and 
ideals. Europe was full of activi ty and sacrifice. 
It had righteousness and social s p i r i t . 5 1  

Due to his firm belief in cooperation and organizational work 

as the first step towards a civil society and vital for 

achieving political pluralism, Bazargan became one of the 

leading founding members of Iran's f i r s t  Engineers 

Association. Kan~n-i Muhandisin, in 1942. This was primarily 

a professional association, but after a split in its ranks the 

Iran Party emerged out of the association as a vehicle for 

political action. As the political activities and propaganda 

of the Tudeh Party increased on the campus of Tehran 

University, then the country's only university, some medical 

students founded the first Muslim Students Association at the 

universityts Faculty of Medicine in 1944." i t  aimed at 

disseminating I s l a m i c  teachings through propaganda and 

publication in order to counter the communist effort. The 

Muslim Students Association for its part had no direct 

affiliation to any political organizations, even though some 

of its members were individually active in various political 

associations. Some of them also  attended K8non-i Islam's 

5 1 Bazargan, Mudafi 'at, p .  73. 

'' Interview with * Izzatullüh Sahabi , in: Nasir Harfri , 

a Musahibah ba T e k h s ~ z ~ n - i  Iran [Tehran: 'n. p . ,  1979) , pp. 173-174. 
I D  



lectures. The idea of establishing a Muslim Students 

Association quickly spread into other faculties, notably the 

Faculty of Engineering where Bazargan was the dean. 

Izzatullah Sahabf , the son of Yaddullah Sahabl , also became 
e 

a very active member of the Muslim Students Association. 

During the following decade a number of similar Islamic 

and professional associations were to b e  formed by teachers, 

doctors, and engineers in Tehran and other provinces. None, 

however, became politically significant. Although Bazargan 

was not involved in the establishment of the associations, he 

attended their meetings and delivered lectures on a regular 

basis. He also allocated them a prayer room on the university 

campus. The general atmosphere within Iran's educated class 

in 1941-53 was secular , with Marxis t ideology being 

predominant. The titles of some of T~liqani's e and Bazargan's 

writings during this period reflect their attempt at refuting 

the mandate of Marxist discourse and at providing the Muslim 

intelligentsia with an alternative Islamic ideology. 5 3 

Bazargan' s lectures f slam or Communismn , Vragmatism in 

Islamtt, and ItLabour in Islam, t t S 4  as well as Taliqani's lecture 

s3 Bazargan, Mudafi 'at, pp . 78-89. 

51 Mahdi Bazarg~n, P r ~ g m a t i s m  dar  Islam (n-p., 1944). 
reprinted in idem, Madhhab dar UrupB (Tehran: Intishar, 1964) ; 
idem, Kar dar Islm ( n . p . ,  1946; repr., Houston: Book Distribution 
Center, 1978); idem, tlIslm y3 Kum~nisrn,~~ a speech delivered at the 
Muslim Students' Association in Tehran (1952), printed in his A z  
mudZ Paras t i  ta Xhud Parastf  (Tehran: Intishar, 1952) , pp . 38-68. 
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Wwnetship i n  Islamw which later became an inspiring source 

for students of Islamic economics, paved the way for the 

building of an Islamic agenda which corresponded to the socio- 

his torical agenda of secular ideology: i. e. , scientif ic 

socialism. Although the impact of Muslim 

activities in general and of Muslim student 

particular on Iranian society was only a very 

the pre-coup years, the intellectual and 

experience gained was to prove useful after 

the following decade when many members of 

intellectuals' 

associations in 

marginal one in 

organizational 

the coup and in 

Muslim student 

associations joined the National Resistance Movement, and 

later i n  the  early 1960s when they were recruited by the 

re l ig ious ly  oriented political party founded by Bazargan, 

T~liqanf and S a h ~ b i ,  namely, the Freedom Movement of Iran. The 
* * 

latter was i n  fact to play a significant role at c r u c i a l  

junctures of  modern Iranian history, most notably in the 1979 

Revolution. 

In the 1941-1953 period, Iran's  political scene, which 

lacked established processes and institutions, witnessed a 

variety of alliances between various factions depending on the 

tide of political events. However, the  Tudeh Party and the 

National Front, both seeking social change and fighting 

SS Harf r i ,  Musaibah ba Twikhsazan-i Iran, p .  173; 
Bazargan, Mùdafitat, pp.'123-124.  



conservative resis tance, were the two major popular movements 

to emerge during t h i s  perlod. The Tudeh party's cal1 for a 

national and democratic programme to challenge the political 

order and the power of the state  and i t s  d a i m  to represent 

the interests of the middle  and working classes. won the party 

a growth and popularity unprecedented in Iranian p o l i t i c a l  

history. Nevertheless. i ts  alliance with the Soviet Union, 

its Marxist ideology, plus its role  in the creation of the 

Soviet -backed A z e r b a i d  jan Autonomous Governrnent, caused i ts 

demise and forced i t  underground in 1949. Its reemergence 

during the 1951-53 national democratic rule of Musaddiq . was 

short-lived, once the coup d'êtat engineered by the royalists 

put an end to  the activities of al1 existing political 

parties. 56 

A coalition made up of a wide s e l e c t i o n  of socio- 

political forces representing a broad ideological spectrum 

emerged in 1949 under the name of the National Front." The 

56 For the Tudeh Party see for instance: S. Zabih, The 
Communist Movement in Iran (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1966) : E. Abrahamian. Iran Between Two Revolutions; Khali l  
Maliki , Barkhutd-i 'Aqa' f  d wa Ara', new ed. , with an introduction 
by H. Katouzian and A. Pishdad (Tehran : Nashr-i Markazi, 1 3 7 2 ) .  
The latter work was f i r s t  published in the journal Shahid in 1328; 
a th ird  edition appeared in 1331. 

For a detailed analysis of the structure of the National 
Front see H. Katouzian. Musaddiq and the Struggle for  Power in Iran 
(London: I .B. Tauris, 1990') ; idem, The Poli t i c a l  Economy of Modern 
Iran (London: Macmillan Press. 198 1) ; Susan Siavoshi . Li beral 

a Nationalism fa Iran; the Failure of a Movement (San Francisco and 
London: Wes tview Press, 1990 ) : Fakhreddin Azimi , Iran: The Crisis 



common ground which brought these groups together was their 

appeal ta an Iranian nationalist and anti-imperialist 

identity, a cornmitment to uprooting despotism, and support for 

a form of cons ti tutionalis t government which would bring about 

the rule of law and ensure social reconstruction. 

Three different political stances are distinguishable 

among the religious movements in Iran during this period; the 

conservative position of the clerical class led by Ayatullah 

Muhammad Husayn Bur~jirdi: the pragrnatic position of A y t .  
* a 

Kashanî, the anti-British political activist cleric who 

initially supported the NF and Musaddiq's government in its . 
early years but who finally split from it and joined the 

conservatives in supporting the coup d'gtat of 1953; and the 

more radical and yet smaller group, the Fada'iyan-i Islam, 

whose fundamentalist ideology was to become significant, and 

who advocated a radical understanding of Shi 'ism as a bulwark 

of Iranian nationalism. 5 8 

The political activities of both B~zargan and Taliqani in 

the pre-coup period were rather marginal. Nevertheless during 

of Democracy, 1941-1953 (London: I .B. Tauris, 1989) .  

For A y t .  Kashani and the Fada'iy~n-i Islam see A. 
Ferdows. "Religion in lranian Nationalisd (Ph.D. thesis, Indiana 
University, 1967) ; Yann Richard. "Ayatollah Kashani: Precursor of 
the Islarnic Republic? in Religion and Poli tics in Iran, ed. Nikki 
Keddie (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1983). pp. 101-125. 



the heyday of National Front rule and particularly at crucial 

moments in the history of the National Movement, they sided 

wi th Musaddiq . Although they were religiously inclined , 

politically they sided with the secular wing of the National 

Front. A religiously-oriented political organization as such 

was yet non-existent. They d i d  not follow Kashani in 

withdrawing his support f rom Musaddiq. . Bazargan in particular 

had a close association with Musaddiq's I governrnent. For a 

short period, before being appointed by Musaddiq e as chairman 

of the Provisional Board of Directors of the National Iranian 

Oil Company, Bazargan had worked in the cabinet as the  deputy  

minister of education under Karim Sanjabi , a leading figure in 

the National Front. Bazargan's las t  managerial job before 

1953 was as director of the Tehran Water Organization, 

supervising the installation of Tehran's f irst water-supply 

ne two rk . 59 

On the other hand, Taliqani's . activities during this 

period were primarily religious. He was however involved in 

p o l i t i c s  as a cand idate  i n  the Caspian provinces for election 

to the seventeenth Majlis, an election which was la ter  

cancelled by the government. Both Taliqani and B~zargan were 

a l s o  active members of the National Resistance Movement (NRM) . 

59 For a detailed account of Bazargan* s political activities 
during the pre-coup period see: Saeed Barzin, "Islam in Defence of 
Constitutionalism and Dernocracy: A Political Biography of Iranian 
Ideologue Mehdi Bazargann (Ph.D . thesis, University of Exeter. 
1992): pp. 49-129. 



It was in the first months after the coup d'etat of 1953 

that a group of Musaddiqists, most of them religiously 

oriented, came together and set up the National Resistance 

Movement in order to further the goals of the National 

Movement, the chief of these being the establishment of Iran's 

independence and national sovereignty, the fight against 

corruption and dependency and an end to al1 foreign 

interferencdO The NRM soon found support from the members 

and the affiliated organisations of the NF. The significance 

of the NRM lay not as much in its meager activities during its 

few years of existence under police control, but rather in the 

political position that it ad~pted.~~ At a time when al1 

other factions inside Iran had decided to support the coup 

overtly or tacitly (even the radical position of the Tudeh, 

before it became paralysed, had changed to one of caution and 

quietism), the NRM continued its resistance inside the 

country. Through its publications and declarations, as well 

as in the several demonstrations that it organized, the NRM 

protes ted agains t the lack of democratic f reedom and most 

particularly against off icial  censorship, rigged elections and 

martial Law. Its position was based on defence of the 

constitution and the democratic rights of the nation enshrined 

Asnad-i Nahda t -i Muqavirna t-1 Mil lf -1 Iran : Safahatf az 
T ~ r f k h - i  Mu %sir-f I?an [Documents of the National LResls tance 
Movement of I +an: Some pages f rom Contemporary 1 ranian H i s  tory1 
(Tehran: Nahdat-i Azadi-i Iran, 1 9 8 4 ) .  vol .  5 ,  p .  257. . 

For the activities of the NRM see ibid. , pp. 254-293. 
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in it. This contributed greatly to bringing the regime's 

legitirnacy into question. In one of the NRM's off ic ia l  

statements, the shah was directly accused of having 

"transgressed his constitutional powers . t t 6 2  Among the themes 

of the NRM's ideology were: a nationalism of an anti-colonial 

nature ; s truggle agains t foreign domination; a demand for 

democratfc freedoms; and popular sovereignty. 

~lthough 1 ran had never been colonized, the conf lict with 

Britain over the issue of nationalization of oil provoked 

feelings of 1 ranian pat riot ism. The emphasis on national 

identity was coloured by the anti-colonialist and non- 

alignment movements in the Third World during the post-World 

War II period. The NRM in particular viewed its own 

opposition to the Iranian government, which was seen by many 

as an instrument for implementing the wishes and policies of 

foreign powers, as being in line with the nationalist and 

anti-colonial rnovements in several Muslim countries, 

especially Egypt . Algeria and Iraq. 63 Bes ides emphatically 

and repeatedly demanding free elections, the NRM's ideology 

was directly insp ired  by and identified itself with the 

ideals of the Constitutional Revolutfon. The contribution of 

Asn~d-i Nahda t- i  Muqavfmat-i Millj -1 Iran: Hadj th- i  
Muqavimat (Tehran: Nalidat-i A z ~ d i - i  Iran, 1365/1986) vof. 1, p .  
I l 4  . . 

l3 AsnBd-i Nahdat-f MuqBvimat-i Milli-f frm: Safabat az 
Tarfkh-i Mu'Bsir-2 Trh, vol. 5 ,  pp. 24, 157. 
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these currents of ideas and political events to the 

development of Bazargan's political thought was later 

manifested in the ideology of the Freedom Movement of f ran. 

In s p i t e  o f  the fact the founders of the NRM were nationalist 

Musaddiqists with religious inclinations. and despite the fact 

that some religious groups like the Susy~listha-i Khudaparast 

(The Movement of God-Worshipping ~ocialists)~~ had joined the 

movement, the religious elernent in the ideological and 

intellectual structure of the MW was not predominant. 

Religion and politics were i n  fact kept apart as much as 

possible. Nevertheless in the following decade the Islamic 

activism of high ranking members of the NRM like Bazargan, 

Taliqani. and others, converged with their political 

activities in the Freedom Movement. In 1955 Bazargan and some 

other members of the NRM were arrested and imprisoned for a 

few months. The final dernise of the NFW, however , occurred in 

1957 when i ts top leadership, including Bazargan. Taliqani and 
* 

Sahabi ,  as well as the members of i t s  Mashhad branch including 
*. 

Muhammad Taqi Shari'ati and his son Ali Shari'ati. were 
* 

arrested and imprisoned for about eight months. After that 

the NRM had no public activity. From then until the early 

1960s when Iranian politics enjoyed a short liberalization, 

Bazargan's political activities were of a l o w  profile. In the 

post-coup period he also wrote a relatively srnall number of 

'' For more information on this group see Chehabi, Iranian 
Poli tics and Religious Modernism, pp.  113-114, 
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books and pamphlets, basically revisions of his previous 

lectures. The major theme addressed in them was that of the 

signif icance of social laws , a ref lection of Bazargan's 

attempt to defend political and civil liberties against the 

lawlessness of the arbitrary power of the tyrannical state. 6 5 

Be also developed the thesis that Lranian society, due to 2500 

years of despotism. has lost its capacity for democracy, an 

institution which requires tolerance, compromise and 

cooperat ion. Thus,  appropriate social and political education 

is prerequisite to any meaningful political action. 16 

The second form of political activity in which Bazargan 

engaged was his participation in the Freedom Movement of Iran 

(FMI). whose ideology reflected his own p o l i t i c a l  thought and 

discourse on many points. In the early 1960s. at the  height 

of the government's liberalization policy, the National Front 

was recons tituted as the Second National Front, NF(1I) by the 

NRM's leaders who had been freed from prison, and by other 

leading nationalist figures and collaborators of Musaddiq. 6'1 
* 

A few months later, conflict within the NF(1I) sur faced  when 

6s See for instance: Mahdi Bazargan. Rah-I Tay Shudah 
(Tehran: Kannn-i Ma' rifat ,  132?/1947; repr .  with ' extensive 
revisions, 1334/1955). 

66 Mahdl B~zargan. ' ishq wa Paras tish (Tehran: Sipihr  . 
l33S/i956). 

'' Katouzian, Musaddiq and the Struggle for Power in Iran, 
chapter 16. 
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its radical wing. most notably the former NRM elements, 

decided to reconstitute themselves as a party. Nevertheless, 

as the contemporary literature on the event indicates, the 

disintegration of the NF(II) was due more to disagreements 

over structural and strategic issues than religious 

motivations. Bazargan, Y. Sahabi and Taliqanf , however , 

aimed at establishing a political party with an I s l a m i c  

ideology. Bazargan recalls that in spite of the fact that his 

group shared many goals in common with the NF(II), such as 

protecting the sovereignty and independence of the country and 

the freedom of its people, they had different motivations. Ne 

writes: " . . . for  u s ,  for many of our friends.. . there could be 
no motivation other than religious belief and the tenets of 

Islam. . . . for us [Islam] was the basic motivation of our 

social and political activism. ltb9 Finally , in early 1961, the 

three men joined forces and founded the Freedom Movement of 

Iran (FMI) .'O The PMI, however. considered itself  part of the 

National Movement , and informed i ts  leader-in-exile of the 

event. In h i s  reply Musaddiq t gave h i s  blessing and support. 

The executive cornmittee of the party consisted of 

For a detailed analysis of the NF( II) and the separation 
of its radical wing see Chehabi, Iranian P o l i t i c s  and Religlous 
Modernism, pp . 143-153. 

69 BBzargan, Mudzfi 'at, p .  207. 

I b i d .  pp.  207-208. 



Bazargan, Y .  Sahabi, Rahlm '~ta'i, and A y t .  Taliqani whose . 
membership in a p o l i t i c a l  party was a novel act for a member 

of the clergy. At the inaugural meeting of the F M ,  Bazargan 

enumerated the reasons for founding a new party. Besides his 

criticism of the performance of the existing parties including 

the NF(L1). and especially their lack of organizational 

discipline, programme and political vigour and the obvious 

dissatisfaction that Pranians felt  with their efforts, his 

other argument reflects his earlier conviction regarding the 

necessity of organizational and cooperative effort in 

overcoming interna1 and external oppression, and Iran's 

weakness and failure in this respect. The four basic 

principles of the party were a reflection of its concern t o  

distinguish itself f rom other nationalist forces ; these 

principles describe its members as being Muslim, Iranian, 

constitutionalist , and Musaddiqist . A fuller exposition of 
I 

these principles follow, for they indicate B~zargan's 

political mindset. which in itself mirrors his perception of 

dernocracy. 

1. We are Muslims, but not in the sense of 
considering prayers and fasting our only duties. 
Rather, our entry into politics and social activism 
was prompted by Our national duty and rel igious 
obligations. We do not consider religion and 
politics separate, and regard serving the 
people. . . an ac t of worship . We recognize f reedom 
as a primary divine gift and its achievement and 



keeping are for us an Islamic tradition and a 
hallmark of Shi'ism. We are Muslims in the sense 
that we believe in the principles of justice. 
equality, sincerity, and other social and humane 
dut ies  b e f o r e  they were proclaimed by the French 
Revolution and the Charter of the United Nations. 

2. We are Iranians but  do not daim that Pranians 
are superior to other peoples* Our love for Iran 
and our nationalism imply no racial fanaticism, and 
are on the contrary based on an acceptance of our 
own shortcomings and honouring of others ' virtues 
and rights. We insist on Our country's standing 
and independence but are not opposed to contact 
with other nations, [as we live] in an 
[increasingly interdependentlworld. 

3. We respect the franian Constitution as an 
i n t e g r a l  whole, and will not accept that fts basic 
principles, namely the freedom of thought, press, 
and reunions . the independence of judges , the 
separation of powers. and finally honest elections 
be forgotten and sacrificed, whereas minor details 
and misinterpreted legal  formalities occupy the 
major role. resulting in the abrogation of national 
sovereignty and the rule of law. 

4 .  We are Mosaddeqists and regard Mosaddeq as one 
of the great servants of Iran and the East, .... 
We honor Mosaddeq as the only head of government in 
Iran's history who was truly chosen and loved by 
the majority of the people, who acted in a 
direction desired by the people, enabling him to 
establish bonds between the rulers and the ruled 
and explain the true meaning of government and thus 
achieve the greatest success in Iran's r cent 
history. namely the victory over colonialism. fi 

Of the four principles in this rnanifesto, the first, L e .  

emphasis on Islamic identity, and the thfrd, i.e. cornmitment 

72 Asnad-i Nahdat-1 &adj4  Iran: S a f a h ~ t i  az  T m k h - i  
Mu %sir4 , Jaraym-i Ta ' s fs- i  Nahdat-f Àz&di-1 Iran, vol. 1, 
(1982)' pp. 17-18, quoted and triinslated in Chehabi, Iranian 
Poli tics and Religious Modemism. p .  158. The italics are ours. 
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to a constitutional and democratic form of government, have 

proven to be the most important and the most persistent 

characteristics of the FMI up until the present day. These 

two elements remained predominant in the dfscourse of 

Bazargan. the primary ideologue and the outstanding figure of 

F M .  The other two  , though integral  elements of FMI ideology , 

were more t ime-bound and their importance diminished gradually 

alongside the declining fervour of the National Movement. 

Besides being their source of motivation for political 

activism, Islam was appealed to by the FMI as an indispensable 

elernent of the lranian social identity. Thus. the use of what 

might b e  called religious symbolism became more frequent. 

Islamic language, i. e . Qur ' anic verses and quotat ions f rom the 
sayings of the Prophet and the Imams were used in their 

communiqués and publications. Also, emphasis was placed on 

religious holy days. and on a f e w  but important occasions the 

FMI sided with the r e l i g i o u s  establishment or received their 

support in its opposition to the Pahlavi regime. Bazargan and 

Taliqani were both convinced that Islam inherently opposes 

tyranny and endorses social democratic norms. Their 

interpretat ion of Islam was a constitutional and democratic 

one. Frequent references in FMI documents to the 

Cons t i t u t i o n a l  Revolution, and particularly to the role of 

A y t .  Na'inl. reveal their source of inspiration and their 

overall perception of cons titutionalism, democracy and Islam. 



The FMI commitment to  constitutional and democratic 

government and its cal1 for the rule of law, which indeed 

echoes t h e  political demands of the constitutional era. should 

be unders tood against the background of the political practice 

of the time. L e D  the arbitrary lawlessness o f  the goverment 

and the Shah's violation of the constitution. 13 The FMI 

regarded it as its prirnary duty to attempt: 

to revive the constitution and to establish the 
rule of  1aw i n  order to determine the limits and 
the responsibilities of the various [government] 
powers so as to safeguardflthe true government o f  
the people  for the people. 

Considering the implementation o f  the constitution, whatever 

its content, as being equal to democracy and in accordance 

with Islamic princ ip les ,  the FMI repeatedly and c o n s i s t e n t l y  

referred t o  d i f f erent  articles i n  t h i s  document and made i t  

the supreme source and main frame of reference for its 

interpretation of  democracy. This expla ins  why the FMI had 

such high praise for Musaddiq . as the defender of democracy and 

why i t o f  f i c i a l l y  associated its very exis tence  with h i s  name. 

I t  should b e  restated that the FMI and its ideologues had the 

experient i a l  background of the Nat ional Front and the National 

Resistance Movement. both of which grew out of parliamentary 

democracy as organizational representat ives of the popular 

73 I b i d . ,  p p .  133-156 and pp.  95-103. 

74 I b i d . , p . 2 5 .  
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National Movement, which airned at regulating the arbitrary 

rule of the goverment and at safeguarding the implementation 

of the constitutional rights of the nation. This sheds light, 

as will be explained later. on why Bazargan's perception of 

democracy resembles. at least in its principles .  that which 

his predecessors had expressed at the beginning of the century 

in the form of the first Iranian constitution. For Bazargan 

the existence and exercise of political freedom was the main 

element of democracy and its denial gave him the incentive to 

engage in political ac t ion  and oriented his political 

discourse .  

In the early 1960s the FMI opposed the Shah's "White 

Revolution'' which it considered an impractical programme f o r  

Iran.  developed by the autocratic modernizing ruler at the  

request of his foreign allies. Tt also openly and severely 

criticized the Shah's suppression of the u p r i s i n g  of June 1963 

led by A y t  . Khomeini . Consequent ly the leading members of the 

FMI were arrested. Taliqani and Bazargan were sentenced to . 
ten years' imprisonment. Bazargan used the occasion of his 

trial to condemn the absolutist monarchy of the Pahlavi 

regime, accusing it of tyranny and despotism. His defense 

s tatement, which was later published, includes  his mos t 

comprehensive and systematic argument against tyranny and i n  
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support of democratic and constitutional rule. " This 

document indicates how Bazargan had been inspired by Ayt  . 
Na'ini's refutation of despotism and defense of 

constitutionalism. B~zargan goes on to enumerate the 

disadvantages of despotism, showing his debt to Na'ini when he 

adopts the latter's logic  and interpretation of the Qur'an and 

sunnah to demonstrate that tyranny is an affront to God. I t  

is b u t p a r a s t f  (idolatry) and shirk (polytheism) and thus has 

grave consequences for the morals of the indfvidual and 

society .'' Bazargant s condemnation of absolute rule and its 

incompatibility with the rule of God remains one of the most 

consistent lines in his political thought. It is also a clear 

example of h i s  politicization of certain Xslamic tenets. 

Bazargan turns to religious argument in order to a p p e a l  to the 

Musiim community to resist despotism. Referring to Qur'anic 

stories about how a l 1  the prophets fought against the tyrants 

of their age. Bazargan concludes that religion is by nature 

'j Mahdi Bazargan. Mudafi ' ~ t  d a r  D~dgah-i Ghayr-i Salih-i 
Ta j d z d - i  Nazar-i  Nizmf [Defense Before the Illegitirnate Military 
Court of Appeals] (Bellville, Illinois: Nahdat-i kadi-i Iran 
Kharij az Kishwar. 1978). 

B~zargan's defense consists of  two parts. The first part 
includes h i s  p o l i t i c a l  autobiography and a defense of the political 
ideas and activities of the PMI. This part, which he delivered 
orally to  the court was first published in Tehran in 1964. The 
second part, which includes his ideas regarding tyranny and 
absolute monarchy, he was not permitted to read out loud at his 
trial. However, a full and critically edited version of the defense 
was published in the United States in 1971 and reprinted in 
i356/l9?8. 

Bazargan, Mudafi'at. p p .  294-295,  p .  305; idem. A f ~ t - 1  
%whfd (Houston: Book Distribution Center, l3W/19?9) , pp. 34-40. 
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against tyranny, which is the subordination of people to the 

rule of someone other than God: 

Religion and despotism have never been compatible. 
An ongoing contradiction and conflict exists 
between the two. Neither can God permit the 
obedience of one man to another nor can despotic 
rulers and tyrants accept the subordination and 
subrnission of people to the vyle and interests of 
anyone other than themselves. 

Bazargan asserts that religion Ln general and Islam in 

particular has always been the only haven and refuge of people 

from absolutism. In this respect,  however. Shi'ism, in 

historical perspective, scores far b e t t e r  than Sunni Islam. 

For i t  at least never yielded to the autocratie rule of 

caliphs or kings. Besides. the existence of the  institution 

of marja '4 t a q l i d  in Shi'ism, which is independent o f  the 

political establishment but very dependant  on the masses, 

financially and otherwise, gives it a democratic quality. 7 8 

Here, Bazargan is confusing the freedom of choosing a 

religious authority with that of choosing a political 

authority .  Morover, it indicates that he looked for a 

religious justification and precedent for a people's right t o  

choose. B~zargsn's view of absolute rule and its 

incompatibility with Islam is consistent with his pre- and 

- - -  

TT Bazargan, Mudafi 'at, pp. 288-259.  

I b i d . , p p . 2 5 5 - 2 5 8 .  



post-revolutionary discourse. Once again, in the 1980s when 

the wilayat-f faqih theory of Islamic goverment was 

consolidated by the ruling clergy, Bazargan appealed to the 

same line of argument and t o  Na'ini's book in refuting 

despotism in its worst forrn, L e .  religious despotism. He 

vehemently criticized the use of divine attributes and 

dazzling religious titles to describe political off i c i a l s ,  

most of  whom were members of t h e  c l ergy ,  and particularly if 

they were considered, as they themselves would have it , to be 

the deputies of Cod, the Prophet and the Imams. Thus to 

o p p o s e  them would have been equivalent t o  opposing God. By 

comparing this combination of political and religious 

authority in the lslamic Republic to the p r a c t i c e  of the 

medieval Catholic Church, Bazargan concludes that under such 

conditions the nation would never enjoy its due rights, nor 

would f reedom, progress and prosperity ever  survive. He 

appeals to  t h e  Qur'an and prophetic traditions to  show that 

Islam is incompatible w i t h  tyrannical r u l e .  whether it be that 

of  pharaohs, emperors, modern secular monarchs or any other 

autocratic ruler a c t i n g  in the name of God. 79 

Opposing d e s p o t i s m  on every front ,  Bazargan draws 

attention to the way in which it harms the dignity of  the 

--- 

''  ahd di BazargBn, Win w a  Âz8di .  Il in h i s  B~zyabi-i 
A r z f  shha, 3 vo l s .  (Tehran: Naraqi, l364/l985-6 ; repr. 19??) , pp. 
78-79. 
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individual character. Despotism is "the mother of a l1  

e v i l s n 8 '  and causes the greatest damage to spirituality by 

destroying the individual. Since it is based on deceit and 

d u p l i c i t y .  it creates corruption and dishonesty. Those who 

live under despotic rule  suffer humiliation and loss  of self 

respect and develop a servile character. In a s o c i e t y  ruled 

by despotism. humanity, decency, independence. innovation and 

belief in progress are destroyed by the deceit of tyranny, 8 1 

whereas under a dernocratic regime, or a true Islamic 

government as it was once correctly put into practice by Imam 

A l i ,  the individual's character is considered worthy of 

respect. 

Beyond the moral damage that it entails. despotism is the 

source of al1 social corruption. Bazargan enurnerates and 

explains in detail a number of i t s  destructive consequences, 

among them: dissemination of individual and public insecurity 

and mistrust; a weakening of the spirit of social cooperation, 

tolerance and s o l i d a r i  ty upon which democracy is founded ; 

social and political instabi lity encouraging colonial in teres t  

and subordination to foreign r u l e .  Despotism is by nature 

Bazargan, Mudafi ' ~ t ,  p. 271. 

Ibid.. p p .  260-281; Mahdi Bazargan. Musalman-i fjtimati 
wa Musalman-i Jahanf (Tehran: Intishar, 1344 ; repr. , Houston: Book 
Distribution Center, 1356/1978), pp. 43-44. 
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against developrnent and is the chief enemy of freedom. 8 2 

In his analysis of despotism, Bzzargan compares it t u  the 

rule of l a w  and democracy, and tries t o  explain why the latter 

has never taken m o t  in Iranian society, whereas despotism has 

had a long history in the country. l 3  Three causes are 

identified. In the f i r s t  place there is the historfcal fact 

that the land of  Iran has, since ancient times, 

frequently been invaded by her neighbours, who imposed 

violence and despotism in order  to maintain their ru le .  

Second there is the fact that the inhospitable geographical 

conditions keep small villages apart and scattered al1 over 

the count ry .  This does n o t  allow for close relations or easy 

communication between them, or even the urban growth which in 

turn would encourage the development of c i v i l  institutions 

independent of  the ruler.  Such institutions are vital to the 

evolution of dernocracy on a larger scale. This explains why 

most 1 ranians are individualisti c rather than communaI,istic 

and are no t  used to cooperation and consultation. To these 

two causes there should be added a th i rd :  i e  the fact that 

Iranian socie ty i s  predominantly an agricul tural socie ty 

surviving in an inhospitable and harsh setting. with al1 the 

BI Bazargan, MudHfi 'at. pp. 237-245. 260-268, 281-294. 

83 This theme i s  d e a l t  with in  his MudHfi 'Zt and in more 
detail in his Sazigarf-i Irani (Tehran, 1343; repr.,  Houston: Book 
Distribution Center , 1357/1979) . 



attendant cultural and social ef fects that these conditions 

would have on a people's mentality and way of life. For 

instance. control over limited water resources was one of the 

factors in the creation and acceptance of despotism. These 

were just some of the cultural and historical reasons for the 

failure of democracy in Iran and her surrender to despotism. 84 

Nevertheless, B~zargan did not relent in his attacks on the 

latter nor did he give up hope that if the rule of law were 

established, and the people given the opportunity to 

part icipate in decis ion making. then I ranians would also enjoy 

the prosperity and development of a modern. democratic, 

civilized nation. O this reason he insists in his writings 

on static observance of the constitution, according to which 

the monarch should reign. not rule. and on the people's 

representatives to the national parliament being elected 

through a f ree plebisci te ." In this argument Bazargan has 

attempted a discussion of necessary means and conditions for 

the development of democracy, having it in mind to show the 

reasons that have led to the absence of a spirit of civil 

society, His speculations. though anthropologically 

interesting, are neither theoretically sound nor historically 

defendable. Yet they are significant in that they show that 

he did not consider religion to be a contributing factor in 

Bazargan, Mudafl'at, pp.  101, 132-135, 333-334.  



t h e  acceptance of despotism b y  1 ranians. 

Although Bazarg~n's argument against tyranny was 

o r i g i n a l l y  prepared for h i s  trial defence and was thus very 

circums tant ial , the main line of hi s  argument, particularly on 

t h e  incompat ib i l i ty  of Islam with despotism in any form. 

persisted in h i s  political discourse  under both the Pahlavi 

and the Ïslarnic regimes for  about h a l f  a century. However, 

the main thrust o f  his political message, at least a t  this 

stage, did not go beyond the refutation of despotism, which i n  

the  Pahlavi era was synonymous wi th  the  institution of 

monarchy. Nor d i d  his defense of democracy amount to anything 

more than preserving c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  parlfarnentarism as 

exp la ined  i n  the f i r s t  Iranian c o n s t i t u t i o n  and pract ised 

during t h e  short period of Musaddiq's e government. He refuted 

despotism i n  terms o f  its social  and moral consequences. 

The mil i tary  tribunal referred to earlier sentenced both 

Taliqani and Bazargan in 1963 t o  ten years' imprisoment each. 

Bszargan was released a f t e r  serving three years .  After his 

release, the p o l i t i c a l  condit ions  of the tirne forced him t o  

keep a low p u b l i c  p r o f i l e ,  at least u n t i l  1976-1977 when the  

p o l i t i c a l  openness o f  the l a s t  years of the Shah's reign 

brought him back onto the scene. In 1978 he founded the 

Iranian Commit tee for the befense  o f  Freedom and Human Rights 

and finally in 1979 was appointed by A y t  . Khomeini t o  serve as 
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the prime minister of the Islamic Revolutionary Provisional 

Goverment. Nevertheless, throughout the period 1966-1979 

Bazarg~n was i n t e l l e c t u a l l y  active. Although he did not 

associate himself with the activities of the hsayniyah-i  . 
Irshad, the most active intellectual centre of the period, he 

nevertheless published some fourteen books and pamphlets. The 

most important and the best political work among these was his 

book entitled Bi 'that wa fdi ' u l l ~ z h f  (Prophetic Mission and 

Ïdeology) published in 1 9 6 6 . ~ ~  The book reflects the typical 

intellectual concern of the pre-1979 era. i . e . .  polemical 

ideological dialogue. The pre-1979 era was an era of 

ideological conflict as the opposition attempted to elaborate 

ideological cons t ructs as theoretical bases for their 

political struggle against the regime. In particular, the 

relative success of the armed struggle of the Marxist guerilla 

organization Fadz'iyan-i Khalq motivated Muslim intellectuals 

to construct an Islamic ideological alternative. it is in the 

light of this intellectual climate that the works of franian 

Muslim intellectuals, especially those of BHzargan and 

Shari'ati, should be evaluated. 

In Bi ' t h a t  wa Ïdi ' u l ~ z h f .  Bazargan deals with a body of 

political ideas which he selected and brought together from 

the arguments contained in traditional Islamic, modernist and 

86 Mahdi Bazarg~n , Bi ' tha t wa i d i  'ul mhf  (Mashhad : Tulu ' , 
1345/1966). 
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liberal discourse. With them he constructs an fslamic 

ideology which he insists is indispensable for any uprising or 

attempt at national liberation. " Trying to convince his 

audience that each nation should find the ideology that best 

suits it and then operate accordingly. B~zargan contends that 

Islamic ideology is the most appropriate for those Pranians 

who do not want to borrow or to imitate foreign ideologies or 

çchools of thought ." Islamic ideology is the best because 

it is a divine ideology based on the prophetic mission of the 

Prophe t  Muhammad. . and is thus more comprehensive than other 

man-made ideologies, and eternally valid .89 The main elements 

of Bazargants effort to create a harmonious political 

ideology, one which reflects his attempt at reconciling 

rslamic teachings with the democratic theory of government. 

wi11 be examined here. His ideas in this respect wi11 be 

cross-checked with both his p r e -  and post-revolutionary 

writings in order to examine thern for the presence or lack of 

consistency in his views regarding the compatibility of  Islam 

with democracy. 

For BZzargBn, as for the FMI and other  Shi'ite Muslim 

intellectuals, religion and p o l i t i c s  could not be separated. 

Living as they d i d  i n  an age when the state  has developed into 

87 ibid., p. 80. 

Ibid., p. 80. 

l9 I b i d . .  p p .  80-89. 



an institution that actively interferes in almost al1 aspects 

of people's lives, political abstinence on the part of Muslims 

was seen as no longer being justified. As a matter of fact 

the necessity of a Muslim presence in politics was the 

lei tmotiv of Bazargan and his colleagues in founding the Wf . 
According to B ~ z a r g ~ n .  Islam, unlike Christ ianity, f rom its 

very beginning preached matters of faith and of social and 

poli tical action concurrently. The Qur 'an and the traditions 

of the Prophet and the Imams are full of political teachings. 

This is particularly true of Shi'ism whose entire history is 

the s tory  of political resistance against despotism, a 

resistance which will continue u n t i l  the reappearance of the 

twelfth Imam and the establishment of his legitimate r u l e .  

Islam is anything but apolitical: indeed the issues of 

government and authority (wflgyat) have long been of major 

concern to Muslims. Their participation in social and 

political affairs and in choosing a leader has been urged and 

put on an equal. or even higher footing than fasting and 

gwayer . jO Bazargan however emphasizes that al though in Islam 

the temporal and religious realms are not separated, their 

relationship is not entirely a reversible one. Religion 

should interfere in and direct al1 aspects of the lives of 

Muslims. including socio-political affairs, and yet politics 

Ibid., p p .  77-78. Here Bazarg~n is very much inf luenced 
by ~aydarquli Qalamdaran' s work Huk~ma t dar Islam (Tehran: Mihr 
A ' f r i .  n.d.1, to which he refers repeatedly in his t e x t .  
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should never interfere with religion, for this would lead to 

polytheism. R e l i g i o n  determines the goals and the main 

princ ip les  of the s ta te  ," whereas religion should never be 

manipulated by politicians in pursuit of their worldly aims. 9 2 

Bazargan developed and expressed his ideas in a state which 

was largely in secular hands and which from time t o  time 

exploited the religious sentiments of the nation in order to 

suppress its non-religious political opponents, e .g , ,  the 

Marxists. On the other hand the religious leaders were 

themselves largely apoli tical and somewhat resigned to 

developrnents in p u b l i c  l i f e .  This  p o l i t i c a l  apathy began w i t h  

A y t .  '~bdulkarirn EIa'iri Yazdi ( d .  1937) a t  the time o f  Reza 

Shah, and continued under his successor Ayt. Burajirdf (d. 

1961) . Politically minded and articulate 'ulama ' were scarce 

during the Pahlavi era and those who entered p o l i t i c s  did so 

only on an individual b a ~ i s . ' ~  BBzargBn, as pofnted o u t  

earl ier ,  was himself critical of quietism on the part of the 

91 Mahdi Bazargan. ~Yarz-f Mfyan-i D f n  wa U n U r - i  I j t f m ~ ' f  
(Houston: Book Distribution Center, 135511976) , p p .  28-34.  The book 
c o n s i s t s  o f  a lecture delivered in Tehran in  1341. 

92 Ibid.. p .  29,  p .  33 .  

93 Bes ides  Ayt . Taliqani and A y t  . Khomeini, BBzargan refers 
t o  t w o  other  clerics of an earlier period who had exceptionally 
turned t o  writing on social issues. namely, Sayyid Asadullah 
Khariqani ( d .  1936) and Shaykh Wammad Ichalisizadah ( d .  1963) . 
(see for example i b i d . ,  pp. 8-12) . For detailed'information on the 
latter two and the nature o f  their religio-polit ical  position see 
Said Amir Arjomand "Ideologtcal Revolution in Çhitism," in S A .  
Arjornand. ed. . Authority and Poli t i c a l  Cul ture in Shi 'isn ( A l b a n y :  
State  University of New York Press, 1 9 8 8 ) .  pp. 184-191. 
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'ulama ' . Re repeatedly urged them to become politically 

active. Nevertheless, B~zargan was quick to warn against the 

danger of the clergy merely assuming that their privileged 

religious s ta tus  guaranteed them the right to interfere in 

politics . j4  This was an issue that he had to address directly 

about twenty years later in his criticism of the activities of 

the clergy in the fslamic Republ ic  of Iran. When responding 

to the allegations made against them by the religious class. 

L e .  that they advocated the separation of religion and 

politics, B~zargan  and his fellow FMI leaders had to restate 

the ra i son  d ' ê t r e  of the  organization, L e .  tha t  of 

establishing a political party with religious ideology, but 

they s t i l l  had to make it clear that in their view politics 

was subordinate to r e l i g i o n  ( d j y a n a t )  but not to  the clergy 

( r ~ h ~ n f  ya t )  .'' Even in h i s  pre-revolut ionary works . Bazargan 

criticized the fuqaha' for their exclusive preoccupation with 

islamic jurisprudence ( f i q h )  and for giv ing  P t  undue 

prominence at the cost of neglecting other aspects of Islam. 

H e  considered t h i s  development to be one of the reasons behind 

the general decadence of fslamic society; thus the blame for 

the  separation of r e l i g i o n  frorn politics could be laid at the 

feet of Muslims themselves and not, as was widely believed, at 

9 4  I b i d .  

95 Bazargan, "Ibrahim. Imam wa Ummat,tt in his Bzzy~bi-i 
A r z f  shhz, p p .  336-337. 



those of foreigners and their allies. 9 6 

Following the traditional line of Islamic political 

discourse, Bazargan begins his discussion in Bi 'that wa 

Ïdi 'uluzhj by emphasizing the importance of government as a 

means of maintaining order and law and of managing the affairs  

of society. He provides ample references to the Qur'an, to 

the traditions of the Prophet and the Imams,and to historical 

events such as Imam Ali's conflict with the Kharijites in 

arguing that Islam acknowledges the inevitable need for 

government and commands man to establish God's government on 

earth. This ideal state is based on lslamic ideology, which 

in its turn is based on divine law and the democratic 

participation of the people .$' Divine law guarantees man's 

salvation. He emphasizes that 

in divine ideology God is the primordial and 
eternal law- giver and no one, neither the sultan, 
nor the people, nor any group of the latter, 
whether through referenda or o t h ~  similar 
mechanisms, has the right to make laws. 

Here, potential conflict arises between. on the one hand. the 

96  ahd di Bazargan, Si rr-i 'Ayab  Uf t ~ d a g f  -i Milal -i Musalman 
(Houston: Book Distribution Center, 1356/1977), pp. 23-28. 

j7 Bzza rg~n ,  Bi ' tha t  wa f d i  ' u l ~ z b f .  p p .  108-120. 

j8 I b i d . ,  p .  100. 



absolute authority of God as the main la~-~iver,'~ and on the 

other hand, the democratic participation of the people. For 

Bazargan. t h i s  is not incompatible with progressive 

ideological governments of modern times. ''O ~ i s  solution is 

similar to what the constitutionalist 'ulama' had proposed. 

The divine law determines the principal rules that govern the 

Muslim community. The l eg i s la t ive  activity of the people is 

limi ted to the irnplementation of these basic rules in everyday 

l i f e .  and to l e g i s l a t  ing secondary and executive laws . Pn 

the absence of the Prophet and the Imams, the legitimacy of 

the Içlarnic s ta t e  is based on the notion of wilayat, which 

for  Bazargan meant the  delegat ion of authori ty from the p e o p l e  

t o  their representatives. ' O 2  1 t is the people themselves who 

must choose the government, whereas the government, on behalf 

of the p e o p l e ,  is responsible for carrying out the task that 

has been entrusted to it. This is the meaning of w i l ~ a t ,  

ensuring that "the Islamic s ta te  is a perfect democratic state 

or a government of the people. t, 103 

Bazargan continues by pointing out that the role of the 

99 I b i d . ,  p p .  101-102. 

' O o  I b i d . ,  p .  105. 

l o i  I b i d . ,  p .  100. p .  109; Bazargan, "franwa Islam." in hi s  
~ a z y ~ b j  -i Arzishha, p .  232. 

' O 2  Bazargan. Bi ' t h a t  wa Ïdi ' u l t k d z f ,  p .  108, 115-116, 159. 
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p e o p l e  i s  no t  l i m i t e d  t o  choosing a g o v e r m e n t .  Rather. i n  a 

true and perfect democratic state,  pub l i c  participation 

continues in the process  of decis ion-maki ng through 

supervision of  t h e  g o v e r m e n t ' s  a c t i v i t i e s . l o 4  Th i s  Bazargan 

c o n s i d e r s  t o  be  the right of the people ,  which i s  recognized 

i n  Islam by the Qur'anic injunction of mashwarah 

( c o n s u l t a t i o n )  and p r o p h e t i c  p r a c t i c e  and s t a t e m e n t s .  105 H~ 

c i t e s  the  famous v e r s e s :  "And those who answer the cal1 of  

their Lord and e s t a b l i s h  worship ,  and whose affairs are a 

ma t t e r  o f  c o u n s e l ,  and who spend of what We have bestowed on 

them" ( 4 2 :  3 8 ) ;  and "... pardon them and ask forgivness f o r  

them and consult with them upon t h e  conduct  o f  a f f a i r s .  And 

when thou art resolved, t h e n  pu t  thy trust i n  

A l l a h  . . . " (  3 : E g ) .  According to Bazargan these verses indicate 

the  solidarity and coope ra t i on  t h a t  are expected of the 

Islamic community i n  managing i ts  a f f a i r s .  Arguing f o r  the 

general a p p l i c a b i l i t y  of t h i s  d i rect  d i v i n e  r u l e ,  Bazargan 

mainta ins  that i f  t h e  Prophet h i m s e l f ,  who was a genius  o f  h i s  

t ime , was commanded to c a r  ry o u t  d e c i s i o n s  through 

consultation, t h i s  is a l1  the more so imperative f o r  rulers  

who do not enjoy d i v i n e  i n s p i r a t i o n .  'O6 From these verses he 

also concludes  that t h e  counsellors are meant to be ordinary 

Iû4 f b i d . .  p .  143. 

'Os f b i d .  , pp. 143-144.  

'O6 I b i d . .  p .  145. 



average members of the community, and not necessarily of the 

élite as some interpreters have suggested .107 Several 

examples of Imam Ali's and Prophet  Muhammad's experiences of 

consultation on important occasions are mentioned to show how 

they surrendered t o  the view o f  the majorfty, d e s p i t e  t h e  fact 

that it may have contradicted their personal opinions.  

Bazargan extends and emphasizes the consultat ive role of 

the people in opposing or disrniss ing the imam or the leader of 

the community. In other words he refers to the principles  of  

ijma' and bay'ah as practised in early Islam. ln support of 

this v iew,  which sonehow j u s t i f i e s  the principle, though not 

necessarily the  r e s u l t s ,  of the  practice of the early Muslirns 

in choosing the Prophet's successors, B~zargan quotes several 

hadiths and statements from dif ferent  Shi'i imams. 'O8 This 

is indeed not a very orthodox Shi'i position. But Bazargants 

detailed explanation clarifies the problematic points. 

Although he s t a t e s  that Sunni Muslims were not wrong i n  

pr incip le ,109 he  s t i l l  does not confirm the resul ts  of  their 

choice. Moreover he s t a t e s  that the f i r s t  three successors of 

the Prophet were not e lec ted  b y  a consultative body 

representing the whole community, nor did there e x i s t  a 

l o f  I b i d . ,  p p .  145-146. 

'O8 t b i d . ,  pp .  147-149. 

'O9 I b i d . ,  p .  147. 



i w  
consensus of al1  the cornpanions of the ~ r o ~ h e t .  ' ' O  Here 

Bazargan. again benef iting f rom Na'ini ' s reasoning , argues 

against some scholars of his own day''' who had argued in 

favour of the consensus of the élite of the believers ( a h l - i  

al-hall wa a l -  'aqd) and who had refuted the validity of 
* 

majority view on the basis of some Qur'anic verses which 

condemn a majority who does not know, does not think. does not 

have faith, etc. In Bazargan's opinion, the rule of a minority 

over a majority is  condemned, no matter who the minority 

consists of. Besides, he argues. there are no decisive, 

universally accepted c r i t e r i a  for choosing the members of such 

an élite group. Piety. righteousness. religious knowledge. 

e t c .  and other  religio-moral virtues, though needed in the 

realm of human relations with the divine, should not dictate 

who will be elected t o  take charge o f  managing and 

administering the socio-political and economic af fairs of the 

community. This i s  an executive task,  which involves  dealing 

with the  r e l a t i o n s  of p e o p l e  w i t h  one another and their mutual 

rights and duties . L t requires other qualifications besides 

moral v i r t u e s .  '12 In spite of overcrediting mashwarah or 

consultation as the main legitimizing factor in state 

decisions, Bzzargan insists that this does not contradict the 

'Io t b i d . ,  pp.  150-151. 

'11 l b i d .  , p p .  151-156. BBzargHn9s direct reference is to 
Qalamdaran, Hukma t dar Islam. 

Il2 Ibid., pp.  156-157. 
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principle of w i l w a t .  The wali should carry on his 

responsibilities according to the commands of the Qur'an, 

wherever and whenever they are clearly indicated . The 

principle of shura Ls applicable only in minor and executive 

matters. Also, c e r t a i n  rights are reserved for the w a l f .  In 

the t r a d i t i o n  of t h e  Prophet and Imam Ali, rnilitary cornmanders 

and governors should b e  appointed by the person of the 

w a l i .  This however, as B~zargan  emphasizes. does n o t  

include the appointment of judges or t h e  head O the  j u d i c i a l  

system, which should remain independent of the executive 

powe r . 

How far are the decisions made in accordance with shrrra 

binding?  What i f  a disagreement b r e a k s  out between the ruler  

and t h e  ruled? There are issues of particular concern in the 

Islamic state ,  where b o t h  sides may d a i m  the compatibility of 

its own views with God's law. Here, Bazargan appeals to Islam 

as an the princ ip les  of which s h o u l d  b e  referred 

t o  for a final judgement. These p r i n c i p l e s  are t u  b e  found in 

the Qur'an and the traditions of the Prophet and Imams. Many 

verses and traditions are cited t o  suggest that the community 

should stay united and avoid division since the religion. in 

I I3  f b i d . ,  p .  160. 

II4  I b i d . ,  p .  167. 
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God's eyes, is a l s o  one, L e . ,  Islam. ~ e r e ,  Bazargan 

considers  fslam to be  a fixed. unified entity, without taking 

into considerat ion the fact that disagreements of ten emerge as 

a resul t  of d i €  ferent interpretations of what constitutes the 

nature of Islam. However, he insists that checking the 

va l id i ty  of the  government ' s or the  ruler ' s decisions against 

the Qur'an and the prophetic traditions should be the task of 

a high commission o f  the clergy, consisting of a certain 

nurnber o f  j u s t  ( 'adil) ' u l m a *  elected directly or indirectly 

by the people. This committee would act as an arbitrator,  

basing i ts  decisions on the Qur'an, the traditions and reason, 

and would have the final word i n  instances of disagreement 

be tween the people and the state or even between the judiciary 

and the executive powers. This cornmittee could a l so  veto 

parliamentary legislation. In his proposal f o r  the creation 

of  such a supervising committee, BZzargZn was very much 

insp ired  by the f i r s  t Iranian const i tut ion which guaranteed 

t h e  'ulama' such a ro le .  In spite of  a l1  these limitations, 

however, BZzargan s t i l l  considered h i s  mode1 of government to 

be democratic. Out of concern for  the consequences of 

disagreements and discrepancies , however . Bazargan argues that  

obedience ta the imam or the ru ler ,  as long as he acts 

according to  the Qur'an and the tradit ions of the Prophet, i s  

11' I b i d . ,  p .  163. 

Ibid., p p .  168-169. 
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obligatory. "' The first inference that may be drawn here, 

is that Bazargan, like other traditionalists, gives preference 

to the good of the soc ie ty  rather than to the rights of the 

individual. Second. the minority, in B~zargan's democratic 

theory of state, is given a very defined and limited role. 

The minority may not go any further than raising legitimate 

objections and giving guidance: otherwise its opposition may 

be regarded as harmful to  the good of the society. '16 This 

opposition has the same role as amr-i bi ma'ruf wa nahy-i az 

munkar (commanding the good and forbidding the bad) which 

every member of the cornmunity is entitled to do and whose 

performance is recommended . This. for Bazargan and other 

Muslim activists, is one of Islam's most progressive 

principles. and one which renders it dernocratic. 1 t may in 

Fact be taken as the equivalent of the system o f  checks and 

balances i n  a democracy. As far as majority r u l e  and the role 

of the p e o p l e  is concerned, Bazargan's treatment of this issue 

f a l l s  within the same frame of reference as do the traditional 

theories of the Islamic state. Only the terminology that he 

uses and the corresponding elements that he refers to in 

western democratic states are new. 

Essential also  to Bazargan's version of Islamic ideology 

II7 Ibid., p p .  164-167. 



is f reedom.  According to B~zargan,  the ideals and slogans o f  

modern western p o l i t i c a l  ph i losophies ,  particularly those of 

the French Revolution, i. e .  Liberty. Equality, and 

Praternity .  are essential d o c t r i n e s  of Islam too. They are 

certainly not unknown i n  Muslim societies. Ït was for t h i s  

reason t h a t  at  the time of the Constitutional Revolution the 

slogan "Hurrlyah, MusBw8t. wa Ukhuwat ", a d i r e c t  translation 

and imitat ion of the French slogan, was eager ly  adopted b y  

1 ranians. I l 9  Providing ample evidence from the Qur'an, 

Bazargan contends that freedom is a divine g i f t  that God has 

bestowed upon man; t h a t  i n  fact the  prophets had brought to 

man the first declaration of human freedom. 12' For B ~ z a r g a n  

f reedom is of divine origin. God has created man and granted 

hirn freedom on earth .  Here Bazargzn refers t o  the Qur'anic 

story according to  which God gave man the freedom t o  obey o r  

disobey Him. He equates the term i kh t j yar  ( free  w i l l )  w i t h  

f reedom. This is but one example o f  how i n  his post-  

irnprisonment works Bazargan appeals to  religious d i s c o u r s e ,  

more t h a n  ever before .  i n  an effort to render Islamic ideology 

more compat ib le  with  democratic norms. Although i n  b i s  t r i a l  

120 Se, f o r  instance: I b i d . ,  pp.  132-141; Bazargan, tîDin w a  
Azadi , It i n  h i s  B ~ z y ~ b f  ArzishhH.  pp . 6?-70 ; idem. tîAzadi Khaws tah-i 
~badi," i n  his B~zyabi Arzishha, p p .  364-373; idem, %bj 'at. 
Takamul, Tawhl'd (Houston: Book Distribution Center. 1356/1977) , pp.  
3 2 - 3 4 .  

. 
12' For a discussion on freedom and ikhtfyar see chapter 2 ,  

above. 
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defense Bazargan also invoked the same theme, the use of 

religious language was less pronounced, and the thrust of h i s  

argument was to condemn tyranny, which demands total obedience 

from its subjects, rather than stressing obedience  to God's 

w i l l  or the total freedom which He has given man, even to the 

extent of disobeying m .  B~zargan's perception of the 

concept of freedom thus eventually moved into the domain of 

the r e l a t i o n  between man and Cod. Man is the vicegerent  of 

God and enjoys freedom of choice on this ear th .  The p o l i t i c a l  

implication der ived  from this God-given freedom is that man's 

obedience to tyranny is first and foremost shirk (polytheism) ; 

t h e  lat ter  enslaves man, and thus denies him natural freedom. 

Therefore. freedom as perceived by B~zargan and a s  expressed 

i n  the  FMI r n a n i ~ e s t o l ~ ~  of 1340/1960-61 is still very much 

the same as the traditional Islamic perception of it, L e .  the 

opposfte of slavery and servitude to someone other than God. 

Obedience to God and observing the principle of tawhid 

necessitates struggle against tyrannical rule and foreign 

dominance. In the mid-1960s Bazargan wrote a book entitled 

XzadT-i ~ i n d ~ ~  (The Freedom of India) in which he analyzed 

India's experience as a mode1 for achieving pol i t i ca l  freedom 

in Iran. Paying particular attention t o  the role of re l ig ion  

in the Indian f reedom rnovement , BazargHn sugges ts therein that  

I Z 2  Bazargan.  in wa Àzadi.", p. 69; see also AsnBd-1 
Nahdat-i Âzadf ,  vol .  1, pp.  2 4 ,  4 3 .  6 5 ,  208-210. 
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religion can and should be the quintessential foundation of 

social and political movements. 

Regarding freedom of speech and freedom of re l i g ion .  

Bazargan assures his readers that islam provides citizens with 

a better guarantee of these rights than any other ideology or 

any other religion. He appeals to evidence from the Qur'an 

and from the manner in which the Prophet and Imam Ali 

exercised power to support his view. 

Freedom of speech is vital for the development of any 

society. It creates a spirit of responsibility among i ts  

members who, through expressing their opinions and criticism, 

see their share in the affairs of t h e i r  society at work; thus 

hope and a sense of belonging and responsibility will 

fiourish. The individual will develop a positive relation 

with h i s / h e r  society. This is one of the main causes of 

development in democratic societies. as opposed to other 

societies in which despotism is the main cause of 

underdevelapment. This according ta  Bazargan is because their 

individual members are deprived of participation in 

legislation and have no Say in i ts  making. lt4 lt is evident 

that living under censorship and extreme restraint on freedom 

of expression led Bazargan to overemphasize the functional 

12' Bazargan, Musalman-1 1 jtima 'j wa Musalman-1 Jahanf . pp . 
64-66: idem, Afat-i Tawhyd, p .  4 0 ;  idem, Mud~fi'Bt, p .  266. 



183 

significance of freedom of speech and to avoid dealing with 

the theoretical problems arising Crom practising it in an 

f slamic society. Freedom of speech for Bzzargan consists 

almost entirely in criticizing the policies of the state. in 

other  words. having the political freedom to propose changes 

t o  or to oppose the state. The lack of freedom of speech is 

detrimentalto any state. B ~ z a r g a n c i t e s  a tradition from the 

Prophet saying that a society in which the weak man can not 

stand up for his nwn rights and daim them from the powerful 

wi11 never enjoy prosperity. 12' Preventing criticism and 

punishing polit ical opponents were . according to B~zargan. the  

reasons why regression and decadence grew in early Islamic 

society from the time of the third caliph Uthman onwards, 

causing a f f a i r s  t o  r e t u r n  to the state of jahiliyah.12' The 

only exception since that time was the caliphate of Ali. when 

p e o p l e  were urged to criticize t h e  governrnent whenever they 

faced any misconduct on the part of t h e i r  leader or h i s  

governors . BazargZn, like his predecessors at the time of 

the Constitutional Revolution. equates freedom of speech w i t h  

the Islamic principle of mr-i bf ma ' r ~ f  wa nahy-i az munkar. 

Thus preventing the former would be equal to abandonment of 

the latter. And as Imam Ali warned, abandoning this Islamic 

- - 

12' Bazargan. Bi ' t h a t ,  p .  136. 

U 6  I b i d . .  p p .  135-136. 

12' Ibid., pp. 134-135. 
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duty  w i l l  allow the vices of society to prevail.'28 B~zargan 

also explicitly and strongly argues against thosewho believe, 

in s p i t e  of regarding democracy and f reedom of speech as valid 

idea l s ,  that erroneous opinions should not be permitted 

freedom. He cites the Qur'an, .and reason with them in the 

better wayH ( 1 6 : 2 5 ) ,  in order to show that freedom of speech 

must be granted even to one's opponents. 129 

The farnous verse 18 ikraha fi din, "no compulsion is 

t h e r e  i n  re l ig iont '  (2:256), is repeatedly cited by B~zargan to 

show that Cod entrusted man with the freedom even of ernbracing 

Islam or rejecting id3 '  T h e r e f o r e ,  no individual person and 

no political entity should impose upon i t s  s u b j e c t s  the 

Islamic faith or the observation of its religious practices. 

Although the assertion of this view is found in Bazargan's 

early works, it gained more significance in h i s  works13' 

written after the Islamic Revolution when he opposed the 

policy o f  the Islamic regime regard ing  the impingement of the 

state upon the religious conduct of the people, especially 

12* Ibid., p .  136. 

Ibid., p. 137. 

See for instance: Bazargan, MusalmHn-i f j t i m P f ,  pp.  39- 
36; idem. Bi ' that, p. 126; idem, +'Azadi Khawstah-i Abadi ," pp. 366- 
369. 

13' BZzargaan's B m b J - i  Arzishha is essentially a 
collection of his articles and lectures d e l i v e r e d  after the Islamic 
Revolution. See specifically his article " Dln wa ~ z ~ d i "  (Religion 
and Freedom) . 



regarding the performance of r i t u a l s  and observation of the 

rule on the hijab (Ïslamic veil), etc. Bazargan asserts 

that the true meaning of freedom is the freedom to oppose or 

to criticize without restraint; otherwise t would be a 

meaningless and useless freedom. This right should be 

granted to the opposition, even if the political establishment 

considers the opposition i l lepit irnate ( n + a q ) .  '" This 

definition of freedom, or at  l eas t  its explicit emphatic tone, 

seems to indicate an enhancernent of Bazargan's perception of 

freedom which, when placed in its context, makes it more 

meaningful. He made these assertions at a time when the 

hardliners of the revolutionary Islamic regime were 

consolidating their position and silencing their political 

opponents wi th accusations of religious rebellion, apostasy 

and hypocrisy . Bazargan on the one hand accepts the 

traditional reasoning (although he quotes it from Marcel 

Boisard' s L 'humanisme de 1 'Islam) that total religious 

freedom in an Islamic community, which may lead to apostasy, 

can not be tolerated because it is not merely a matter of 

personal  faith; it weakens the solidarity of the ummah and the 

foundations of the Islamic goverment. On the other hand he 

aims the thrust of his argument against religious intolerance, 

132 Bazargan , B z z y ~ b j ,  p .  367 ; Abdul ' ali bzargan , ed . , 
Masa'il wa Mushkilat-i Nukhustfn S H I - I  tnqilab (Tehran: Nahdat-i 
Az~di-i Iran, 1983), p .  334.  
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particularly if it is used as a means to achieve political 

ends, pointing out that cases of apostasy and rel ig ious  

rebellion are so difficult to detect or to prove that it makes 

these laws virtually inapplicable. 

Bazargan's view on equality is more or less the same as 

that of other Muslim modernists. He too  invokes Qur'anic 

verses and the Prophet's or the Imams' sayings in order to 

show that since there is no discrimination in Islam, and by 

extension in lslamic political ideology, regarding race, sex 

or class, al1 citizens enjoy equal rights in social, political 

and j u r i d i c a l  af fairs . 13' Zn one of his earlier books, 

Bazargan analyzed the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

and concluded that, according to  the Qur'anic verse which 

reads: "the dearest to God are those who are most virtu~us,~ 

the equality that Islam guarantees between nations, the sexes, 

and races transcends al1 other pleas for equality made by any 

other later  human ideologies. 13' f n another passage he. like 

other Muslim modernists, s t r e s s e s  the rational and peaceful 

character of Islam, s p e l l i n g  out his p o s i t i o n  that in a 

political ideology based on islam, Muslim and non-Muslim 

citizens would be treated equally and b y  implicat ion enjoy the 

same r ight s  and dut i e s .  Without dealfng with the legal 

13' BZzargan. Bi ' t h a t ,  p .  141. 

13' BazargZn, RHh-i Tay Shudah. pp. 113-117. 
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aspects o f  the restrictions on non-Muslim citizens present in 

Islamic jurisprudence, Bazargan focuses on the occasion of 

revelation of  certain related Qur' anic verses.  and concludes 

that these verses commanded violence against only those 

i n f i d e l s  who had broken t h e i r  peace treaties w i t h  the Muslims 

or against those who had started wars with them. Otherwise, 

these verses do not have general applicability; hence, 

offensive action against the people of the book, i n f i d e l s  and 

polytheists i s  not  p e r m i s s i b l e .  Furthemore, he points  out. 

in Islam, engagement in war and violence has primarily a 

de f ens i v e  nature . i36 Ample Qur'anic evidence is adduced b y  

Bazargan to signify that Islam prescribes tolerance and 

peaceful CO-existence among the members of society in general, 

and be tween Nuslims and non-Muslims in particular . As 

his torical jus tif ication, Bazargan refers to the policy of 

Iman Ali spe l l ed  out  in  h i s  famous letter to h i s  governor in 

Egypt. Malik al-Ashtar, advising him t o  rule in that land 

j u s t l y  and t o  treat his subjects  equally. 13' As stated 

earlier. this let ter  is constantly invoked b y  S h i ' i t e  

p o l f t i c a l  activists and modernists to indicate that true 

fslamic rule respects equality. In this le t ter  the f o r t h  

ca l iph  writes: "treat them [gour subjects] al1 with justice 

A d e t a i l e d  discussion of these verses w a s  given above in 
chapter 2 .  

13' BaargBn. Bi ' tha t ,  pp.  174-192. 

138 I b i d . ,  p .  179. 
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and kindness for they are equal to you. They are either your 

brothers in faith or your equals in h ~ a n i t y . ~  Later, after 

the Islamic Revolution. B~zargan had to restate perhaps even 

more vigorously his interpretation of these verses and his 

perception of the rights of religious minorities in the 

Zslamic regime. This time however t was in a concrete 

setting rather than in a debate about the ideal Islamic state. 

The Islamic leadership of Iran, which considered al1 opponents 

of the new regime to be traitors or even unbelievers, often 

invoked the very same verses to justify in Islamic terms its 

policy of suppress ing  them. 13$ BBzargEn had a double 

motivation to argue against the regime's policy. In the first 

place, on the basis of his religious conviction he felt 

compelled to defend Islam as a religion of peace and 

tolerance; an Islam which his opponents labelled "liberal 

Islam." Secondly, he felt obliged to defend the constitution 

of Iran in which the freedom and equality of al1 citizens 

13' This topic was especially significant for Bazargan in 
that the Iran-Iraq war, which was to last eight years, was being 
waged b y  the Iranian leadership as a conflict between Islam and 
kufr. Once the Iranian army had finally succeeded in regaining 
land l o s t  to Iraq and had secured the border, Bazargan went on 
record as opposing A y t .  
hostilities. He considered 
un jus t i f i e d  in 1s lamic terms 
He stated his position on 
letters to A y t .  Khomeini, as 
FCII , 

Khomeini' s policy of continuing 
any prolongation of the war to be 
and potentially harmful to the nation. 
th i s  issue in several open persona1 
weil as in various declarations of the 



before the law were guaranteed. 116 

Regarding women' s rights , Bazargan contends in  his 

writings that many Qur'anic verses address men and women 

simultaneously and equally, particularly the famous verse, HO 

mankind! We have created you male and female, ... the noblest 
of you, in the sight of Allah, is the best in conduct.. ." 
(49:13), which explicitly indicates their equality. 

Therefore, men and women should be treated equally in al1 

cases except in those where natural duties and matters of 

chastity require women to be treated differently. 141 

Assuming that governorship is an act of guardianship of public 

af fairs performed by the people's representatives on their 

behalf, Bazargan concludes that since women in Islam have 

similar rights to men in matters of ownership and possession. 

and since they are given the  r ight  to  have and t o  choose their 

own representatives in any matter, they must enjoy the same 

right as men to choose political representatives, as well as 

the right t o  express their views about those in power. The 

historical precedent for t h i s  may be found in the time of the 

P r o p h e t ,  when the oath of allegiance ( bay'ah) was sought even 

''O See for instance his articles "Simay-i islamtt [The Face 
of islam] , and  in wa Azadi [Religion and Freedom] in B~zy8bT-i 
Arzishha, p .  15-44 and pp. 76-79 respectively. 



from women. l r 2  Here. although B~zargan takes a dif ferent and 

more independent position from that of the traditional 'ulama' 

and acknowledges the right of women to vote, he does not talk 

about their right to be elected to any public office. Still, 

this is an improvement since 1962, when the FMI had somehow 

chosen to support the traditional ' u l a a  ' in their opposition 

to the Shah's reform plan and particularly to two measures: 

one which extended the suffrage to women and another which 

allowed for the election of non-Muslims to provincial 

assemblies. Clarifying their reasons for taking such a 

position, the FMI explained that under a dictatorial state in 

which even those who enjoyed the suffrage did not have real 

political rights, ( L e .  men), pleas for women's suffrage were 

irrelevant and a show. ' 4 3  The reasoningç behind Bazargan ' ç 

proo f  of the equality of women in the matter of political 

participation is a very clear example of his approach to the 

important issue of ri ghts '' in democracy . As explained above 

he in fe r s  the political right of women by analogy to certain 

other rights that Islam has recognized for them, and not by 

virtue of t h e i r  equality on a human level. As he does in the 

case of other issues, he tries to derive the people's rights 

to representative r u l e ,  to f reedom and to equality before the 

' 4 2  I b i d . ,  p .  142. 

l r 3  Se, Bazargan, Marz-i Nym-i  Dfn wa Limnr-i Ïjtirna'f,  p .  
28-29: see also, Asaad-i Nahdat-i Àzadf - f  Iran. vol. 1. pp. 171- 
173, 175, 178, 196-202. 
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Law f rom Islamic sources and history. Therefore .  h i s  argument 

remains entirely religious. 

'Al lamah Sayyid Muhammad Husayn Tabatabz'l 
* 

' hllarnah Sayyid Muhammad Husayn Tabataba '1 ' s answer t o  t h e  

question of whether Islam and democracy are compatible was an 

explicit and emphatic no. Tabataba'i's view on t h i s  matter is 

presented here in rather more detail. however, for he 

represents the opposite extreme of modern I ranfan Muslim 

scholars like Bazargan and Tzliqani. Tabataba'i was neither 

a political activist nor a socio-religious preacher. He was 

best  known as a theosophist. Nevertheless, he expressed his 

opinions on certain issues of the time, usually in the form of 

articles and most of ten in response to requests from his 

students or when other occasions necessitated his doing so. 

He was a philosopher. a mystic and a Qur'anic exegete o f  an 

unprecedented scholarly calibre i n  the modern h i s t o r y  of the 

shitite f a i t h .  Although he had the necessary qualifications 

to becorne a marja '4 t a q l f d .  he purposely avoided publishing 

a risalah-i 'amalfyah (a manual of ritual practice) and 

devoted h i s  l i f e  to studying and teaching philosophy and 

Qur ' anic exegesis , sub jects which were considered as minor and 

often condemned by the 'ulHLoa'. for whom Pfqh has always been 
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the primary, and most often the only. field of 

specialization. 144 

Tabataba'i ' s professional l i f e  and intellectual career . * 

were very different from those of the mainstream ' u l a m ~ ' .  His 

attempt at revitalizing the "rational" dimensions of I s lamic  

learning ( ' u lom- i  ' a q l i )  through teaching philosophy and 

Qur 'anic exegesis as well as the method of his antimaterialist 

campaign ( i . e . , de fending and empowering Islam on rational, 
not dogmat ic and doctrinal grounds ) provide suf f icient reasons 

to label him as a religious modernist. Nevertheless h i s  

opiniûn on political authority was in line with that of the 

conservative 'ulama'. Tabztaba'i may however be credited for 

not endeavouring t o  p o l i  t i c i z e  or ideologize Islam. Moreover, 

he chose not to adopt an apologetic position regarding the 

compatibility of Islam and democracy. Nor d i d  he ever involve 

himself in practical politics. His concerns were primarily of 

- For biographical and other general information on 
Tabataba' 1 ' s career see for instance: Muhammad Husayni Tehr~ni, 
hfihr-i Taban (Qum: Intisharat-i BHqir alLtul~rn, 'n.d. ) ; Kayhan-f 
Farhangi 6, no., 8 (1989) which is a special issue on T8batabzti; 
an English translation of his brief autobiography is also available 
in Islamic Teachings: An Overview. translated by R. Campbell (New 
York: Mostazafan Foundation, 1989), pp. 13-18. 

Ir' For a good account in English of the difficulties that 
~abataba'f faced from the side of the religious establishment in 
Qum, ' and from Ayatullah Burujirdf in particular, for his 
determinat ion to teach the non juridical branches of the Içlamic 
sciences, see Dabashi, Theology of Discontent, pp.  278-286. An 
earlier work which situates the modernist position of Tabataba'f in 
the Shi'ite context is: William G. Millward. f iAspects*of Hodernism 
in Shi 'a Islam", in S t u d f a  Islamica 37 (1973) : pp.  111-128. 



an intellec tua1 nature which some t imes had unintended 

political consequences . Upon t h e  death of dyatullah Burt? j i r d i  

in 1961, when debate arose over the supreme re l ig ious  

authority. Tabataba'i contributed two articles to the famous 

collection ~ah tb l '  d a r  Barah-i Marja 'fyat va Rahaniyat. one of 

them entitled "Wilayat wa Za'amatn which deals with the 

question of religious and po l i t i ca l  authori ty in Is lamic  

society. Therein Tabataba'i makes a sweeping cornparison 
* 

between Islam and democracy. He argues that although there 

are similari ties between the socio-politi cal f rame of 

reference in Islam and the  principles of democracy, I s l a m  

should n o t  be mistakenly identified with the latter or with 

socialism. 

Starting with a discussion on the aecessity of 

goverment, Tabataba'i argues that lslamic society. like any 

other,  requires a system of governance t o  run and conduct i t s  

affairs in order to  ensure the well-being of i t s  members. 

Tabataba'i considers this t o  be a necessity common to every 

human s o c i e t y  since i t  exists in  a l1  social units no matter 

bow small they might be . Ke gives as examples the need of a 

family for a head, a minor fo r  a custodian, a ministry for a 

minister, a srna11 institution for a supervisor and a country 

for a king or a president. Islam attends t o  this innate 

necessity by  e n d o r s i n g  the principle of  w i l m t  (in Arabic) or 

sarparastf  (in Persian) , whereby society is provided w i t h  
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protective leadership.  T h i s  i n s t i t u t i o n .  wilayat. entitles " 

a person or a positionw whose " inte l lec t  and will is superior 

to that of the r ~ l e d " ~ ~ ~  to uphold two sets o f  laws in 

Islamic society  : the immutable and the changeable. The 

immutable laws are the divine laws. (ahkm Allah), revealed to 

the Prophet Yuhammad i n  the  form o f  the Qur'an and in 

Muhammad ' s example as preserved i n  prophetic tradi t ion .  They 

are permanently valid and binding upon al1 human beings. 148 

In addition. the w a l i - i  amr, the guardian of a Muslim 

community, can draw upon another set of  laws which are 

changeable according to the necessities of time and the 

expediency of the community. Yet, they are, f o r  a given 

p e r i o d ,  as valid and as binding as the immutable laws. 149 

~abataba'f contends that Islamic society and democratic 

society resemble each other i n  so far as each has two sets of 

laws, one of these immutable, consisting of fundamental laws 

and the o t h e r  secondary, changeable ones. Nevertheless their 

d i f  ferences are substantial .15' He fur themore s t a t e s  that 

two  sets  of laws also e x i s t  in a democratic soc i e ty :  

Tabataba'i. "Wilayat wa Za'mat, in B a h t h i  dar  Barah-f 
~Yarja 'fyak wa' R ~ h m f y a  t, p .  74.  

'" I b i d . ,  p .  83. 

14' Ib id . .  p .  8 4 .  

14' Ibid., p .  8 3 .  

Ibid., pp.  85-86.  



fundamental or constitutional  laws which are no t  readi ly  

changeable. and those laws which are enacted b y  parliaments or 

other l e g i s l a t i v e  bodies The f i r s t  set  resernbles the 

immutable divine laws of  Islamic s o c i e t y ,  the second, the 

human legislation which is a l so  available t o  the w a l f - i  amr.  

However. 'ïabataba'i is quick t o  po in t  o u t  the principal 

difference between an Islamic form o f  government and a 

democratic one. H e  argues that the fundamental laws in  Islam 

are enacted b y  God Almighty, while in  other social systems 

they are established on the basis of public collective 

consen t . 'j2 Also, the minor and secondary laws in 

democracies and other social systems are der ived  from the will 

O P  the majority. i.e. the w i l l  of half of the population plus 

one, regardless of whether i t  complies w i t h  the truth.  In 

Islam however . the minor laws. though created through 

consultation, sharz, are based on truth, n o t  the wi11 of a 

majority." For in an Islamic society, the truth and the real 

good o f  Islam and Muslims should rule whether or  not they 

please most of i t s  meinbers. Moreover, ~ab~taba'f emphasizes . 
that in an Islamic society. which is a society of knowledge 

and virtue. the majority would never prefer fanciful desires 

a Ibid.. p. 85. 

i'2 I b i d . ,  p .  8 6 .  
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over truth and veracity. Is3 Thus, even the secondary laws 

created through shurt? would not contradict the truth.  

Therefore, democracfes, for Tab~taba'i, b are disqualified since 

they follow the whims and interests  (basically material i n  

nature) of human beings. As such they fa11 short in directing 

human beings to their ultimate perfection, to truth. 

These are not . however . the only reasons that fabataba'i 
offers for rejecting democracy as a form of government. He 

first of al1 points to the fa i lure  of the imported notion of 

democratic government in Iran, which since its inception. 

according to him, has not only fallen short of  bringing 

stability and prosperity. it has persistently deteriorated and 

worsened the ~ituation."~ Nevertheless. he does mention. in 

al1 fairness , that the Iranian governments d i d  not actually 

behave according to democratic principles; rather they 

conf ined themselves only to the name of democracy. 1 t should 

however equally be expected that the opponents of Islamic 

government should be fair and not equate the misconduct and 

rnisery of Muslim nations with the teachings of Islam. 

Furthermore, i n  a very general and imprecise readfng of  

history, ~abataba'i rejects the universal validity and appeal 

of democracy, saying that it was i n  fact the case that a f ter  

-. . . 

'j3 I b i d  . 
l 4  I b i d . ,  p .  8 9 .  



the First  World War many democratic nations turned to 

communism ! lS5 Also, when referring to the foreign policies 

of Western democratic nations, Tabataba'i concludes that "al1 

that this so-called progressive method [of democracy] has so 

f ar done is t rans form the individual despotism of ancient 

times i n t o  collective de~potisrn.~''~ Just as tyrants l i k e  

Alexander the Great or Gengiz Khan imposed their will by force 

i n  the p a s t ,  today's all-powerful and civilized democracies 

collectively i m p o s e  the irs  on weaker nations, There  are s t i l l  

enough reminders of the legacy of the colonial period in every 

corner of the East: Algeria, the Congo and Korea are but a 

few of the living and telling examples of this 

transformation . Hence Tabataba* i condemns a t  the same 

time democracy, socialism and communism, for their 

overwhelming concern with the material aspect of human l i f e  , 

abandoning in the process the most important element o f  

humanity, i . e .  spirituality (ma 'nawîya t )  . M 0nly ~slam c m  

provide the way out of these illusions, for it alïone is  

capable of leading humanity back onto the path of progress and 

advancement by recogniziag both its material and spiritual 

dimensions. This will be achieved through w i l w a t  which is 

. .. . 

''' Ibid.  

lS6 Ibid., p .  90 .  

15' I b i d . ,  pp.  90-91. 1 t should be noted that this work vas 
wrftten in 1962. 

lS8 Ibid. , pp. 91-93. 
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the *only sou1 through which a society is a l ive .  ,, 159 

~abataba'i considers a l1  Muslims to be responsf b l e  fo r  . 
keeping w i l ~ y a t  permanent ly operative. The office of wilayat 

may i n  f a c t  be occupied either b y  one person or many. 

However, he does not discuss how th i s  person (or persons) is 

supposed to attain this  of fice. Rather, he is more concerned 

with the essential question of who is to assume this suprerne 

p o l i t i c a l  authority which is re l ig ioes ly  sanctified. In the 

absence of the twelf th Imam, he asks, "Does w i l w a t  belong t o  

al1 Huslirns. to the j u s t  believers ( 'udul-i . r lusl infn).  or t o  

a faqih?n160 He does n o t  however nominate any of these. 

Instead he concludes that  the person who should occupy this 

o f f i c e  " m s t  be superior t o  al1 in piety ( t aqwa) ,  good 

management ( husn -i tadbf r )  . and have comprehens ive knowledge 

about the affairs of the society ( i t t i l a '  bar awda ' ) .  161 
. *  .. 

'" I b i d . ,  p p .  93-94.  

I b i d . .  p .  9 7 .  In the third case, Tabatabz'z f i r s t  
emphasizes that b y  faqih he means the person who Cs learned in  al1 
the primary and secondary rel igious sciences and i n  ethics  (which 
was the original sense of the word i n  early Islam), as opposed t o  
the current sense of  the word applied to one who is learned only in  
the secondary sciences ( furUr a l - d f n )  . Also, ~ a b a t a b a ' i  contends 
that whether wil8yat should belong to j u s t  any PaqJh or to the most 
learned one is a question out of the scope of  his present 
discussion and one that should be decided in juridical discourse. 

16' Ibid. These are the only three qualifications mentioned 
and emphasized b y  ~abmaba ' i .  Kowever Dabashi 's paraphrase of  this 
sentence reads: %e [~abataba'T] does Say that to occupy this 
position the person must b e  learned in ïslamfc sciences and also 
piaus.  " [Dabashi. Theology of Discontent. p .  321 .  ernphasis is 
added) . '@bataba. i ' s  sentence however does not specify *Islamic 



Tabataba'i's view here is indeed in line with other . 
traditional islamic philosophers like al-F'arabi. ~ i s  primary 

concern is  "who should ru le" ,  not how he rules. Thus, had a 

monarch been able to meet the qualifications stipulated. there 

would have been no problem at  all. Significantly, Tabataba'i 

contends that sharY 'ah is correctly silent on the form of 

islamic government, for it contains only the immutable tenets 

of the religion, while the form of government is  subject to 

chacge depending on the evolution of human civilization. 

Nevertheless, the most important and inalienable principle to 

which the office of wilayat or the government of an Islamic 

community, regardless of the form that it may take, should 

conform is that it should follow the exemplary leadership of 

t he  P r o p h e t  M~harnmad.'~~ This may imply that the " r u l e  which 

deviates - even in minor fashion - from Muhammad's mode1 is 
0 

not legitimate, "'53 but it does not by the same token suggest 

the rule of the f u g a h d S 4  ~abataba'i mentions only three 

sciences". Here, again,  as with ~aliqani, Dabashi's reading 
presents ~abataba'i as an advocate of government by the fuqaha'. 
However, elsewhere he alludes to the fact that "there is no reason 
to believe that [Tabataba'i] actually approved of the Islamic 
Revolution in ~ran,'" and even that "he d i d  not exactly share the 
sentiment of openly fighting the established monarchial force" (p. 
277). 

162 Ibid. , p p .  97-98. 

163 Shahrough Akhavi, Religion and Poli t ics  in Contemporary 
Iran,  p .  127. 

16' In the post-revolutionary l iterature, Tab~tabz'i 's 
political views have often been reinterpreted so as fo m d c e  them 
support the theory  of wilayat-i faqjh.  See for instance: Muhammad 
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specific aspects  o f  prophetic political practice: f i r s t ,  its 

rejection of any klass privilegesn , since the only criterion 

of distinction i n  Islam is piety: second its insistence that 

al1 are considered equals before the Law, without exception; 

and third, that secondary laws enacted by the authority of 

wilayat are to b e  established through 

Al1 three of these aspects are of course 

Qur'anic verses. Here Tabataba'i 

consultation ( s h ~ r a ) .  

supported by relevant 

becomes apologetic, 

stating that Islam acknowledges the modern n o m s  of  equality 

and p u b l i c  participation. Yet, his brief explanation of 

equality includes nothing more than t h i s  general statement. 

Although his mention of shora implies that he endorsed the 

existence of a consultative body, no further information is 

given by him regarding the constituency of this shora. How is 

i t to be chosen? And who i t is that chooses them, the w a l f  -i 

amr o r  t h e  people?  

Regarding freedom, Tab~taba'i . . adopts a similar line of 

argument. What m a t  ters f o r  Tabataba'i . . is s p i r i  tua1 f reedom 

tied to piety, not political freedom in the modern sense of 

the word. Freedom is a divine gift. and its pursuit a 

natural, innate feeling in mankind. As such freedom is 

Javad Sahib?, "Falsafah-i Siyasi az Didgah-i 'Allamah Tabataba'i , " 
KayhanW-i* ~ n d i s h a h  26 (Qum. 1989)  : pp.  13-20. 

. . 
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endorsed and respected i n  islam. ls6 However. the freedom 

taught by Islam differs from the freedom that exists i n  

Western socfeties. In Islam, freedom means freedom from the 

yoke o f  anyone or anything other than God. This of course 

guarantees that a man is Pree from being pursued o r  shackled 

by his mundane carnal desires as w e l l  as  f ree f rom any k i n d  of 

despotism and imperialism. By cornparison. the Western type of 

freedom, as understood by Tabataba'i , is condemned since it 

- guarantees man unlimited freedom to pursue his will and 

interest  in order t o  benefit from everything to its outmost 

extent, even at the expense of the freedoms of others.  167 

A l i  Shari'ati 

The name of Dr. Ali Shari'ati i s  associateci w i t h  t h e  

~usayniyah- i 1 rshad and the re l ig ious  modernis t rnovement that 

took shape there in the 1970s. He was a l s o  the most popular 

among the Iranian religious intellectuals of his time. His 

significant r o l e  in the ideologization of Islam and the 

ef f ectiveness of his revolutionary Islamic discourse i n  

mobilizing the Iranian nation are well known and have been the 

166 Xuhammad Husayn TabatabaPF, A ~ - M ~ z =  ff Tafsfr  a l - Q u r ' m  
(Beirut: Mubassasah al A' lami; I W O ) .  v o l .  4 .  p .  123: idem. wIslam 
w a  Azadi, (originally written in 1379 H.Q. ) in ~arrasfha-yi 
Islmf, ed, S. Hadi Khusraw Shahc (Qum: Markaz-i Zntfsharat-i Dar 
al-~abligh-i 1slami , 1396 B.Q. ) . p i  4 9 .  

~abatab~'r. "slam wa Azadi. pp.  50-53. 
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sub jec t  of many studies. The only aspect of his thought that 

we will deal with here is his view of democracy and its 

possible reconciliation w i t h  I s l a m i c  teachings. We will see 

how Shari'ati perceived democracy and what it meant for him, 

given his championing of the cause of freedom from the 

tyrannical r u l e  of  the  shah. Generally speaking . Shari'ati 's 
explicit treatment of democracy in his works consists of 

l i t t l e  more than a f e w  passing remarks. and yet much will be 

gained by reading between the lines. There is a good reason 

for  t h i s ,  however. Shari'ati's prirnary concern, given the 

intellectual climate described in the previous chapter, was to 

provide his compatriots wi th a comprehensive religious 

ideology which would be the most effective in launching a 

socio-political revolution. The provocative approach and the 

passionate tone of his discourse are certainly those of a 

revolutionary ideologue and ref lect  his b e l i e f  that society 

needed revolution, not reform. "1 consider democracy to be 

the  most progressive and even the most Islamic form of 

goverment." Shari'ati states. Nevertheless he had great 

reservations about advocating it as the answer f o r  developing 

nations. 

Sharitati's definition of democracy is a rather 

16* Ali Shari'ati , IqbZl Muslih-i Qarn-i Akhi r , (lecture 
delivered in 1349 ) in his LYajma 'di-i '&&?r (Tehran: Husaynxyah-i 
Irshad, 1357/1979), vo l .  5 ,  p .  48.  
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simplistic one in spite of t h e  fact that he was seemingly 

familiar with the fundamental ideas  associated with democracy, 

especially the concept of f reedom of the individual and human 

rights .  In one passage he associates democracy, as the ideal 

of  al1 eighteenth century enlightened intellectuals. with 

l iberal ism,  humanism and human rights- of which he is 

critical. He adds that democracy is based on majority opinion 

and that Lt considers people as the source of sovereignty. 

Nevertheless in the same passage he simply equates it with  the 

Islamic p r i n c i p l e  of popular consensus (ijnzat-i m a t )  o r  the 

consensus of the experts (ah1 a l - h a l l  wa a l - ' a q d )  which 
a 

legitimated the first Islamic caliphate. 16' In another 

passage he sirnply wri tes : " S h ~ r z ,  i jma' , and bay 'a are the 

same as democracy. an Islamic principle explicitly mentioned 

in the Qurt an. ( ! ) Thus Shari'ati was convinced that 

democracy, as he understood it , i s  compatible with Islam. And 

yet, he did not advocate it for Muslims, or at least, foc 

Iranian Muslim s o c i e t y .  

Shari'ati, "Umrnat w a  Immat, (lecture del ivered in 1968) 
in h i s  Majmtï'ah-i Athar. vol .  26. p p .  599-600. Kere and in other 
places Shari'ati acknowledges the Sunni practice of democratically 
electing a caliph t o  the Prophet's succession versus the Shitite 
doctrine of designation ( wiszya t) . Nevertheless he questions 
whether or not the election 'of Abu Bakr was a good democratic 
choice and justifies the Shz * ite position on the grounds that 
democratic election was not a suitable w a y  of choosing the 

a leadership for the Islamic cornmunitg at that stage of fts growth. 

''O Ibfd.. p .  631, 
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Shari'ati's a r g u e n t  i s  i n  l i n e  w i t h  t h e  theories of 

Third WorLd revolutionary intellectuals of the 1960s and 1970s 

who gave preference t o  revolu t ionary progress and development 

rather t h a n  to regular democratic elections to choose a 

government. He contends that leadership and government in a 

given society may pursue either of the Pollowlng aims: 

changing society and guiding i t  towards what it should become 

through reforrn and development ; or maintaining socie ty 's 

status quo, administering its af fa irs  and serving the needs 

and wishes  of i ts  members. The f irs t  was what the developing 

societies and the newly independent nations of Asia and Af rica 

were more in need of, This kind of leadership is based on 

an ideology with an explicit agenda for revolutionary change 

and development which might not necessarily be favoured by the 

masses who are u s u a l l y  conservative and thus anti-development . 
But what Shari'ati does not answer is "the question of whether 

one could initiate a rebellion under the banner of religion 

and yet keep the leadership of that rebe l l iun  out of the hands 

of the traditional-minded religiouç authorities . 
Shari ' ati does no t advocate democracy because democracy in i ts 

most liberated form can hinder development and change, for the 

masses wi11 simply elect those who think 1ike them and who 

Shari'ati, wGirayishha-yi Siyaçr dar Q u m 4  Mu * asir . in 
his ~ Y a j r n ~ ~ a h - f  Àthar, vol. 12, pp. 219-220. 

Ervand Abrahamian, Iran Betveen Two Revolutfons.  p. 473. 
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would preserve the traditions and interests as they are. 1'13 

The model Shari'ati approved of, along with the intellectuals 

and soc io log i s  t s  of many developing nations. was "directed 

dernocracyn or democratie engagee which is the government of a 

kind of enlightened élite which is committed to an ideology 

and which has a stated progressive and revolutionary agenda. 

This cornmi t ted revolut ionary leadership ( rahbarf -i muta 'ahhid- 

i inqilabf) has as its  goal the transformation of t h e  minds. 

culture and social relations of the p e o p l e  so as t o  guide 

society o u t  of i ts s tagnated t raditional mould towards the  

mos t progressive form poss ible .  L75 This en1 ightened 

leadership is  normally eLected by the people, but does not 

coacern itself with retaining the loyalty of the electorate. 

This  is because it is usually the  case that  the leader is 

elected f o r  l i f e  or for long per iods  of o f f i c e .  After all, 

the leadership's primary concern is to irnplement the policies 

that i t s  ideology dictates; thus it needs to be in power for  

a long tirne in order t o  bring about real change and progress. 

What Shari'ati had in mind is the model that Soekarno and T i t o  

had adopted for their governments af ter  the 1954 Bandung 

conference. This was the type of  goverment that 

L73 Sharit ati, "GirZyishhB-yi Siyasi dar Quran-i XuiBsir . " 
pp.  220-221. 

Shari'ati. 

I b i d . .  pp.  

Iï6 Shari'ati. 
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Shari'ati believed any nation needs after leaving behind the 

upheavals of a revolutionary stage. Providing an f slamic 

justification for  his Marxist-oriented revolutionary theory of 

governmen t , Shari'ati pro jec ts  t h i s  mode1 of 

commit ted/respons ible leadership onto Muslim s o c i e t y  

immediately after the Prophet, which in its stage of post- 

revolutionary reconstruction 

leadership (the twelve Imams) 

on the more solid foundations 

needed a period of committed 

. It had to establish itself 

of the goals and ideals of the 

revolution that had just taken place. In his enthusiasm for 

an ideal original Islam and despite the fact that eleven among 

the twelve Imams never ruled, he contends that the twelve 

Imams were designated and not directly elected by the people. 

because in the early phases of any post-revolutionary 

reconstruction the masses are, according to Shari'ati, still 

not ready to choose the best leader(ç)  .17' After this stage, 

which might have taken several generations. the umiaah should 

have reached the necessary s t a g e  of sufficient training and 

wisdom to found and maintain a democratic form of government, 

i . e . ,  through the practice of shora, bay'ah, and fjma'.179 

Unfortunately, history  took a different course. 

For Shari'ati's theory of Irnmat see: Majida Gabrani, "The 
Concept of 'Imamah' in the Works of Ali Sharf'ati (1933-1977)11 M.A. 
t h e s i s ,  Institute of Islamic S t u d i e s ,  McGill University, 1987.  



The ambivalent p o s i t i o n  of Shar i  ' ati regarding democracy 

c l e a r l y  emerges i n  his exp lana t ion  of the role of t h e  

i d e o l o g i c a l l y  responsible leadership of V i r e c t e d H  dernocracy. 

I n  t he  per iod of the o c c u l t a t i o n  of t h e  twelfth Imam (from 941 

u n t i l  t h e  presen t  and i n t o  the conce ivab le  future), which 

according t o  Shari'ati is supposed to be a period i n  which the  

the  ommah shou ld  practice dernocracy, 180 the l e a d e r  of t he  

society is  to  be chosen, not  des igna t ed ,  by the people through 

a democratic procedure. But t h i s  is s t i l l  not  a free 

democracy. "' The l e ade r  e l e c t e d  under t h i s  system acts as 

one of' t h e  general  depu t i e s  (nuwwab-i 'm)  of t h e  twe l f th  

~rnarn.''~ accountable t o  t h e  I m a m  and the people,  whereas a 

leader i n  al1 other forms of democracy i s  accountable only to 

his c o n s t i t u e n t s .  Moreover, i n  t h i s  Shi ' i t e  d h o c r a t i e  

engagée. t h e  leader is committed t o  t r a in  and guide his 

community according to the  law and whatever the ideology of 

h i s  Imam, L e .  Islam, might dictate. H e  is not  however 

obliged t o  execute  and f u l f i l  t h e  ideas, i d e a l s  or needs of 

" O  Ali Shari ' a t i .  Tashayyu '4 ' ~ l a w f .  Tashayyu ' -1 Safawf 
(Tehran: Husayniyah-i Irshad, n.d.), p .  273. 

'O1 Ali Shar i  ' a t i ,  V n t i z E r .  Madhhab-i 1 ' t i r B s ,  It (lecture 
delivered in 1350) in MajmWah'i Âthar, vol. 19, p .  2'67. 

I a 2  I b i d . .  p .  265. For informat ion on the o c c u l t a t i o n  of the  
t w e l f t h  Imam and r e l i g i o u s  authority after h i s  concealment see f o r  
instance: Jassim M. Hussain, The Occul tat ion of the W e l f t h  Imam: 
A Historical Background (London: The  Muhamadi Trust , 1982 ) ; 
Abdulaziz Sachedina I s l a m i c  Messianisin: The Idea of Mahdf in 
7'welver Shi 'ism (Albany: State Unive r s i t y  o f  New York Press, 1981) . 
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the people who elected him. The candidate should also 

possess certain qualifications which not everyone can have. 

Since this leader is no ordinary social leader but rather i s  

entrusted with the mission of guiding the ummah towards 

perfection, he is to be a nlearned personn (shakhsfyat-i 

'ilmi). The Imam, in h i s  absence, has bestowed this role 

upon the pious and learned ' u l a m ~  '. ld5 Shari 'ati's argument 

justifying t h i s  claim by the ' u l a ~ W  resernbles their own. In 

his argument he relies for the most part on two r i w m h s  

(sayings of t h e  Zrnarns} . In the f i r s t  of these the twelfth 

Imam commands his followers, during his absence, to seek 

guidance f rom the ' ulama' , his deputies, if unprecedented 

matters should arise. The other is from the sixth Imam, 

specifying the characteristics of the faqfh(s) whom people 

should choose as a source of emulation. 

This is Shari'ati's ' A l a w j  Shi'ite mode1 of guided 

democracy in the period of occultation, a theory which, 

perhaps i n a d v e r t e n t l y ,  provided the blueprint for the theory 

of wilayat-i faq jh .  The main difference consists i n  the  fact 

t h a t  S h a r i ' a t i  overemphasizes the role of  the people i n  

choosing their own leader, and warns against the misuses of 

'83 I b i d . ,  p .  268.  

la4 I b i d . ,  p .  268 .  

I 8  I b i d . ,  p p .  266-268. 
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this mode1 by SafawI Shitism which might l e a d  to the 

react ionary and non-pious ' ulama' depriving the people of 

their rights. For in Safawi Shi 'ism the ' ulama' would argue 
* 

that the ordinary people are incapable of recognizing and thus 

unable t o  choose on the ir  own the most learned and pious from 

among the ' ulama' . '16 Therefore. they need to rely on the 

advice of their religious leaders with whom they are in 

contact and who are trusted as experts ( a h l - i  khibrah) , 187 

much like when one chooses the best cardiologist after 

consulting general practitioners and others who are experts in 

the field of medicine. This procedure, which is called a 

"natural. two-stepw election,'" is not favoured by Shari'ati 

who urges the people to rnaster their own destiny. Shari'ati 

might have "champion[ed] the ability of the common people to 

choose for thernselves, tf189 in the period of occultation but 

this role, even in his ideal ' A l a w j  Shi'ism, is restricted 

only to their choosing a leader from among an elite group. 

This should not Se mistaken with majority ru le  in democracies, 

according to which the role of the people extends beyond and 

cont h u e s  af ter choosing the leader who may not necessarily 

corne from an élite. Whatever Shari'ati means by "people's 

I b i d . ,  p p .  268.  281, 284 .  

'If Ibid. . p p .  265, 268. 

I b i d .  

la9 Shahrough Akhavi, "Islam, Politics, and Society," p. 423. 



rule", it most certainly does not mean that the collective 

mind of the people will govern. The enlightened leader 

elected i n  this fashion is accountable only to the Imam and is 

to implement his policies and plans within the framework of 

the ideology of the Imam, i.e. Islam. If Shari'ati was 

critical of intellectuals who wished to imitate Western 

ideologies and d e r n o c r a ~ ~ ' ~ ~  for Muslim societies in general , 

and Iran in particular, it is not because he saw them as being 

incompatible with Islam. Rather, like Tabataba'i, . he 

vehemently attacked Western democratic regimes for their 

oppressive policies in Third World countries. I9l It should 

therefore corne as no surprise that Shari'ati championed the 

cause of the Algerian Freedom Movement in the 1960s. He was 

also critical of electoral procedures in capitalist societies 

where the minds and thus the votes of the people are of t en  

directed by interest groups. lg2 But what Shari* was moçt 

concerned about was whether democracy can work in developing 

societies or not. He d i d  not deal very much with the 

theoretical compatibility or incompatibility of Islam and 

dernocracy. He was however convinced that "democracy, in an 

underdeveloped society which needs progressive revolutionary 

lgO Se, for instance Shari'ati's "Iqbal Muslih-i Qarn-i 
~ k h i r " .  p p .  92-94 .  

I g i  See for instance Shari'ati's "Ummat wa ImBmat," pp.  610- 
617. 

0. 
lg2 Ibid., p. 240; Ali Shari'ati, "Ma wa I q b a l , "  in h i s  

Majmff'ah-i A t h ~ r ,  vol. 5 ,  pp.  130. 211. 



leadership,  is itself an enemy t o  democracy. " 193 

Shari'ati firmly believed that freedom and equal i ty  have 

been the two main sources of inspiration for  revolutionary 

movernents throughout human history. A third one has been 

'ishq-i 'irfBBi. or transcendental love. lg4 According to  

S h a r i ' a t i ,  the most cornprehensive and perfect ideology or 

school of thought that can claim to guide man to his ultimate 

perfect ion should possess a l 1  three of these dimensions. 195 

But i n  a d e t a i l e d  expos i t ion  of t h i s  issue he contends that 

h i s  perception of  equal i ty  and freedom, as essential 

dimensions of man's being, is neither what Muslim theologians 

and jurists have taught nor what Western schools of thought 

such as exis tent ia l i srn ,  humanism, l iberalisrn, social ism and 

Marxism have offered as the truth.  Although existentialism 

has freed man, Shari'ati S t a t e s ,  €rom the shackles of the 

mater ia l i s t i c  chal lenges  of capitalism and socialism and has 

refocused man's attention on his own self, it has failed to 

replenish his s p i r i t u a l  vacuum. I t  ignores the transcendental 

aspect of man and does not replace it with a~~~thin~;'~' thus 

Ig3 S h a r i ' a t i ,  "Ummat wa Immat," p .  633. 

I g 4  Ali Shari ' a t i ,  tlChigunah Mandan, " i n  Ma jmu'ah-f Athar, 
vol. 2 ,  pp .  42-45;  idem, "'IrfBn,  B a r ~ b a r i ,  A ~ a d i , ~  i n  MajmU'ali-i 
Athar, vol. 2 ,  p .  59. 

lg' Shari'ati, " ' Irfan,  ~ a r ~ b a r i ,  A z ~ d i , ~ ~  p .  8 6 .  

lg6 Ibid., pp. 77-80. 



the freedom it o f f e r s  ends  in nihilism. Freedom in Islam is 

more than "l iber t én  which is f reeing man from a restraint . In 

Islam it contains a kind of existentid growth (rushd or 

takümul-i w u j u d ~ )  . lg7 Socialisrn too has its own weak points. 

Although it preaches equality, it does not go beyond the issue 

of removing class discrimination. Ig0 ~ l s o ,  in practice, it 

has turned i n t o  statism and as such ignores the freedom of 

individuals . 199 

Islam, particularly in its ' ~ l a w l '  Shi'ism form as 

described by  har ri ' a t i  , inc ludes  al1 these three necessary 

dimensions of freedorn, equa l i ty ,  and transcendental love i n  

their most comprehensive sense; hence, it is capable of 

guiding man to his ultimate perfection, and sa lvat ion .  The 

way to prove t h i s  i s  through examining the lives and 

characters of certain outstanding representatives of Islamic 

teachings. Imam Ali and AbUdhar Ghaffari were living symbols 

of what freedom, equality and justice mean i n  Islam. 200 

I g i  Shari'ati, 'Thigonah Mandan," p. 4 4 .  

l g 8  Shari'ati, It'Irfan, ~ a r ~ b a r i ,  A z ~ d i . "  p .  7 7 .  

Ig9 I b i d . ,  p p .  78,  149. 

*O0 Shari'ati. ltIqbal Muslih-i Qarn-i Akhir ,"  p. 95. 
Shari'ati refers throughout h i s '  works to Ali and Abadhar as 
personifications of the human values of  freedom, justice and 
selflessness. See for  instance h i s  works: "'~1% ~ a q i q a t i  bar Ganah- 
i ~ s a t f  rw , p p .  5-66; "Qarn-i MH dar JustujU-yi " ~ l z  tt , pp.  67-112; 
"Q~sitfn, ~ a r i q i n ,  ~akithfn" , pp. 195-376: ' A l f  Bunyzngudhar-i 
Wahdatm, pp. 155-194; and still others in his Majma'ah-f A t h ~ r ,  
v o l .  26. 
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Examples o f  Ali's treatment of his political opponents as well 

as his words and actions regarding social equality during his 

caliphate provide the foundations upon which Shari'ati builds 

h i s  exemplary mode1 of a perfect statesman and p o l i t i c a l  

sys tem. i n  which even enemies are not deprived of their human 

rights. A l i ' s  government, i n  this respect, scored so much 

higher than any system based on modern liberalism and charters 

o f  human rights that the  l a t t e r  two would be ashamed of t h e i r  

shortcornings. 201 Whatever Shari'ati's d e f i n i t i o n  of freedom 

was, he truly fought for i t .  Thi s  anti-despotic perception o f  

po l i t i ca l  freedom dominates other aspects  of  this multi- 

dimensional not ion  as well. I n  one place, h e  wri tes ,  ''O, 

f reedom, how many times have I been imprisoned and will 1 be 

again f o r  you, how many tortures and sufferings have 1 

embraced for  your cause; ye t ,  [be sure] 1 will n o t  seLl myself 

to despotism. [Xfter all] 1 am the child of  freedom; Ali is rny 

master and Musaddiq is my leader, the old man who lamented 

seventy years for freedom. .202 

Finally, Shari ' ati ' s view of equality can be seen in  his 

reading of AbUdhar 's life, whom he cegarded as a champion of 

Islamic social equality. His portrayal of the latter has a 

Ali Shari ' atL ,  "Khud SBZF-i Inqilttbi. in his MafmQ'ah-i 
A t h ~ r ,  vol.  2 .  pp. 142-150 : idem, "Q8sitin. M~riqin, ~akithin. " in 
h i s  MaJmU'ah-i A&r, vol. 26 .  p. 356. 

a 202 Ali Shari ' ati, wÀzadF, Khujastah Â z ~ d f ,  " in his L Y ~  jnU' ah- i  
Athar, vol .  2 ,  pp.  127-128. 
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socialist flavour to it, in s p i t e  of h i s  frequent criticism of 

socialism and Marxism as political ideologies. Shari'ati's 

discussion of f reedom and equa l i ty  usually concent rates on how 

they can be achieved rather than specifically examining their 

relation to democracy. 

Murtada Mutahhari 
O . 

Ayatullah Murtada Mutahhari, was one of the most 
a 

prominent and most enlightened Iranian 'ulama' of t h i s  

century. His name was associated w i t h  various r e l i g i o u s  

modernist movements o f  the 1960s and 1970s, such as Anjuman-i 

G u f t ~ r - i  Mah and ~usayniyah-i Irshad.   uta ah ha ri was a very 

prolific scholar whose works played a significant r o l e  in the 

ideological formation of the Iranian revolution of 1978-1979. 

But, unlike BZzargZn, ~aliqani and S h a r i ' a t i ,  the topics  and 
a 

issues that made up his primary interest  did not have 

immediate political implications. Consequently, the question 

of compatibility of Islam with democracy was naturally left 

untouched .  uta ah ha ri ' s  primary goal. which he shared with 
* 

others, was to prepare a new outfit for traditional religious 

beliefs and principles which would be competitive with modern 

Western ideologies. Marxism in particular. and as such 

preserve the faith of youth in the battle with secularism. 

Nevertheless,  uta ah ha ri's political strategy differed from 
* 



that of his fellow activists. He adopted a more conciliatory 

stand vis iî vis the shah's regime. ~lthough he was not a 

pronounced supporter o f  the latter. he was never imprisoned, 

nor were his books or lectures ever banned. Rather, he even 

recommended working under a tyrannical government with the 

purpose of serving and helping those who have been 

wronged. 'O3  He was a lecturer at Tehran University from 1954 

to the end of his life and contributed t o  the writing of high 

school religious text-books prepared by the Ministry of 

Education of the t ime.  He also published his famous book on 

the R i g h t s  of Women in Islam in t he  form of a series of 

articles in the controversial women's magazine, Zan-i Ruz.  

Among the  topics t h a t   uta ah ha ri has dealt  with there is 
* 

enough material to reconstruct the major lines of his 

p o l i t i c a l  thought,  L i k e  other Muslim activists he believed 

that politics is part and parcel of and repeated the 

traditional arguments to prove the necessity of government and 

political leadership. 205 Like Shari'ati and others, 

 uta ah ha ri b e l i e v e d  that society not only needs a leader to 
* 

203 Murtada  uta ah ha ri , Ihya '-1 Tafakkur-f 1slW (Qum: 
Intish~rat-i ~ s ~ a r n i .  136l/l982) . 'p.  127. 

Murtada  uta ah ha ri . ImHmat wa ~ a h b a r f ,  7th ed. (Qum: Sadr& 
1367) , pp , 32-33. The book contains six lectures delivered in 1349 
before  a gathering of the Islamfc Association o f  Physicians. 

205 See for instance Murtada Mutahhari, Sayr i  dar N a h j  a l -  
Balaghah (Qum: Sadra. l 3 5 4 / l g ? S )  . ' p .  104. 



govern and to administer ft, i t  also needs somebody t o  guide 

and propel it towards perfection (h idaya t )  . 'O6 Nevertheless. 

n ut ah ha ri remained s ilent on the question of government 
* 

(hukomat) in the absence of the infallible Imam. Throughout 

the book Imamat wa Rahbarf, as we11 as in the book Wala'ha wa 

Wilayath& in which he discusses al1 aspects of the authority 

of the Imams as the successors of the Prophet, p ut ah ha ri . 
considers polit ical  authority ( h u k ~ m a t )  . to be an indf spensable 

part of the doctrine of i m m a t ,  though not identical with 

it. 207 In s p i t e  of the fact that he w a s  aware of the 

question of political authority in the absence of the Imam, as 

in several places his discussion inevitably touches upon the 

 uta ah ha ri never expressed an opinion. He even 

remained silent when asked to give his opinion on whether 

m u j t a h i d s  shou ld  have the right to r u l e  or whether the 

community should choose the leadership. ' O 9  The ideal form of 

government that he envisioned was based on the mode1 of Imam 

Ali's government, h i s  preaching for which was a kind of 

response, though very indirect and always in metaphorical 

2u6 Murtada Mutahhari. "Mudiriyat wa Rahbari dar Isl&n, in 
his ~ r n d a d h ~ y - i  'Ghaytii dar Z i n d i g i - i  Bashar (Qum: Sadra, 1354) . pp.  
9 7 - 1 2 4 .  

207   ut ah ha ri. Immat wa Rahbarf. pp.  46-63, 67-85; idem. 
Wala'ha wa WXlayatha (Qum: Daftar-i IntishHrHt-i Islami, 1362) , pp.  
20-37. The latter work consists of lectures originally delivered 
at the ~usayniyah-i Irshzd in 1349. 

208 ~ u t a h h a r f ,  ImHmaf wa Rahbarf , pp.  54-57.  70 ,  80. 

I b i d . .  pp.  145-148. 
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language, to the authoritarian r u l e  of the shah. In a series 

of l e c tures  in ~usaynfyah-i . Irshad,  uta ah ha ri . surveyed certain 

political themes of Nahj al-Balaghah such as the rights of the 

ruler  with respect to  his subjects and those of the ruled with 

respect  to the ruler, justice as the principal legitimating 

factor of the state, and the necessity of a legit imate ruler. 

The paradigm of a legitimate ruler is, therefore, that of a 

just custodian ( a m m a t d a r )  of the people's trust and not a 

possessor of their livelihood. A discussion of how this 

legitimate r u l e r  should corne to office or how he would rule is 

not dealt w i t h . 2 1 0  

I t  was n o t  until the first few months after the victory 

of' the revolution that the question of "how to rule" asserted 

itself.  uta ah ha ri was asked to express his views on what kind 

of  governrnent the Islamic Republic should be  and how much 

freedom and equality it should guarantee to its c i t i z e n s .  

~utahharf's responses to these questions were hasty, general 

remarks which l a c k e d  the precision and d e p t h  of some of bis 

scholarly  works. They seemed to  be  contingent upon the 

political necessities of the time. In those months, the 

issues of equal political r ights  and freedom of speech were 

burning issues for al1 groups participating in the 

revolut ion.  l i k e  the Marxists, nationalists and ~ujahidin-i 

- 

Ii0 Mutahhari , Sayr i  d a r  Nah j a l  -Balaghah, p .  127. 



Khalq. Taking an apologetic tone. 

f reedom, the rights of individuals , 

inherent in Islamic government. 211 

s tatement he even claimed that l iberal  

Mutahhari stated that . 
and democracy were al1 

In a more general 

values and teachings do 
AI ll 

inherently exist i n  Zslamic teachings. ' l L  In this way he 

justified Ayatullah Khomefni9s opposition to the suggested 

name for the country, L e .  Vslamic Democratic Republic of 

I r a n , "  and h i s  insistence on "IslamFc R e p u b l i c  of Iranu 

ins tead. In sum, Mutahhari argues that Islam includes 

democracy and t h e  human values of freedom, equality and 

justice. 213 But Islamic democracy and freedom are far 

superior to the version a p p l i e d  in both theory and practice in 

the West. Democracy in Islam means freedom of humanity, 

whereas i n  t h e  West democracy guarantees the freedom of the 

carnal sou1 of man. 2 1 4   uta ah ha ri , like other Muslim 
* 

modernists, associates the concept of political freedom with 

tawhyd. Freedom, he states, is first and foremost freedom 

from servitude to anyone other than God, According to  his 

reading of the verse " . . . that we shall worship none but Allah,  

Murtada MU tahhari . Ma jmu ' a h 4  YBddZsh tha. Sukhanraniha wa 
Musahibaha-yi ' List&-1 Shahfd Murtada ~utahhar l ' ,  2nd e d .  (Qum : 
I n t i s h ~ r ~ t - i  I s l ~ i ,  1361), p .  78. 'This book is a collection of 
lectures delivered in early 1978, during the f i r s t  two months 
following the revolution. 

2'2 I b i d . .  pp.  34-35.  

Ibid., pp.  78-79. 

214 Ibid., pp. 79-82. 



219 

and t h a t  w e  shal l  ascribe no partner unto H i m ,  and that none 

of u s  s h a l l  take others for Lords bes ides  A l l a h . . . "  (3 :64)  , 

tawhfd is freedom i n  both the individual and social aspects of 

human l i f e .  215 Also in h i s  interpretation of I m a m  A l i ' s  

teaching t o  h i s  son i n  Nahj al-Balaghah, "do not be the 

servant of anyone o t h e r  than God, for He created you h u r r ,  

f ree" ,  the meaning of t h e  concept of hurriyah * is expanded to 

include the modern s e n s e  of s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l  freedom enshrined 

i n  democracies which, according to him, a re  on ly  one aspect of 

living a noble and free l i f e .  2 16 Regarding f reedom of 

belief and f reedorn of expression, Mutahhari assures his 

audience, through r a t i o n a l  arguments as w e l l  as by br inging 

evidence from t h e  Qur ' an  and Is lamic h i s t o r y ,  t h a t  Islam 

r e j e c t s  any compulsion i n  b e l i e f  because, rationally speaking,  

i t  i s  not possible to s t o p  somebody from thinking or believing 

in something. Having the freedom to think i s  a n a t u r a l  r i g h t  

of man. But t h i s  does no t  mean t h a t  

v a l u e  t o  o t h e r  schools  o f  thought. 

they s h o u l d  be f r e e l y  p ropaga ted  

be l iev ing  that t r u t h  lies in Islam and 

not always result i n  the r i g h t  

Mutahhari a s s i g n s  equal 

Nor does he think t h a t  

in s o c i e t y .  "' Firrnly 

t h a t  free th ink ing  does 

conc lus ions ,  Mutahhari 

Ib id .  , p p .  68-69 ; Murtada  uta ah ha ri , I n s ~ n - i  K a i l  (Qum: 
Intisharat-i ~ s l a r n i ,  1362)  . p.  35; ' idem, S a y r ,  dar  Nahj 
B a l ~ g h a h ,  p .  294 .  

21 6  uta ah ha ri , Ma jmt? 'ah-f YBddash tha, Sukhanraniha 
,YusZhibih& p p .  34 -35 ,  43. . . 

'17 I b i d .  , pp .  6-10. 
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questions the truth of  other schools of thought. The main 

example that he cites among these "misleadingn schools is 

dialectical materialism. whose advocates he invited to engage 

in academic debate. This represents the kind of directed/ 

limited freedom that  uta ah ha ri was ready t o  give to other ways 

of thinking. Re jecting violent encounters , he advocated, what 

he called, the Islamically democratic method of  amr-i bi 

ma 'raf wa nahy-i az munkar as the best way o f  guiding the 

misguided tawards the truth.'18 He equally believed. unlike 

the dogmatic clergy, that preventing freedom of expression in 

the name of protecting Islam is unjustifiable, for Islam can 

only be protected through knowledge ( 'ilm) and open and strong 

challenge from opposite views. 219 

Equality, in Mutahhari 's discourse. is synonymous with 

justice, especially the social justice practiced and preached 

by Imam Ali f o r  which he fought and was k i l l e d . z 2 0  However. 

justice also means provlding opportunities and making them 

equally accessible to a l1  members of society. b u t  only in 

accordance with the degree of a person's own talent.121 

Ibid. , p .  49 .  

I b i d . ,  pp .  14-15. 

Murtada MutahharT, Bfst Guf tar (Tehran: KitHbkhmah-i 
Saduq. 1343). pb. 4-10. 31-37, 50-51. The book contains a series 
of Lectures broadcast on Radio Iran during the late 1330s and early 
1340s ( 1960s) . 

lai Ibid., pp. 84-94. 
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ÿ ut ah ha ri does not discuss the dif ferent  aspects of pol i t ica l  

equality embedded i n  democracies. Although he advocated 

intellectual tolerance vis B vis  other trends of thought, he 

d i d  reject any possibility of Muslims accepting the rule of 

non-Muslirns. 222  As for women's rights, Mutahhari's book 

N i z m - i  HuqUq-i Zan dar  Islam ( Rights of Women in Islam) has 

gained him much fame both inside and outside of Iran. 

Nevertheless, his views seem to be nothing but a justification 

of women's position i n  ï s l a m i c  law (sharl  'ah) in modern terms. 

He appeals to al1 kinds of arguments, from ascribing certain 

differences to nature, to natural rights, to textual  

interpretations for the sake of convincing his readers. In 

some passages he criticizes the misuse and abuse of sharl 'ah 

with regard to women, yet o f f e r s  no suggestion for irnproving, 

changing or modifying the laws regarding inheritance, 

marriage or divorce. Rather they are  al1 endorsed and their 

philosophy jus tif ied 

Ayatullah Ruhollah Khomeini 

The theoretical climax of Khomeini's political activities 

came in 1970-1971 when he sketched the major lines of his 

222  uta ah ha ri, Wala'hZ wa WilayathZ. pp.  6-11. 



theory of Islamic government, w f 1 - t - i  fagj4.224 Although 

until then Khorneini had consistently and severely criticized 

the shah himself, he had not given up hope in the concept of 

cons ti tutional monarchy proper, nor had he suggested an 

alternative. 

Zn Khomeini's theory of Islamic government, which is 

unprecedented in Shi 'i political thought , political authority 

is not left in abeyance until the reappearance of the hidden 

Imam, the only legitimate ruler. 225 Rather. another ruler 

can be chosen to lead a legitirnate goverment. What makes a 

governrnent legitimate is another matter altogether. 

Legitimacy can be conferred by the people to some extent, but 

this should not be mistaken for democracy. Islamic 

government does not correspond to any of the existing forms of 

goverment," Khomeini states. Yet there are some 

similarities: 

2 2 4  Ruhollah Khorneini, Hukamat-i Isl2Imf (Tehran, n . p . ,  1976). 

*'' Ruhollah Khomeini . " I slamic Goverment, l' in Islam and 
Revolution: Wri tings and Declara t ions of Imam Khomeini ,  translated 
and annotated by Hamid Algar (Berkeley: Mizan Press, 1981). p. 61. 
Hukomat-i ~ s l ~ m . f ,  the best known of Khomeini's works on political 
theory, originated in a series of l ec tures  to seminary students at 
Najaf in early 1970. Three major themes are dealt with i n  this 
book: the necessity of having and establishing an Islamic 
government; the duty of the fuqaha' to assume political power ( L e .  
the doctrine of wilayat-i fagjh)  which he justifies on both 
rational grounds as well as various texts of ahadfth; and finally 
the necessary measures, like reform of the religious establishment, 
that would have to b e  taken as pre-conditions for bringing about an 
Islamic government. 



Islamic government is n e i  ther tyrannical nor 
absolute, but constitutional. It is not 
constitutional in the current sense of the word, 
i . e. , based on the approval of laws in accordance 
with the opinion of the mafority. It is 
constitutional in the sense that the rulers are 
subject to a certain set of conditions in governing 
and administering the country, conditions that are 
set f o r t h  i n  the Noblfi6QurPan and the Sunna of the 
Most Noble Messenger. 

In Khomeini's theory of government the role of the people 

is very limited. Although he, like Shari'ati. does believe 

that in the absence of the Imam a political leader should be 

chosen, he reserves  both the right of choosing and the right 

to be chosen for the clerical  élite, L e . ,  the fuqaha'. Since  

Islamic government, Khorneini argues, is government by divine 

laws which are supposed to prevail in Islamic society, the 

r u l e r  must subordinate himself to the  fuqaha* who are the 

experts and the most learned in t h i s  l a w .  Thus it makes sense 

that political power be directly assumed by a f a q f h  or a 

council o f  f'uqaha'. He writes:  

Since  Islamic government is a government of law, 
knowledge of t h e  [Islamic] l a w  is necessary for the 
ruler, as has been laid down in tradition. Indeed 
such knowledge is necessary not only for the ruler, 
but also for anyone holding a post or exercising 
some government function. The rudrr , however . mus t 
surpass al1 others i n  knowledge. 

226 Ibid., p. 55. 

22C Ibid., p. 59. 



This is indeed where he departs from his previous posit ion on 

the role of the sharf'ah and the ' u l a m ~ '  in politics. In an 

earlier polemical/religio-poli tical work , Kashf al-~srd'' 

(first published in 1 9 4 3 ) .  in which he approves of 

cons titutional monarchy , Khomeini rejects knowledge of f iqh  as 

one of qualifications for political leadership, remarking 

sarcastically that it is no more necessary for t h i s  task than 

it would be for an engineer in his own field. At that time 

what Khomeini was demanding was nothing more than the  

implementation of the 1906 constitution according to which t h e  

laws decided upon in parliament should be reviewed by the  

'ularna*. According to his new theory of Islamic government. 

howeve r : 

I f  the ruler is unacquainted with the contents of 
the law, he is not fit to ru le ;  for if he follows 
the legal pronouncements o f  others, his power t o  
govern will b e  impaired, but if, on the other hand, 
he does not follow such guidance, he will be unable 
to r u l e  correctly and implement the l a w s  of Islam. 
It is an established principle that "the faqih has 
authority over the ruler ."  If the r u l e r  adheres to 
Islam, he must necessarily subrnit to the faqih, 
asking him about the laws and ordinances of Islam 
in order to implement them. This being the case. 
the true rulers are the fuqaha themselves, and 
rulership ought officially to be theirs. to apply 
to thern, not to those who are obliged to follow the 
guidance of the fuqffia on account of their own 
ignorance of the law. 

228 Khomeini , Kashf al-AsrEr (Qum: Intish~r~t-i ~ u s t a f a c .  
n.d.), p .  232. .a r. 



225 

For assuming political leadership, two fundamental 

qualifications are necessary: knowledge of lslamic law and 

justice. 230 These were the same qualifications imposed by 

the  Commander o f  the Paithful, I m a m  ~ l i , ' ~ ~  and they have 

been clear to Muslims from the time following the death of the 

P r o p h e t  down to the beginning of the Occultation. 232 

T h e r e f o r e ,  Khomeini continues, ' . - . t h e  ruler should b e  

foremost in knowledge of the laws and ordinances of f slam and 

just in their implementation. "233  Since the common people do 

not have the ability to recognize such a person, t h e  matter of 

choosing and introducing such a figure remains the prerogative 

of the 'ulama'. Once the most just and the most learned faq fh  

i s  presented to thern, the people should extend their 

allegiance t o  him. 

According t o  the theory of wilaya t - i  faq ih ,  sovereignty 

b e l o n g s  to God. H e  is the only lawmaker. Parliaments or 

o t h e r  consultative bodies are only there to plan the 

implementation of div ine  law or at most to enact secondary 

rules and regulations which should of course be in accordance 

with and within the framework of the sharf 'ah.  IChomeini 

230 Ibid., p. 59. 

231 Ibid., p. 67. 

232 I b i d . ,  p .  6 1 .  

233 Ibid. 
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himself was aware of this signif icant dif ference between his 

Islamic style of government and other types of administration. 

He wrftes: 

The fundamental dif ference between Islamic 
government, on the one hand, and constitutional 
monarchies and r e p u b l i c s ,  on the other, is this: 
whereas the representatives of the people or the 
monarch in such regimes engage in legislation, in 
islam the legislative power and cornpetence to 
establish laws belongs exclusively to Cod Almighty. 
The Sacred Legislator of Islam i s  the sole 
legislative power. No one has the right to 
legislate and no law may be executed e x c e p t  the law 
of  the Divine Legislator. It is for this reason 
that in an Islamic government. a simple planning 
body takes the place of the legislative assembly 
that is one of the three branches of government. 
This body draws up programs for the different 
ministries in the light of the ordinances of Islam 
and thereby determines how pub c services are to 
be provided across the country. 3h 

As for the concepts of freedom and equality, Khomeini's 

views are very much in harmony with classical Islamic views of 

the issues discussed in chapter two. Freedom, Eirst and 

foremost, is abandonment of servitude to anyone other than 

~ o d . ~ ~ '  AS for political freedom the same line of argument 

as set  forth by ~a'ini, ~abataba'i. Taliqani  and others is . L 

traceable here too. What is primarily meant by political 

234 Ibid., pp. 55-56. 

231 For Khomeini's views on man and his rights see Farhang 
Rajaee, Islamic V a l u e s  and World View:  Khomeyni On Man, the State 
and Internat ional  Poli t i c s  (New York: University Press of America, 
1983), pp. 35-49. 
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freedom is removal of interna1 despotism and the domination of 

foreign powers, the two outstanding manifestations of 

subordination to another power than God's. As a Muslim 

revivalist, Khomeini was very much concerned about the honor 

and dignity ( ' i z z a t )  of Muslim nations in general and Iranians 

in particular. Therefore. subordination to a despot who was 

in his turn subordinate to foreign powers was the worst form 

of servitude and humiliation possible for man. During the 

revolution of 1978-79, Khomeini promised in his lectures and 

interviews that under an Islamic goverment al1 political 

groups would enjoy freedom of expression contingent upon 

proving their sincerity. and to the extent that they d i d  not 

weave a plot against Islam and the Muslims or violate the 

fundamental laws of the country. i.e., the shari'ah.13' 

AS f o r  equality in political rights, the egalitarian 

nature of Islam is repeatedly appealed  to as a guarantee that 

the voice of al1 should be heard, in accordance with the holy 

law of Islam. Therefore, the freedom of r e l i g i o n  of religious 

256 See for instance the following: interview with the 
Guardian, October 1978 ; Middle East Bulletin, November 1978 ; 
Et t e l a  'at, January 1979; a message issued in February 1979; a 
speech delivered in February 1979; interview with Agence France 
Presse in March. 1979; several speeches given in March and April 
1979; interview with Der Spiegel, January 1979: speeches in April- 
May 1979. Khomeini's speeches, statements and interviews are 
compiled in several collections by dif ferent publishers . The above 
references are to be found in Dar J u s t u j ~ y i  RBh az KalBm-i Imam: 
az BayHnHt wa I ' l t I m f y a h ~ y i  1- Khomeini (1341-1361) (Tehran: A m i r  
~ a b i r ,  l363/1984). vol. 17/20, pp. 202, 264, 264, 214-218, 264,  
262, 230, 289 (respectively). 



minorities 1s assured and protected by Islamic law. j3' This 

evidently means nothing more than the protection of the rights  

of the ah1 a l - k i t a b  in the Islamic community which, as 

examined in chapter t w o ,  is very d i f  ferent from the concept of 

equality in the modern sense of the  word. Although non-Muslim 

citizens are allowed to choose their representatives for the 

Islarnic/national assembly, they are not allowed to be e l e c t e d  

to political of f i c e .  There was indeed no change in Khomeini's 

position in this respect since early 1340/1961 when h e  and 

other m u j t a h i d s  declared their opposition to a law passed  by 

the government of the time which removed the condition of 

being Muslim from the l i s t  of qualifications for candidacy in 

elec t ion  for provincial executive councils and which also 

replaced re ferences  to the "Qur'an" with "the holy book" on 

which parliamentary representatives were to swear their oaths . 
Nevertheless, there  was a change, since then, in his position 

regarding the role of women in politics. For along with 

Ayatullah ~urnjirdi, Khomeini opposed the Shahp s reforms 

which, among other things, had given women the right to vote. 

~lthough in theory Khomeini criticized Western democracy 

237 Se, for instance the following : interview with Le Figaro, 
October, 1978; interview with a group of several, Western media 
representatives in Paris ,  November, 1978; interview with a German 
newspaper, November, 1978; lecture in Tehran, A p r i l ,  1979;  
interview w i  th the news agency United Press, November , 1978 ; speech 
in Paris, October, 1978. A l 1  of the previous may be found in Dar 
Justuju-yi Rah, vol. 17/20, pp .  201, 206,  208, 212-213, 380-381 and 
383-385, 381-382 (respectively). 
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for being based on man-made laws designed by representatives 

of the masses in order to serve their whims and interests, be 

did not stop using the term democracy in describing the 

Islamic governrnent during the revolution. in response to many 

questions, particularly those posed by foreign journalists 

regarding the nature of Islamic government, Khomeini 

repeatedly equated i t  with democracy. Nevertheless a 

couple of months after the revolution, at the time of the 

referendum on the future shape of the government in Iran, 

Khomeini vehemently opposed the inclusion of the term 

"democratic" in the title of tlIslamic Republic of Iran, as 

suggested by Bazargan. Taliqani and others . He emphasized 

that the future regime in Iran would be "the Islamic Republic, 

not one word less, not one word more. " 2 3 g  one reason for 

t h i s ,  among others. was that Islam has al1 the advantages of 

a democracy and even more. Thus, including the term 

democratic would be redundant and could even imply that Islam 

lacks democratic n o m s .  What he meant by Islamic democratic 

elements, however, can only refer to what w e  have examined 

above: a dernocracy in which there is no concept of the 

238 See for instance the interview with a group of Western 
journalists and media representatives, November, 1978; interviews 
with a French television channel in October. 1978, a Dutch 
television channel in November, 1978, and a Swiss television 
station in November. 1978 ; al1 of the above are to be found in Dar 
Jus tu jU-y i  Rah, vol. 17/20, pp. 206, 306, 306-310, 315 
(respectively). 

239 E t t e l a ' a t .  March 11, 1979. p .  8 .  
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sovereignty of the people and in which majority rule has no 

meaning! A s  Akhavi puts it. "it is in that denial [of the 

term democracy] that Khomeinits elitism becomes abundantly 

evident . n240 Moreover. "the exact type of Republic to which 

Khomeini was referring was never clarified." Certainly 

however, "the usual idea that in a republican regime the 

sovereignty l ies with the people was not countenanced by 

Khomeini . tt241 In e f  f e c t  . what EChomeini condernns as Western 

democracy is a system in which social and individual 

irnmorality and corruption prevail. Otherwise he, like 

~abataba ' , believed i n  the existence of fundamental . * 

dif ferences between Islam and democracy. Later on. Ayatullah 

~untaziri, a theoretician of  wilayat-i faqih,  was to explain 

i n  his volurninous book Dirasat ff Wilayat a l - ~ a q f h  wa F i q h  

Dawlah a l  - 1 s 1 m f ~ a h . ~ ~ ~  which is the most comprehensive 

systematic work available on the topic ,  that there e x i s t  

al- 

and 

two 

fundamental differences between democracy and Zslamic 

government. F i r s t ,  in the absence of the Imam any political 

leadership without the consent of the community is 

illegitimate. But in the period of occultation. the office of 

immat  (leadership) should go to the most learned and pious 

240 Shahrough Akhavi. Vslam. P o l i i c s  and Societyn, p. 423. 

241 Farhang Rajaee, Islamic Values and World Vfew.  p .  58. 

Ayatullah Husayn'ali Muntazirï . D i r H s Z t  fi Wilayat al- 
Faqfh wa Fiqh al-Dawlah al-Islamiyah,' 4 vols. (Lebanon: al-Dar al- 
Isl~miyah. 1988) .  
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faqfh,  who is aware and knowledgable, not only of Islamic law 

but also of the matters and events of h i s  tirne, and who is to 

protect the rights of the people. even those of the non-Muslim 

minorities. The community is not allowed to choose someone 

else for this task. Second. in Islarnic government the real  

sovereignty belongs to Allah The Almighty and the true 

religion, i .e. , Islam and its comprehensive laws. Islarnic 

governrnent, i n  i ts  three d i v i s i o n s  of power -- legislative, 
executive and judicial -- is subordinate to Islamic law. That 
is why it is designated as theocracy as opposed to democracy. 

It î s  theocracy in the sense that it is the government of 

divine laws, whereas in a democracy people will choose as 

their own l e g i s l a t o r s  those who promise to fulfil their wishes 

and desires. 243 

Concluding Remarks 

While these six contemporary iranian religious thinkers 

and activists share some common ground on the subject of Islam 

and democracy. they differ to a considerable degree on a 

number of points. The most striking similarity lies in their 

conceptions of the nature of Islam, a factor which has perhaps 

the most significant bearing on their political theorizing. 

Like other Muslim activist-interpreters, these  men too saw 

243 Ibid., vol. 1. pp.  538-540. 
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Islam as being, in the f irs t  place, closely intertwined with 

al1 a s p e c t s  of life. and in the second. a comprehensive system 

containing al1 the solutions for man's and society's problems. 

Man has only to implement these in order to effect 

improvements in his own o r  in his community's l i f e .  

~nterrelated with their political theorizing is their 

conception of man. While al1 agree that man is weak and i n  

need of divine guidance, various adaptations of this theme are 

evident in the methods proposed by these thinkers that will 

allow man to govern a civil society and administer his af fairs 

so as to attain, as much as possible, his perfection in the 

absence of the Imam. For Khomeini, for instance, this could 

be achieved only through a political system ruled by fuqaha' 

who are the most learned in divine law. For Shari'ati the 

problem was to be solved through a guided democratic political 

sys  tem operat ing in accordance wi th a revolutionary Islarnic 

i d e o l o g y  . Taliqani and Bazargan's solution was a 

constitutional democracy rnodeled after the 1906 Constitution 

in which the supervision of the 'ulama' over legislation was 

guaranteed .  uta ah ha ri and Tabataba' i . though not explicitly 
t * 

ment ioning wilaya t-1 faq ïh ,  f ollowed in Khomeini ' s footprints 

since both definitely saw hidwat (guidance) as the prirnary 

goal of the state. Another commun ground which is 

interrelated with their perception of man is their acceptance 

of God as the supreme lawmaker and the ultimate authority. 

Yet, similarities diminish when it becornes a question of the 



person to whom this authorfty is relegated on the earthly 

plane. ~aliqanl. Shari'ati and Bazargan are closer to each 

other in this respect, a s  a l 1  three display great confidence 

in the people's capability to be entrusted with this power and 

in performing the role of vicegerent of God. Nevertheless. 

this confidence i s  not absolute, for this publicly-elected 

rulership is somehow supervised by and accountable to divine 

laws and to an expert/enlightened leader. Khomeini , 

~abatab~'1 and ~utahharï on the other hand held a more 

pessimistic view regarding man's capabilities. According to 

them, man-made laws are faulty and will not help man to 

develop himself to h i s  full potential. Man, understood as 

entirely self-interested and weak in his will, is qualified 

neither to choose his ruler nor to legislate laws. While al1 

agree upon the necessity of the state's role in governing a 

civil society, their concept of how the state is to be 

governed and by whom set them apart from one another. 

Khomeini "argues for a monistic conception of democracyn 244 

in which authority is wholly vested in the fuqaha', who are 

just and the most knowledgeable about the law. Some form of 

democracy was the favourite political structure of ~aliqan1, 
b 

BBzargan and Shari'ati so long as it was based on popular 

sovereignty and guaranteed decentralization of power. The 

1906 constitution with its civilian democratic goverment 

- 

'j4 Shahrough Akhavi, tt Islam, Politics , and Societylt , p. 423. 



234 

supervised by the 'ulma' was the closest possible  model to 

what ~ZI l iqani  and Bazargan described. A form of guided 

democracy on the basis of 

tenets headed by an en1 

Shari'ati's idea l  state. 

not democratic i n  the 

def initely provided for 

a revolutionary reading of  Islamic 

ightened revolut ionary leader was 

~abataba'l ' s model was def initely 
I 9 

sense of majority rule, but it 

the rule of law in which God is 

recognized as supreme lawmaker. Although Mutahhari does not 

specify his ideal type of state in the absence of the Imam, 

and in spite of the fact that he made confusing and often 

contradictory statements at the time of the Revolution, his 

discussion of w i l m t  and imamat could place him closer to 

Khomeini ' s wilayat -i faqfh.  

As for the principles of freedom and equality, the 

arguments of these thinkers are entirely traditional. Al1 

believe that Islam endorses the root principles of democracy 

L e . ,  freedom and equality, yet none presents a clear 

perception of the dif ferences exis ting between these concepts 

as understood Islamically and in the framework of s h a r f ' a ,  or 

of what these concepts entail in democracies. In discussing 

equality, al1 refer to the egalitarian spirit of Islam and not 

to the irreconcilability of equal rights of Muslims and non- 

Muslims, men and women in a democracy with Islamic law. As 

for freedom, often the moral concept of hurrjyah is stretched 

to include polit i cal disobedience in the face of tyranny . 
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Political freedom, especially freedom of speech, is often 

likened with the Islamic concept of amr-i bi ma ' r n f  wa nahy-i 

az munkar (en joining right conduc t and forbidding indecency) . 
This cornparison is made particulariy with regard to having the 

freedom to criticize lawlessness of a despotic rule. 

Undoubtedly al1 these men betray a certain amount of 

utopianism in their thought and often mythologize certain 

historical examples as Islamic paradigms of equality and 

f reedom . 

Regardless of al1 their dif ferences, however , what 

brought these men into an alliance in the course of the 

revolution was political necessity and their shared goal of 

overthrowing a tyrant. Another, perhaps more important link 

was their desire to protect Islam from secular ideologies and 

to make it as effective and viable as possible. This points 

to the fact that democracy as a theory of government did not 

occupy and was not the focal point of their religio-political 

discourse. Their scattered and unsystematic efforts at 

reconciling Islam and democracy were simply a product of the 

anti-dictatorial nature of their proposed Islamic ideology 

which had to be cornpetitive in this respect with other 

ideologies, particularly Marxism, whfch was at that time the 

most appealing to the educated youth. Given the political 

conditions of the Pahlavi era, one can ask the question 

whether, if some restraints on the opposition had been 
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loosened and political powers dis tributed to exis ting 

institutions, these  Muslim thinkers would still have embarked 

on reconciling Islam and democracy. It is possible that they 

might never have made the effort. As it happens, their 

treatment of the issue ref lects their almost accidental 

encounter with it. Thus there is no surprise that these 

arguments do not go beyond gross generalization and 

condemnation of democracy as practiced in the West , nor beyond 

entirely religious arguments designed to Islamize certain 

principles of democracy. No effort at tackling the issue at 

a deeper philosophical level was made. Their arguments do not 

exceed in content and method what the Shi'ite muf tah id ,  

~a'inf. had t h e o r î z e d  at the beginning of the century. This 

points more than any other indicator to their mindset, their 

intellectual training and their schemes of di scourse. 

Therefore. after about eighty years of struggle. both 

theoretical and practical, with t h e  problem of accommodating 

democracy in a land which, except for a very few br ie f  

periods, has seen nothing but autocracy, the only systematic 

theoretical attempt of reconcifing Islam with a democratic 

form of government remains that by ~ ~ ' i n f  . The next chapter  

however will examine a different approach to the issue which 

was developed in the post-revolutionary era. 



POST-REVOLUTIONARY RELIGIOUS INTELLECWALISM 
AND DEMOCRACY 

ABDULKARIM SOROUSH 

While the religious intellectual trend of Iran in the 

1970s was associated with the names of A l i  Shari'ati and the 

~usayniyah-i Irshzd, the corresponding trend in the 1980s and . 
1990s has been identified with those of Abdulkarim Soroush and 

the journal Kiyan. The post-revolutionary religious 

intellectualism of 1 ran features certain unique 

characteristics as it evolves in a context which is socially 

and politically different from the pre-revolutionary era, 

though having its roots  in it. This context has little 

precedent in Islamic history, where seldom has religious and 

political authority been united in one and the same 

f nstitution. Unlike the religious thi nkers of the previous 

era, the main figures of the new religious rnodernist movement 

have al1  had some kind of association with the ruling 

structure, which makes the task of any reform more difficult 

This intellectual movement has nevertheless emerged from 

wi thin the same ideological circles that shaped the 

revolution, and is headed by one of its best known figures, 

Abdulkarim Soroush, 
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While the previous trend of religious thought grew in 

response and reaction to the prevailing ideologies of the 

time, rnost notably to Marxism, emerging in the end as an 

Islamic ideoiogy, the present Islamic intellectual movement 

has surprisingly developed as a counter trend to the 

prevailing mode of Islamic ideology. The emerging trend, as 

one of the experts in the field expresses it, i s  "making i t  

possible to be Islamic without being fundamentalist." this by 

"creating a comprehensive, late 20th-century world view that 

is, at the same tirne. authentically Islamic and authentically 

m o d e r d  Another feature of the new movement is that its 

growing constituency and its leading figure, Soroush, have 

experienced at first hand the failure of the mythologized 

ability of Islamic ideology (and particulary the Shi ' ite 

clergy) to provide a viable and effective leadership for a 

religious society in the modern era. The shortcomings and 

restraints of a dogrnatic understanding of Islamic law and the 

inability of the Shi 'ite clergy to exercise a viable i j t i h a d  

have made t h i s  failure more evident than ever before. 

Moreover. while the previous generation of religious 

intellectuals experienced and fought against political 

despotism, the present one has experienced and struggled 

against both political and religious absolutism at the same 

John Voll, 
"Ishnist's  Theory of 
edition, January 27, 

quoted b y  R o b i n  Wright i n  her article 
Relativi t y  , in  Los Angel es Times, Washington 
19%. 
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time. It was religious despotism that N t ,  at the 

beginning of  the century. had warned the nation against ,  

calling it t h e  worst form of despotism and a phenornenon that 

none of the previous Islamic thinkers and writers had ever 

expected as  the consequence of their formulation of Islamic 

ideology . 

The format ive years of pos  t-revolut ionary religious 

intel lectualisrn went very much unnoticed by the religio- 

political authority,  which by mid-1980 had already succeeded 

in consolidat ing i ts Poundations and overcoming i t s  rivals. 

Perhaps one can date the earliest activities of this Islamic 

inteIlectualism to the early 1980s when the f i rs t  cultural 

organization o f  i t s  kind was founded by a f e w  young but 

intellectually-oriented revolutionaries who had dissociated 

themselves f rom purely p o l i  tical activf ties and who envisioned 

the empowerment of the intellectual, rather than the rnilitary 

or political, aspect of the -1slamic society. In L358/ L98L 

this  group founded an institution called the Hawzah- f Andishah . 
wa Hunar-i 1slami (Center of Islamic Thought and Art), a 

deliberate echo of the name of the traditional Islamic 

seminary , hawzah-i ' f  lmiyati (center of Islamic sciences ) . .. 
The goal of this center was tu promote Islamically-inspired 

fine arts and belles-lettres. Yet the timing o f  its 

founding was significant. indicating as it d i d  the 

intellectual orientation of L t s  members at a time when the 
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prevailing socialatmosphere was increasingly directed towards 

religious emotionalism and popularism through reviving 

fanatical modes of expression in a society afflicted by 

revolution and war . After only a couple of years however this 
Islamic, quasi-liberal art center was taken over by the 

political establishment. A few of the original 

the Hawzah-i ~ n d i s h a h  na Hunar-i ~slarnï started 
* 

this time by founding in 1363/1984 Kayhan-i 

monthly cultural magazine devoted to issues of 

founders of 

over again, 

Farhangi, a 

thought and 

literature, the fîrst of its kind ever to be published after 

the revolution. The openness of thought that this magazine 

displayed during its early years was particularly striking 

because it d i d  not devote its attention solely to traditional 

Islamic thinkers and preachers. Translations of works b y  

famous Western literary and philosophical figures as well as 

Western literary criticism covered several pages in each 

issue. A number of we11 known Iranian scholars were 

interviewed and introduced to readers. Among the former were 

a good number of non-religious w r i t e r s  and poets who w e r e  in 

t h i s  way brought once again to the attention of Iranian 

Muslims after years of being defamed and forced to abandon 

public life by revolutionary hard-liners. Topics such as 

religion and science, reason and revolut ion, f r e e d o m  and 

social justice, Islam and the W e s t ,  were among those addressed 

by the magazine. A focal point in the history of the magazine 

came in 1988-1990 when it publrshed a series of articles by 



Abdulkarim Sorousb entitled "Qabd wa Bast-i Ti 'nrik-i 
& 

Shari ' at ' (The Theoretical Contraction and Expansion of 

Religion) .' These articles laid the foundation of Soroush's 

episternological approach to religious modernism. The 

argumentative nature of the articles and the implications that 

Soroush's theory had for the religious and political 

establishment led to much controversy, and the editorial board 

of the Magazine was forced to resign. Kayhan-i Farhangi was 

closed down in 1990. It reopened in 1991 under a new editorial 

board and in cornpliance with the regime's cultural policy. 

The old editorial board founded a new, independent bi-monthly 

journal, entitled Kiyan, in late 1991. Since its commencement 

Kiyan has served as an intellectual forum for the ideas of 

post-revolutionary Shi'ite modernists. led by Abdulkarim 

Soroush, who have launched lively debates in the fields of 

philosophy. theology, hermeneutics and epistemology. The 

journal publishes the opinions of both lay intellectuals and 

the clerics on a wide range of critical issues in the field of 

religion and politics ; religion and ideology; religion and 

modernity: religious pluralism; religion and democracy; 

Islarnic jurisprudence and the role of the clergy. So far the 

journal has survived under al1 kinds of pressures and 

Kayhan-l Farhangi 5, no. 2 (1367f1988): pp.  12-18; Kayhan-i 
Farhangi 5 ,  no.4 (l36?/1988) : pp. 13-19: Kayhan-f Farhangf 5. no. 
12 (l36?/1989) : pp.  11-16; Kayhan-1 Farhangi 6, no. 4 (l368/1989) : 
pp. 7-15; Kayhan-i Farhangi 6, no. 5 (1368/1989) : pp.  6-11: Kayhan- 
i Farhangi 6, no. 9 (1368/1989) : pp. 7-13; Kayhan-f Farhangi 7 ,  no. 
1 (1369/1990): pp. 12-19. 
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restraints created by its opponents in the religious 

establishment and the government. 

ABDULKARIM SOROUSH 

A Biographical Sketch 

By the mid-1980s Abdulkarim Soroush was already a 

familiar name t o  the educated sector of Iranian society, which 

comprised most of the readership of Kayhan-i Farhangi. 

Abdulkarim Soroush is the pen-name of Husayn H B j  Farajullah 

Dabbagh, born in Tehran in 1945 to a religious family. He 

received his secondary education in the famous 'Alawi school. 

a private school originally established by a group of 

religious merchants and run by a number of well-respected 

teachers who were both well-grounded in the modern sciences 

also possessed of religious conviction. The school aimed at 

educating individuals in both the modern and religious 

sciences. At university in Iran he studied pharmacology , 

going on to earn a post-graduate degree in analytical 

chemistry and the history and philosophy of science in London. 

Soroush also received an extensive traditional Islamic 

education and became well-grounded in the Islamic sciences. 

During his stay in England Soroush participated in the 

political gatherings of Iranian students based in Europe and 

the United States. He delivered speeches which were 

transcribed and circulated in pamphlet or book form, among 



them Falsafah- i  ~ z r f k h ~  (Philosophy of His tory) ,  and ' I l m  

C h i s t ,  Falsafah ~ . f s t ? (  (What is Science, What is 

Philosophy? ) . Another book that he published was Tadadd-i 

~ f a l i k t i k f '  (Dialectical Antagonism) cons is t ing  of  a series  

of his lectures delivered in an attempt to curtail the 

increasing influence of Marxis t ideology on the minds of young 

activists. The book was widely circulated in Iran and is s a i d  

to offer  a very effective argument against the dogmas of 

Marxist ideology.  Soroush proved h i s  knowledge and a b i l i t y  to 

engage in t h i s  type of discussion immediately after the 

revolution, when he participated in a l i v e  t e l e v i s i o n  debate 

with Ihsan Tabar1 and ~oruddin  ~ i y a n t l r f ,  the Iranian Marxist 
* b 

ideologues of the Tudeh Party. While he was still in London 

he published a book entitled Nahad-i Na Àrm-f ~ a h d  (The 

Restless Nature o f  the Universe). The book presents a 

philosophical approach to  two fundamental tenets of Islam, 

tawhjd and ma ' 8 d .  on the basis o f  MullH Sadra's idea of  
.@ 

harakat-i jawharf (quintessential motion) . The book was read . 
by and received the approval and admiration o f  both Ayatullah 

Abdulkarim Soroush, Falsafah- i  ~ m k h  (Tehran: Hlkmat . 
I35ï / l978) .  

Abdulkarim Soroush. ' I l m  C h f s t ,  Falsafah C h f s f ?  11th 
printing (Tehran: Sirat, 1371/1992), 1st print,  1363/1984. 

b 

Abdulkarim Soroush, Tadadd-1 ~ f ~ l  i k t ï k ï  (Tehran: Hkmat , 
1357/1978). 

Abdulkarim Soroush, Nahgd-i M f  Â&n-i JahBn, reprint 
(Tehran: Sirat,  1369/1980), 1st printing. 1357/1978. . *. 



~utahharf and Ayatullah Kh~meini.~ Upon his return to 

shortly after the 1978-79 revolution, Soroush engaged 
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1 ran 

in a 

variety of intellectual activities. He delivered several 

lectures on different aspec t s  of religion and society, 

including a series of lectures on Rumi's Mathnawl which were 

broadcast weekly on Iranian television. He published a book 

on the subject of the philosophy of ethics entitled DBoish wa 

~rzish' (Knowledge and Value) . discussing the relation between 
ir i s 11 and "ought". At the same tirne he delivered a number of 

speeches addressing Marxist dogrnatic ideologywhichwere later 

published under the title Dugmatism-i lVigabdarJ (The Masked 

Dogmatism). 

In the spring of 1980 however the universities were 

forced to close by the Muslim student rnovernent. Early in 1981 

Soroush was appointed by Ayatullah Khomeini as one of the 

seven members of Sitzd-i Inqil~b-i Farhangi, a cornmittee 

charged prirnarily with revis ing the curricula of higher 

education and to bring about the re-opening of the 

universities. However, a year and half later, i n  1983, when 

' Abdulkarirn Soroush, Qfssah-i  Arbab-f Ma 'ri fat [The Tale of 
the Lords of Sagacity], 3rd ed.* (Tehran: Sirat, b . 1375), p. xxix. 

Abdulkarim Soroush, D ~ n f  sh wa Arzish 

"DugmZtism-i NiqBbdarn along with a couple of other of h i s  
lectures were later edited and published in book form. See, 
Abdulkarim Soroush, fd i  ' u l ~ z h f  -i S h a y t ~ n f  [Satanic Ideology] , 5th 
printing. (Tehran: Sirat. e * 1373f1994, 1st ed.. 1359/1980). 



the universitfes s tarted to reopen, Soroush resigned from this 

position, the only official position he has ever held within 

the ruling system of Iran, due to disagreements over the 

function o f  the committee, which was about to increase its 

membership and assume further tasks , transforming itself into 

the Sharay-i InqilZb-i Farhangi. During the "cultural 

revolutionw the social sciences were indeed corning under 

severe attack. Soroush published about sixteen articles in 

defence of the latter which, together with a few other 

articles, were later published in his book T a f a r r u j - i  Sun'. 1 O 

Joining the faculty of the Institute for Cultural Research and 

Studies in 1983, Soroush has since been principally engaged in 

teaching at the university level. Subjects like the 

philosophy of the social sciences, the philosophy of the 

empirical sciences and the mys t icism of Mawlana Jalaludfn  mi 

constitute his c h i e f  interests. H e  has also contrlbuted to 

these fields by writing or translating some important articles 

and books. among them his work Darsha'f dar Falsafah- i  ' I l m  

a l - i  j t ims': Rawish-i T a f s f r  d a r  ' U l o m - i  I j t i m a  '1 (Lectures in 

the Philosophy of Social Sciences: Hermeneutics in Social 

Sciences) and translations of Alan Ryan's The Philosophy of 

the Social Sciences, Edwin A. Brut t ' s , Me taphysical 

Founda ti ons of Modern Physf cal Sciences, and Daniel Little ' s 

Abdulkarim Soroush, Tafarruj-f  Sun ' : Guf t H r h B  '1 dar A k h l ~ q  
wa San ' a t  wa T i  ~nsz?nf [Observing' the Created: Lectures in 
Ethi'cs , Technology and Human Sciences] , 3rd ed . (Tehran: Sirat, 
l373fl994). 
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VarieCies of Social Explanation: An Introduction t o  the  

Philosophy of Social science." In 1992.  Soroush established 

at the  Inst i tute  the Research Faculty of  the History and 

Philosophy of Sc i ence ,  the f i r s t  of its k i n d  ever i n  Iran. H e  

i s  also a member of the Iranian Academy of Sciences. He has 

lectured extensively to both university and seminary audiences 

i n  Tehran and Qum. In 1988 he started a s e r i e s  of weekly 

lectures i n  the Imam Sadiq Mosque i n  Tehran which continued 
*a 

for  s i x  years before i t s  suspension by o f f i c i a l s .  During the 

years 1988-1994 he a l s o  frequented Qum where he taught and 

participated i n  discussions at the r e l i g i o u s  seminaries. His 

publ i shed  works as well as the  audio casset te  recordings of 

his numerous lectures have found an increasing audience among 

Young, educated Iranians .  Some of h i s  other works w i l l  b e  

referred t o  in  the  following pages wherever they are relevant 

t o  the topics under d i scuss ion .  

Abdulkarim Soroush, Darsha '1 dar Falsafah-i  ' I l m  a l -  
I j t i m a ' :  Rawish-i ~ a f s f r  dar 'Ulm-i Xjtima'f [Lectures in the  
Philosophy of Social Sciences: Hermeneutics i n  Social  Sciences] 
(Tehran: Nashr-i Nay. 1374/1995) ; Alan Ryan, The Philosophy of the 
Social Sciences (London: Macmillan, 1970) ; Edwin A. Brutt , 
Metaphysical Foundations of Modern Physfcal Sciences (London: 
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1959) ; Daniel L i t t l e ,  V a r i  e t ies  of Social 
Explanation: An Introduction t o  the Philosophy of Social Science 
(Boulder, Colo. : Westview Press, 1990) . 



The Theory OP the Contraction and Expansion of Religious 

Knowledge 

Soroush's religious modernism, though a continuation of 

the trend set by his immediate predecessors, has its own 

unique characteristics. His assumptions and his approach 

differ from theirs and thus entai1 different conclusions. In 

assessing his thought in the light of the efforts of the 

religious revivalis ts (muhiyün-i . din) of the last century , 

f rom Sayyid Jamaludfn Afghani to Iqbal and Shari 'ati , Soroush 

contends that his contribution, namely, his Theory of the 

Contraction and Expansion of Religious Knowledge, provides a 

solution to the unresolved puzzle that al1 his predecessors 

were faced with, L e .  reconciling change and immutability. 12 

Nevertheless, he claims neither perfection nor finality for 

his approach, for he believes that no one can have the final 

word in the trernendous task of religious re~ivalisrn.'~ Those 

who, according to Soroush, have attempted to mreconstructw or 

"reviveN Islam have wanted to preserve the immutability of 

religion, on the one hand, and yet render it compatible with 

the continuously changing nature of the modern world on the 

l2 Abdulkarim Soroush, Qabd wa Bast-i Ti k -  Sharf 'a  t: 
Nazarïyah-i Takamu1 -i Ma 'ri fa t-i &fnj [The 'Theoretical Contraction 
and Expansion of Religion: The Theory of Evolution of Religious 
Knowledge], 3rd ed. (Tehran: Sirat, 1373/1994), pp. 47-52. 

a 

l3 Abdulkarim Soroush. "MurtadB   ut ah ha ri Ihy~'  una and ah' i dar 
'Asr-i Jadfd, [Murtada  uta ah ha ri , ' a Contemporary Religious 
ReGivalist] , in his Tafarruj-i' Sun', p .  395. 
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other. The result has been a victory of dif ferent approaches 

to the matter. Some have tried to strip from Islam irrelevant 

and/or foreign elements in order to make it more effective and 

functional. Some have tried to empower it by adding to it 

elements borrowed from elsewhere, such as from science. 

Others , like ~fghani . have seen the problem as lying within 

Muslims themselves and not Islam. I4 Notwithstanding his 

appreciation of al1 these attempts, and in spite of his having 

gained insights from every one of these approaches, Soroush 

tries to take the problem to a different level by examfning it 

from an epistemological perspective. He states that al1 the 

solutions arrived at until now, though perhaps necessary, 

lacked an epistemological theory. The missing link in their 

series of efforts was that they did not distinguish between 

religion ( din) itself and religious knowledge (ma 'rifat-i 

d l n f ) .  Consequently, contradictions arose in their attempts 

to reconcile a fixed religion with a changing world. l5 

According to Soroush, it is not Islam that must be 

changed in order to bring about a reconciliation between the 

immutability of religion and the dynamics of the external 

world: it 1 s  rather man's understanding of it that must be 

altered. The key principle in Soroush's approach is the 

Ibid., pp.  367-384. 

l5 Abdulkarim Soroush, Qabd wa B a s t - i  Ti ' ~ r f k - i  Sharf 'a t, p .  
5 2 .  
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distinction he makes between religion ( dfn) and religious 

knowledge (ma 'ri fa t-1 dini) , the former being unchanging 

( thabf t) , the latter constantly in flux (mutaghayyfr) . 
Soroush's theory of religious knowledge originally appeared in 

the pages of Kayhan-i Farhangi as a series of articles 

entitled "Qabd wa Bast-i Ti'urik-i Shari 'at" (The Theoretical 
I b 

Contraction and Expansion of ~ e l i ~ i o n )  lG published between the 

years 1988 and 1990. These articles were later amended and, 

along with some supplementary material and a couple of 

critical articles and their replies, republished in book 

formel7 The major p r i n c f p l e s  of Soroush's theory, which has 

a significant bearing on his discussion of a democratic 

religious state, among other issues, may be summarized as 

follows : 

1. From an epistemological and historical point of view, 

religion is different from the understanding of religion. 18 

l6 It should be mentioned that the word Vhari 'atm l s  often 
used in Persian as meaning lldinlf (religion) and is therefore not 
necessarily equivalent to the "shari'ahc as the body of Islamic 
law. However, what Soroush means by "shari'at," according to the 
context of his theory, corresponds to religious knowledge or 
unders tanding of religion. 

l7 Abdulkarim Soroush, Qabd wa Bast-i Ti Wrjk-i Sharl' 'at: 
Nazarïyah-i  Takmul- f  Ma 'ri fa t-i b f n f  [The 'Theoretical Contraction 
and Expansion of Religion: The Theory of Evolution of Religious 
Knowledge], 3rd ed. (Tehran: Sirat, 1373/1994). . b ' I b i d . ,  p .  439, pp.  501-503. 



250 

2 .  Religion per  se is divine, eternal,  immutable and 

sacred .19 

3 .  The understanding o f  religion is a human endeavour like 

any other ,  such a s ,  for instance, the attempt to understand 

nature.  Thus r e l i g i o u s  knowledge (ma 'ri fa t-i d 1 n i )  is not  

sacred . 20 

4. Siarilarly, inasmuch as it is a human endeavour, the 

unders tanding of religion and religious knowledge are 

certa in ly  af fected b y  and i n  constant exchange with a l1  other 

fields of human knowledge . 2 L 

5 This being the case, religious knowledge is in flux, 

relative, and time-bound 2 2 

Religious knowledge is the result of rnankind's attempt to 

understand and interpret re l ig ion ,  which,  i n  the case of  

Shï'ite Islam, consists of the  Qur'an, t h e  hadfth,  and the 

teachings of the S h i *  ite Imams. Religion has  a revelatory 

essence and as such may be t ~ e .  perfect ,  comprehensive and 

immutable . Religious knowledge, on the o t h e r  hand, though its 

subject  matter is sacred, camot retain any of these qual i t f e s  

because i t .  l i k e  any o t h e r  branch of knowledge. develops i n  

- 

I9 I b i d . ,  p .  181, p .  203. p .  248. P. 441. P.  504-  

Ibid.. pp. 206-208, p .  442. p .  504. 

I b i d . .  p .  245. p .  447, pp. 505-506. 

22 Ibid. , pp . 486-488. 
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and is affected by the complexities of human social and 

intellectual interaction. Religious understanding and its 

interpretation always occur in a given context. and are 

produced by individuals with a distinct understanding of the 

world, nature. and man. In the process of  bui lding up any 

religious knowledge a variety of presuppositions and methods 

are consciously or inadvertently utilized. These assumptions 

range fcom the philosophical, theological and historical to 

more specific ones like the linguistic and sociological. Al1 

this implies that the understanding of religion and the 

knowledge of it are subject to  expansion and contraction 

because they are involved in a constant give and take w i t h  

other disciplines of human knowledge. Religious knowledge. 

like O ther branches o f  knowledge , is mundane , theory- loaded 

and thus relative, time-bound and changing. 

The Clergy 

The upshot of this  is that no understanding of  religion 

i s  ever sacred, absolute or f i n a l .  Nor can any individual or 

specific group claim privileges on the basis of holding the 

true and f i n a l  interpretation of rel igion.  23 This applies 

l3  While there may yet be no final and absolute interpretation 
of rel igion.  nevertheless th is  does not mean that any unsystematic. 
arbitrary o r  haphazard ( gizayr-i madbut) reading of the texts should 
be considered a valid understanding of rel igion or that there is no 
d i f  ference between correct or incorrect unders tandings (Qabd va 
Bast, p .  197, pp.  341-342) .  The theory of Qabd w a  Bast however', as . . 



especially to the Shi ' ite clergy who, claiming to be the 

successors of the hidden Imam, consider themçelves as the 

custodians of the true Islam, which allows them O judge the 

correctness of the other interpretations. 24 The political 

an epistemological theory, is not concerned with deciding which 
understanding is correct. This is the task of the scholarly 
community to decide and the issue belongs to the realm of first 
rankknowledge (matrifat-i darajah-i awwal) ( i b i d . .  p .  3 4 2 ) .  As it 
is the case that in the creation of a religious knowledge the 
overall body of human knowledge is involved and it is not the 
outcome of one individual's understanding of the text alone, the 
correctness or incorrectness of religious knowledge is not to be 
determined by a single individual or by an isslated criterion 
( "Lubb-i Lubab-i Qabd w a  Bast-i Ti'arik-i Shari ' at" ; "PZsukh bi 
Maqalah-i 'Thubat w a  Taghyi r dar Andishah-i Dini. "' two chapters in 
ibid., pp. 559 and 612, respectively). 

Soroush has criticized the structure, rnethod of instruction 
and the curricula of the religious seminarfes. The undue 
centrality given to fiqh at the expense of other branches of the 
religious sciences has beentargeted in particular. His criticisms 
are especially significant in the light of the rivalry going on 
between the universi t ies and the religious seminaries over the 
issue of the social sciences and humanities and the state-sponsored 
program for unification of the two institutions and the 
Islamization of the universities. While sirnilar. though not fully 
elaborated, cri tiques by ~aliqani and Mutahhari (among others ) went 
unnoticed and did not ckeate controvefsy, Soroush's critiques. 
because they are coming from a lay intellectual and an outsider to 
the clerical establishment, have raised strong responses from high 
ranking muftahids who consider them threatening and even 
blasphernous. For the most comprehensive arguments of the two sides 
see Soroush IfTaqlid wa ~ahqfq dar SulUk-i ~anishju'f [Analytical 
Investigation versus Intellectual Imitation in University Student 
Behaviour], a l ec ture  delivered i n  1368, printed in Abdulkarim 
Soroush, Farbfh tar az Ïdi 'ul~zhf [More Comprehensive than 
Ideology]. 2nd ed. (Tehran: Sirat, 1373/1994), pp. 1-21; idem, 
TntizHrBt-i Danishgah az Hawzah" [The University' s Expectatf ons of 
the Seminary J , a lecture delivered in 1373. printed in Farbihtar az 
Ïdi 'ul~zhf . pp . 21-45 : Ayatullah NBsir Makarim Shi razi , "Bi 
'Aqldah-i Man Majma'ah-i in Sukhanrani 'Aw5zadigl-i ' A j i b  A s t '  [In 
My Opinion This Talk is Entirely an Exaggerated Vulgarism] in 
Salam, 5, January, 1993, p. 8. 
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consequences of this discussion, particularly in the present- 

day Iranian context, are that the 'ulamZ' should no longer 

arrogate for themselves a s p e c i a l  and p r i v i l e g e d  role i n  the 

political system. This brings Soroush i o t o  a face to face 

confrontation with the fuqatra' and the advocates of w i l w a t - i  

faql'h. 23 

De-ideologization of Religion 

Moreover, Soroush's view about the ideologization of 

25 Soroush's d i r e c t  criticism of the social and political role 
of the clergy, which is the consequence of their monopoly over 

a re l ig ious  t r u t h  and the  sole in t erpre ta t ion  that they propagate, 
appeared i n  "Hurriyat wa Ruh~ni  yatv [Freedom and the Clerical 
Establishment] ; Kiyan 4. no. ' 2 4  (19%) : pp. 2-11. This article 
discusses the mutual ties between the clerical and political 
establishments and the unintended but unavoidable restraints that 
these impose on the scholarly and intellectual freedom of society 
in general and of seminaries i n  particular , restraints which hinder 
the proper growth and evolution of both religious knowledge and the 
public poli tical consciousness . The article generated an 
acrimonious debate in Iranian intellectual and political circles. 
The indirect warnings of Ayatullah Sayyid A 1 1  Khamanei, the leader 
of the Islamic Republic (see Ettela'at. 10 September, 1995) 
accelerated the opposition which culminated in disruptions of 
Soroush's lectures and threats to  his l i f e  by an organized mob 
known as the %nszr-i Hizbullahn , a group supported by certain 
recognized religio-political institutions . A couple of months 
l a te r ,  under the pressure of the Wiz~rat-i Ittilatat wa Amniyat-i 
Kishwar, Soroush had to abandon further discussion on this topic .  
Y e t ,  in an article written in reply to some of his critics entitled 
"Saqf-i Ma'îshat bar Suton-i Shariratw [The Ceiling of Livelihood 
upon the Pillar of Religion] , K ï y a n  4, no, 26 (L995) : pp.  25-32.  
Soroush elaborated his views further; and in the same issue the 
editorfal board of K i y a n  announced that they would no longer 
pubiish any article related to this topic. For an English summary 
of Soroush's views on the ckrgy,  see Valla Vakili, Debating 
Religion and P o H t i c s  fn Iran: The Politfcal Thought of Abdolkarim 
Soroush, Occasional Faper Series no. 2 (New York: Council on 
Foreign Relations. 1996). 



religion. which is in turn derived f rom his epistemological 

observation regarding the fluctuating nature of religious 

knowledge. puts him at odds aot  ooly with Iranian but also 

with mos t contemporary bfuslim religious revivalis ts . Contrary 

to  the prevailing tendency among Muslim modernists, which 

c o n s i s  ts in developing an Islamic ideology . Soroush at temp ts 
the reverse, that is to Say, he embarks on a de-ideologization 

of religion. According to  him the disadvantages and harmful 

aspects of an ideology are greater than its benefits. 26 

particularly in the case of a religious ideology. Soroush 

states that religion is far too comprehensive and vital to be 

enclosed within the fixed mould of an ideology. Religion 

provides man with al1 that an ideology can give and more. 2 7 

l6 What Soroush means by the term nideoLogyn i n  t h i s  context 
i s  "a sys tematized school of thought with def ined principles which 
prescribe ideals and values. determine p e o p l e  ' s position regarding 
social. political and moral issues and direct their actionsw 
( Abdulkar i r n  Soroush . Farbih tar  

2' Soroush. "Farbihtar 
rdf 'uluzhf, pp.  122-124. This 
lectures that Soroush delivered 
Ali Shari'ati's death. This in 
related themes were published 

az TdiTul~zhin in Farbihtar  az 
article is a combination of three  
in 1371 on the 15th anniversary of 
addition to some other articles on 
in a book by the same t i t le  (see 

i b i d .  ) . In his discussion. while crediting ~hari'ati as a re l ig ious  
r e v i v a l i s t  and praising him for his  courageous and effective 
enterprise ,  Soroush points out some of the ironies  and 
contradictions in his thought . Pocusing particularly on the 
"unintendedm but wunavoidablem consequences of  h i s  ideologization 
of Islam. Listing its harmful aspects. Soroush shows, among other 
things . how Shari ' at i  ironically and quite inadvertently helped t o  
consolidate and legitimize the mandate of the Shi'ite clergy as a 
class of official interpreters and ideologues o f  Islam. For more 
of  Soroush's views on Sbari'atf see f o r  instance h i s  other 
articles. "sharz 'atf w a  JBmitah Ç h i n ~ s i - i  Diun (Shari'ati and the 
Sociology of Religion] . K i y u  3. no. 13 (1993) . pp.  2-12; mDuktur 
SharE'ati w a  l3Sz Sazi-i Fikr- i  DZnrD [Dr. Shari'ati and the 



Ideologies primarily function as a means for fighting against 

rival ideologies/schools of thought. Therefore. they are 

created i n  such a way  as t o  meet that particular purpose, i .  e . 
they are suitable f o r  defeating a specific enemy in a specific 

society a t  a specific juncture in time. Therefore, ideologies 

are ephemeral.28 Religion on the o t h e r  hand never targets a 

specific historical or social  milieu: i t  is, on t h e  contrary. 

e ~ e r l a s t i n ~ . ~ ~  Since the primary goal of an ideology is mass 

mobilization,  i ts  teachings, which often serve as party 

const i tut ions  , require precision and st  ra ight  forwardness . 30 

Therefore , a r e l i g i o u s  ideology b y  def i n i t i o n  teaches 

superficial and inflexible intecpretations of God, man, 

history, etc, It  provides an exoteric version of r e l i g i o n  

which ignores the  d e p  th 0 0  meaning ( s  ) hidden mys t e r i o u s l y  

within its doctrines  awaiting interpretat ion .  As far as 

mysticism is concerned, the ideologizat ion of re l ig ion never 

goes beyond shari'ah and i s  incapable of benefiting from the 

esoteric levels of tariqah and haqiqahb3' Furthermore. in 

sociological terms, ideologies are useful for  launchfng socio- 

political movements but are inef fective when revolutions are  

Reconstruction of  Religious Thought] . in, Qissah-i . ArbEb- i  
1Ya ' r i f a t ,  pp. 381-440. 

la Soroush, "Farbih-tar az ~di'ul~zhi~. p p .  106-107. 

" Ebid. . pp. 146-147. 

Ibid., p .  106. 

Ibid., pp,  126. 129. 
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over and when it is the time for founding s t a b l e  social 

institutions . 3 2  Religfon, according to Soroush, i s  funct ional  

a t  both these times for i t  is  capable o f  y i e ld ing  i tself  to 

different understandings and interpretati~ns.~~ By contras t ,  

s ince ideologies determine goals for movements and direct the 

p e o p l e ' s  ac t ions  they are i n  need of o f f i c i a l  interpreters. 

i . e . ideologues . 34 Religious ideology requireç the clergy to 

a c t  a s  a class o f  o f f i c i a 1  interpreters .J5 Soroush is against  

the ideologization of society,  for this is likely to  give r i s e  

to dictators and totalitarian regimes. 36 

Ia an ideological society there is no room for reason and 

intellectual inquiry, for everything is pre-determined by the 

ideology; hence imitation, dogmatism, emotionalisrn, blind 

worship of an individual  or individuals as well as hatred of 

whatever and whomever is considered the  "otherW are prornoted. 

Similarly no intellectual inquiry about the off icial ruling 

ideology or criticism of anyone in power is permitted. Nor 

does an ideological society tolerate the plurality of ideas 

either . 31 In an i d e a l  religious society, however. no 

Ibid., p .  121. 

Ibid., p .  129. 

Ibid,, p .  116, 130. 

I b i d . ,  p .  137. 

I b i d . ,  p.  135. 

fbid.. p p .  135439, 148-149. 
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individual or  r e l i g i o u s  opinion stands beyond cr i t ic i sm.  No 

one understanding o f  religion is the best or the final 

understanding. There might be a prevailing interpretation of 

religion but cer ta in ly  there is no official or absolute one. 38 

Given al1  these cons iderations Soroush clearly 

articulates the points on which he diverges frorn his immediate 

predecessors in the field of religious modernisrn in 

contemporary Iran. Whatever else he might be called, he is 

not  an 1 slamic idedogue The latter epithet may be a p p l i e d  

to those who, during the 1970s, devoted their every effort 

towards creating an alternative ideology for the nation in 

order to counter the state-ideology of the Shah and Narxism, 

whereas Soroush is  trying to undo what they d i d .  This is of  

course  partly due to his f i r s t  hand experience o f  the 

consequences of such efforts under the present ideological 

regime; mostly however it is due to his persona1 disposition 

and intellectual inclinations. Very much inf  luenced by t he  

rationalism of the Mu'tazilah and the openness and tolerance 

of the great mys tics. particularly ~ a l ~ l u d i n  R a i ,  Soroush 

opposes any intellectual r i g i d i t y  and religious dogmatism and 

'' Ibid., p .  155. 

39 In s p i t e  of his clear position regarding the ideologization 
of Islam and ideoiogical dogmatism. Soroush has himself been 
referred t o  as an fslamic ideologue- See f o r  instance, Mehrzad 
Borou jerdi, iranian Intellectuals and the West (Syracuse: Syracuse 
Universfty Press, L996), p. 158, 
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intolecance , He favours rational argumentation and tolerance 

for a plurality of understandings of religion. 

Religious Democratic State 

Soroush's rejection of Islamic ideology as the 

legitimizing factor in an Islamic state does not amount to his 

negating the role of religion in politics. Rather he 

advocates a r e l ig ious  democratic state  [ hukmat-i  dimukr~tfk-i . 
dinj) for which he argues the possibilities. A democratic 

state in his view is not only compatible with religion, but 

essential to a religious society ( jmi 'ah-i d i n i )  . Soroush' s 

n o t i o n  of a religious democratic state will be better 

understood in Light of the distinction he makes between two 

different notions of a religious state, each reflecting two 

different types of religious society based on two different 

understandings of religion. In one, the ffqh-based, the state 

will be, in the final analysis , of a totalitarian nature, even 

though it may take on some democratic forms, In the other, 

the faith-based. the state can be nothing less than a 

democratic s t a t e .  These are elaborated through h i s  discussion 

of a number of related issues which wilL be examined here. 

Depending on which aspect of religion is emphasized 
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(Soroush Ls concerned in this instance with Islam). iman 

(inner faith) or ' m a l  (outward practice) , two different 

understandings 0 0  religion will emerge. If 'amal i s  given 

prior i ty  over iman. the religious society will be defined as 

one wherein the observance of  al1 r i t u a l s  and practices is 

given pr ior i ty .  Accordingly the main task of the religious 

goverment i n  this  case is t o  execute re l ig ious  laws, the 

sharf 'ah,  and t o  concern itself with and supervise the 

people's observation of their re l ig ious  duties and rituals. 

In this case f i qh  i s  recognized as the core o f  Islam; the 

fuqaha'. or experts in shar1'a.h. accordingly serve as 

custodians and w i l l  enjoy a prominent and priv i ieged  position 

in politics t o o .  The state will b e  obliged, in such 

circumstances and as its religious duty, to protect  and 

implement the s h a r i  'ah even if it has to appea l  to force. 

This Piqh-based state is predicated on the religious duties 

and religious rights  of the ruler and the ruled. Methods of 

governance are also derived f rom re l ig ion .40  

Soroush however argues that fiqh only constitutes a 

portion of the Islamic tradition. Describing the relat ion 

between fiqh and fin- (jurisprudence and fa i th)  he uses the 

Abdulkarim Soroush. "TahliL-i Mafhtim-i AukUmat-i Din lm 
[Analysis of the Concept of Religious Goverment] . ' E y a  6 ,  no. 32 
(1996) : pp. 2 -3 .  



image o f  body and soul. Very much inspired by  al-Ghazzali, 4 1 

he states that a fiqh-based state may rule the bodies of the 

p e o p l e  but cer ta in ly  not their hearts . According to him, what 
rnakes a society and thus its government re l ig ious  is not the 

en forcement of the sharj 'ah which . his tor ically speaking , has 
often been imposed upon Muslim society. He emphasizes that a 

re l ig ious  society, and one which c m  be s a i d  to have a 

religious government, i s  one whose members embrace f a i t h  quite 

freely, Faith, not fiqh, is its main pillar. A fiqh-based 

society . according to  Soroush, is  neither religious nor 

democratic. regardless of whether it enforces the shar j  'ah or 

insists upon the observation of the rituals. It clearly 

remains a f iqu government and not  a religious one. I t is not 

religious because fiqh and sharIrdz are neither the  core of 

Is lam nor its t o t a l i t y .  T t  is undemocratic because it imposes 

the enforcement of sharj'aii and thus seeks uni formi ty  in w i l l  

and in the r e l i g i o u s  experiences of al1 members of the  

society. Absence of a plural i ty  OP w i l l  and beliefs leads to 

monopoly over the truth and entails elitisrn. 42 

If on the other hand, as Soroush sta tes ,  in our 

Soroush o f t e n  quotes al-Ghazz~lT's saying that "the heart 
( d i l )  is beyond the control ( w i l w t )  of the faqih. The reference 
is t o  IbyB' 'Ultlla al-dfn, vol. 1. wKitab al-'ilmm chapter 2 .  

'* Abdulkarim Soroush. nMudHrZ w a  ~ u d ï r b a t - i  Mu'minBn: 
Sukhani dar Nisbat-i ~ ï n  wa ~ i r n u k r ~ s i "  [The ToLerance and 
Administration of the Faithful: A Remark on the Relation Between 
Religion and Democracy] , Kiyan 4 ,  no. 21 (1994) : pp. 7-8. 



definition of religion ~QIEQ is given primacy. s ince i t  i s  b y  

nature something that cannot be forced or imposed upon p e o p l e  

and society . then an iman-based society is one i n  which p e o p l e  

choose the ir  faith freely. The task of the state in such 

circumstances will be restricted merely t o  provfding and 

Pacilitating the condit ions  in which the p e o p l e  can freely 

pursue the actualization of i m a n .  In such a society. ethics 

and m o r a l i t y  are more important than outward practices. for  

violating the former is tantamount t o  violating the 

religion.13 The re fo r e ,  the outward face of a society cannot 

determine whether it is  religious or not. For Soroush a 

religious society is a faith-based society. In that society 

a government does not rule because of its religious duties and 

r e l i g i o u s  rights nor  do the people participate in it because 

of their religious d u t i e d 4  In a t m l y  religious society 

with  a religious government, l a w  is based on the faith of the 

people and is subject to and in accordance w i t h  the evolving 

understanding of the people of each era. Thus. the beliefs 

and will of the majority at the lower end of the  scale of 

power define the ideal tslamic s t a t e .  It cannot be imposed 

from the top or by an élite. 45 

13 Soroush, "Tahlil-i Mafhm-i Kukmat-i ~ i n i " ,  p .  3 .  

I4 I b i d . .  pp.  3-4. 

Soroush, wMudHrB va kîudXriyatn. pp.  8-9; Abdulkarim 
Soroush. "BHwar-i  id. DcRIar-i D ~ T .  " [Religious Belief , Religiaus 
Arbitratorj, in Farbihtar az T d i ' u l a ~ ~ .  p .  56. 
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In answer to the questions: Who has the right to rule? 

and, 1s there any religious right or duty to rule? Soroush 

States that there are two possible replies, one of them 

jurisprudential ( f i q h ï )  in nature, and the other non- 

j~ris~rudential .16 In the f i r s t  approach, which considers 

Islam to be a body of divine laws whose implementation 

guarantees the happiness and prosperity of man and human 

society both in this world and the next, the issues of 

justice. freedom and human rights, which are determining 

factors for any state, will be considered sornething secondary, 

and inconsequential. There is no independent idea of justice 

or human rights to govern. They are simply expected to corne 

about through the implementation of the shari 'ah. Religious 

justice and the religious rights of man will be emphasized. 

The people will enjoy the right to participate in politics 

because they are believers ( d j n d a r )  and because it is their 

religious duty and religious right to help in the 

actualization and execution of the shari'ah. This however 

will result in a paradox for the fiqh-based state, for if the 

right to governance is entirely a religious right and thus al1 

the institutions derive their legitimacy from fiqh and the 

fuqahz' .  any role of supervision given to the people in the 

form of a parliament or other devices for controlling and 

checking state power will still be dependent on the political 

l6 Soroush. "Bzwar-i Dini. Dzwar-i DM," p.  49.  
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authority which is of divine origin i tself  . Moreover, the 

people's right to dismiss the government is not sufficient to 

make a government democratic. They should also enjoy the 

right to choose and decide who can rule, not merely be given 

the right to choose someone who has already been granted an a 

priori right to rule .  4 7 

Religious justice and the religious rights of man are, 

for Soroush, extremely restrictive variations on these extra- 

religious categories/notions. In order to have a successful 

religious goverment. the non-religious rights of a people, 

L e .  those rights that people are entitled to by virtue of 

being human beings and not because of their religious belief, 

should be given due cons ideration, indeed primacy . 48 They 

enjoy these rights prior to their acceptance of religion 

because of the fact of their being human beings. This is 

where a t ruly theological approach s tarts . Soroush argues 

that the discussion about the nature of state and the methods 

of governance are non- jurisprudential discussions and that 

they lie within the domain of political philosophy.49 

What determines whether this subject should be tackled 

4i Soroush, ifTahlil-i MafhUm-i HuklIniat-i DlnF, pp. 4 - 6 .  . 
Ibid., p. 5.  

49 Soroush, "B8war-i D Z ~  . Dawar-i D n , p .  50. 
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from within or from without formal religion, or i n  other 

words, whether this is a jurisprudential or theological 

matter, depends firstly on the nature of the subject matter 

and secondly on our expectations of religion.50 As far as the 

nature of the matter is concerned, it is evident that the idea 

of democratic government has its roots in the idea of natural 

rights, which has  enormous implications and encompasses al1 

human rights including the people's right to sovereignty. It 

is the natural right of human beings to govern their own 

af fairs. No élite can therefore claim that it has an a pr ior i  

r i g h t  to interpret this sovereignty, whether in the name of 

Cod or because of their claimed monopoly over truth.  Thus a 

discussion of democracy is not a jurisprudential ( f i q h f )  issue 

i n  any sense. T t  i s  rather associated with the rule of reason 

and the rejection of absolutist authority. the latter being 

characteristic of a dogrnatic understanding of Islam. 5 1 

Related to the question of "how to rulel1 are the issues 

of  the  values that a government embodies and the methods it 

employs . There are, Soroush argues, two sets of values, 

primary and secondary. Primary values are those general, 

50 Ibid. 

I b i d .  . pp.  50-52 : Soroush, "Tahlil-i Mafhum-i HukOmat-i 
DM," p .  6 .  

52 Soroush, lvBawar-i Dini ,  Dawar-i Dini ,  pp . 57-58 ; idem, 
rt~ahlil-i Mafhtlm-i Hukûmat-i D i n i , "  p. 6 .  . . 
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humane, extra-religious values such as justice, honesty, 

freedom. etc. These values are not derived from religion; 

rather, it is religion that teaches and endorses them. These 

values are indeed the yardstick by which religions are judged. 

The secondary values are those which are directly derived from 

religious teachings and which may Vary from religion t o  

religion. Examples of such values include reliance on God 

( tawakkul) . alms-giving ( zakat) , the indecency of drinking 

wine, bribery, etc. 5 3 A religious government mus t embody 

both sets of values. However, Soroush emphasises that the 

actualization of the secondary set of values. values which are 

basically personal matters and which are for the most part 

related to the observation of sharî  'ah, should not prevent the 

religious government from pursuing its chief goal. i . e .  the 

realization of the general human values which will 

consequently foster a corresponding growth of the spirit of 

religion in the society. 

Methods of governance, Soroush argues. are essentially 

non-religious, for they d e a l  with how to plan and administer 

different aspects of public l i f e ,  such as education, economy. 

health care, etc .  This is a rational matter, and it is the 

Soroush, "Tahl i l - i  Mafhm-i Huk~liaat-i DïnF, fl pp.  6 -7 .  For 
fur ther details of SokoushT s views on 'ethical values see Abdulkarim 
Soroush, Whlxq-i  Wudayan: Akhl~q-i Bartar Wu j ~ d  Nad~radVThe 
Ethics of the Gods : There 1s No Superior Ethics] , Kiyan 4, no. 18 
( 1994 ) :  pp.  22-33. 



task of the qualified administrative bodies of each era to 

decide and choose appropriate methods for such purposes. In 

modern times they should benefit from the modern social 

sciences, like sociology, economics and administration. 5 4 

Religion, Soroush argues, does not offer any specific method 

or plan of how to govern. It is a mistake then to try to find 

a religious plan for government . Even the sharl 'ah does not 

offer  much more than a handful of legal codes which cover only 

a limited range of legal issues and which are definitely not 

sufficient for administering a modern complex society. F i q h  

is neither a science of administration nor a government 

platform.55 Whatever religion teaches in this respect, if it 

teaches anything at all, is minimal and is certainly 

accidental, not essential. 56 

Soroush's view on religious government and the 

possibility of its taking on a democratic form may be 

summarized as follows . The normative aspect of government 

deals with values of both a religious and a non-religious 

nature. I t s  directive aspect, though, is entirely of a non- 

'' I b i d .  , p .  6 ;  Soroush, 'Bawar-i Dini, DZwar-i ~ini, " pp. 58- 
60. 

55 Abdulkarim Soroush. WhadamHt w a  Hasanzt-i Din" [The 
Functions and Benefits of Religion], Kiyan 5,' no. 27 (1995):  pp.  
12-14. 

'' Abdulkarim Soroush, "Din-i Hadd-i Aqalli , Din-i Hadd-i 
Aktharl [Minimal Religion. Maximal Religion] . lecture deliveked at 
McGIIl University, Montreal, January 1997. 
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religious nature. It is rational and scientific. The right 

to govern originates either from God or from the people. If 

t is going to be exercised in the form of a democratic 

government, then this right cannot be totally divine because 

the people's right to oversee, supervise, criticize and 

control the power of the political authority is their a priori 

human right, one that should be exercised without any 

restraint . Recognition of t h i s  right is something that cannot 

be combined with a jurisprudential approach to the question of 

government . For a jurisprudent ial government is based on 

duties and not rights; its main concern is to execute the 

divine laws. 57 Also, that understanding of religion which 

assumes man's intellect to be incapable of adrninistering his 

worldly affairs and thus regards him as being in need of 

divine guidance, not only compromises the lofty goal of 

religion but is also certainly incompatible with democracy. 58 

The nature of a [true] religious governrnent is, in principle, 

that of a human government, no more no less. It shall 

administer/manage and nothing else .  In this respect it is 

like any other government. It is religious only because its 

whole governing machinery is at the service o f  the society of 

believers to fulfil their material needs, so that they can 

pursue their spiritual ends. In other words, a religious 

57 Soroush, "Tahlil-i Mafhum-i Hukumat-i Dini," pp. 12-13. 

Soroush, "MudarB wa ~ u d i  riyat , pp . 11-12. 
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state differs from a non-religious only in aims, not in 

form. 5 9 

According to Soroush the discussion about Islam and 

democracy should take place not f rom within forma1 religion 

but from without. As long as the problem is not soLved on a 

very deep theoretical plane, any demonstration of the 

compatibility or incompatibility of Islam and democracy on the 

basis of Islamic legal doctrines or through reworking certain 

of its older institutions is fatally flawed. Unlike other 

Muslim scholars, Soroush's arguments do not rely on Qur'anic 

verses. the h a d f t h ,  legal injunctions or events from early 
* 

Islamic history. Going beyond the contradictions and 

ambivalence that the normative legal version of Islam offers 

in a comparative analytical framework, Soroush argues that 

al though democracy is irreconcilable wi th this reading of 

Islam. narnely the Islam of f iqh,  it cannot be incompatible 

with another understanding of it in which human values such as 

freedom. justice, rationality and human rights are accorded a 

position of primacy. For Soroush this is not only descriptive 

but normative. Freedom and justice are not values derived 

from religion. Justice, for instance is not religious ; rather 

it is religion itself that must be humane. and just. The 

truth of a religion is exarnined in the light of these extra- 

59 Soroush, "TahlF1-i Mafham-i Aukamat-i ~ i n i , "  p .  11. 



religious values. Any religion which fails to acknowledge the 

natural rights of human beings jeopardizes its own 

truthfulness Soroush argues that the issue of reconciling 

religion and democracy belongs to the realm of reconciling 

reason and revelation, like the discussion of human rights or 

of f ree will and pre-destination. These are extra-religious 

discussions prior to and effective in understanding and 

accepting a religion. 6 1 

Any success in reconciling religion and democracy 

therefore depends on a theoretical success in reconciling 

religion and reason. The task is an extra-religious attempt 

and epistemologically multifaceted. Therefore, relying on 

and confining ourselves to jurisprudential laws within Islam 

is neither wise nor profound. Issues such as freedom (in its 

modern sense of the word), human rights and democracy are 

among the newer ones being faced by religion. Their 

discussion is a new subject in theology, a discussion which 

cannot be carried out by old means. They require the 

theologians to enlarge the horizons of their knowledge and 

update their means of argument. These are not isolated 

issues. Rather they are related to other, equally important 

Soroush. "Bawar-i Dini, Dawar-i ~ini. tt p p .  50-52.  

6 1 Soroush, "Huktmat-i ~imukrztik-i ~ F n i  [Religious 
Dernocratic State] , in his  Farbihtar az ?di ' u l ~ z h F ,  p. 281; idem. 
wM~dara wa ~udiriyat-i Mu'minZntt , pp. 2-4. 
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issues such as how Islam views man and natural rights. I n  

this way a new theology. in its give-and-take with other 

branches of human knowledge. is born, giving birth in turn to 

a new understanding of religion.''  Yet . Soroush does not mean 
that these notions are derived f rom or have to be derived from 

Islam. He believes that, just as in the past there were many 

extra-Islamic beliefs and practices which were later adopted 

by Muslims and were somehow incorporated into the tradition, 6 3 

democracy. when conceived of as a successPul method of 

governance which minirnizes mistakes in socio-political 

adminstration, can function in relfgious societies t 0 0 , ~ ~  but 

only if the necessary theoretical foundations of the two are 

harmonized. The starting point, Soroush states, lies in 

reviewing and improving our understanding of man. He sees the 

roots of the problem in the current views of man; otherwise 

the compatibility and relations between [true] religion, 

freedom and democracy are so evident that they need no 

62 Abdulkarim Soroush, "Fahm-i Din w a  Kalam Jedidm 
[Understanding of Religion and New Theology], in his Qabd wa Bast .  
pp.  65-85.  

63 Abdulkarirn Soroush, "Din wa Azadi " [Religion and Freedom] . 
Kiyan, 6. no. 33 (1996) : p. 50 .  He offers as evidence similar 
suggestions made in the past; one by Iqbal (in a poem) regarding 
the adoption of modern sciences and technology and another by Ibn 
Rushd regarding the reconciliation of religion and philosophy (his 
reference for the latter is to Fasl al-Maqal ff ma bayn al-Hikmat 
wa al 0Shar.f 'ah min al -It t i sa l )  . 0 



reasoning . 6 5 

Reason also plays an important role in making a religious 

state democratic. The main foundation of the notion of 

religious democratic government is the idea of harmonizing 

what lies within  and what l i e s  without the religion by 

employing the i d e a s  issuing from the collective mind or 

intellect ( ' a q l - i  j a m ' i )  of the society. 66 Soroush argues 

that a religious governrnent can be democratic or otherwise, 

Pirst depending on the extent to which it benefits from the 

collective mind or intellect of man, and second depending on 

i ts  respect for human r i g h t d 7  A prerequisite for having a 

democratic religious state is to have a flexible understanding 

of religion in which reason plays a dominant role, the same 

reason ( ' a q l )  which defines justice, humanity and right. A 

very telling example of t h i s  f luctuat ing rat ional 

understanding of rel ig ion is that of the issue of slavery and 

how its rejection by the collective mind of  man has 

consequently affected later religious understanding. 68 

Democratic rel igious government, as discussed above, also 

benefits from the collective mind of society with regard to 

65 I b i d . ,  p .  46-  

66 I b i d . ,  p .  50. 

I7 Soroush, wHukUmat-i Dimukr~tik-i Dini, l1 p. 281. 

68 I b i d . ,  p .  280 .  
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the rnethods of governance. Soroush contends that one of the 

underlying assumptions of the idea of democracy, as a non- 

élitist theory, is  that the rnajority of human beings on earth 

are of average intelligence and are not geniuses. They are 

nevertheless able to administer their  affairs through the use 

of reason. 6 9 

However, this emphasis on the role of reason does not 

mean that Soroush advocates lîberalism. Rather, he insists 

that in a religious s o c i e t y ,  whose primary feature is that its 

members embrace f a i t h  freely and without any compulsion, the 

rule of any non-religious governrnent will be automatically 

undemo~ratic.~~ For in a religious society the goal of the 

government is not rnerely that of providing a just, free,  and 

materially prosperous livelihood; rather its ultimate goal, in 

addition to al1 these, should be to provide an environment in 

which its believing members are able to practice their own 

fa i th  freely and without compulsion and where the ir  religious 

sentiment is respected. In other words it fulfils the primary 

needs of the people so that they can pursue their higher, 

spiritual goals.  

Similarly,  it would be a mistake to conclude that 

69 Soroush, "Din w a  Azadï , p .  45.  

Soroush, "Mudara w a  ~ u d r r i y a t ,  pp.  4-5. 
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Soroush underestimates the role of shari'ah. What he argues 

against is ascribing to it primacy, finality and totality. 

Soroush acknowledges that the contribution of jurisprudence 

and shari'ah in a re l ig ious  soc ie ty  is a positive one. But 

this is so only as long as they are understood to  be  derived 

from theology, and thus subject t o  evolution and f lux  in 

accordance with changing times and the development of human 

knowledge . He believes that t e  existence of shari 'ah in 

religious societies w i i l  enhance democracy i n  three different 

ways, namely, by preserving the identity of the rel igious 

society, by expanding the sense of lawfulness and ensuring 

ethical support for laws. and by invoking sensitivity towards 

significant issues of right and jus t i ce ;  indeed, a rational 

approach i n  dea l ing  w i t h  issues i s  what is needed in a 

democ racy . 7 1 

A l 1  of the issues discussed here constitute the major 

aspects of the multi-dimensional problematic of Islam and 

democracy. Yet, for Soroush, the heart of the problem remains 

that of reconciling the two different world views of Islam and 

democracy, the one insisting on the importance of duty,  the 

other placing a premium on rights. Soroush contends that  as 

long as the current view about the relation of man and God 

prevails in the Islamic world view. no solution fo r  

Ibid., pp. 9-10. 
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reconciling Islam and democracy is likely to be found. Al1 

other attempts to redefine certain Islamic terms or t o  force 

Islamic law into institutions that merely have a democratic 

appearance are only provisional solutions. Only if Muslims 

begin to work on a new world view and accordingly corne up with 

a dif ferent view of man can a real solution be achieved. This 

immense task is unattainable unless they envision an 

unders tanding of Islam which, as its integral principle, 

ascribes primacy to rationality, justice, freedom and human 

rights. 12 

A n  Appraisal 

Soroush's thought is undoubtedly influenced by and has 

benef ited f rom both modern non-Islamic and traditional Islamic 

ideas and sciences. His emphasis on the element of reason in 

the unders tanding of religion and consequent ly in religious 

democratic government is, on the one hand, consistent with the 

Shit ite sources of i j t i h a d ,  namely, the Qur 'an, Sunnah and 

'aql, while on the other, it shows to an equal extent the 

influence of Western l i b e r a l  thought; yet it is identical t o  

Soroush, "Hukfnnat-i Dimukr~tik-i ~ i n f ,  " pp. 282-283. See 
also t w o  other relafed articles of his in Farbihtar az ~di'ul~zhi: 
" ' Aql w a  Azadi " [Reason and Freedom] and ltArk8n-i ~ a r h a n g i  -i 
~irnukrasi" [Cultural Pi l lars  of Democracy] , pp. 236-268 and pp. 
269-283, respectively. 



ne i the r  of the  two. Likewise, h i s  advocacy of rationalism and 

his recognition of reason, rather than r e l ig ion .  as t h e  source 

of values such as j u s t i c e  and freedom, are  not  wi thout  

precedent i n  Islamic tradition. Indeed they are i n  line with 

t he  Mu ' t az i l i t e  tendency to consider reason as the  non- 

revelatory source for distinguishing between good and evil .  

Soroush's statement that " i t  is r e l i g i o n  t h a t  must be just, 

fo r  j u s t i c e  can not be religioustv echoes the Mu'tazilite axiom 

that "God must necessarily be just." While Soroush's pos i t ion  

regarding fiqh is v i s i b l y  i n f  luenced by al-Ghazzali ' s views , 7 3 

h i s  ques t ion ing  of t he  cornprehensiveness of the sharl 'ah as an 

all-encompassing system of human life i n  t h i s  and t h e  next 

world leaves him open t o  charges of being an advocate of 

secularism. The p r i o r i t y  and emphasis he gives t o  the  element 

of iman (inner f a i t h )  over ' m a l  (outward p r a c t i c e )  i n  his 

d e f i n i t i o n  o f  r e l i g i o n  and r e l ig ious  s o c i e t y  undoubtedly has 

i t s  roots i n  the Islamic myst ica l  t r a d i t i o n ,  i n  which Soroush 

is well grounded. However , he has been viewed by some of h i s  

c r i t i c s  as pushing r e l i g i o n  out of p u b l i c  life and confining 

it t o  the private spiritual life of ind iv idua l s ,  a s  is 

increas ingly  the case  i n  Western s o c i e t i e s .  Soroush' s major 

73 See f o r  instance, Soroush, " ~ a h l i l - i  Mafh(Iin-i HuktImat-i 
Dini,  " pp . 8-10 ; For a background to al-Ghazzali ' s inf hence on 
Soroush see Soroush's critical evaluation and analytical cornparison 
of Mulla Muhsin Fayd K~shanl's al-Mahafjah al-Bayda' and al- 
Ghazzali's I h y ~  'al -u1*m al-Dfn in his a'rti.de entilted, " J-ah-i 
'Tahdhib' bai Tan4 'IhyHWn {The Substance of 'Ihya" i n  the form 
of 'Tahdhib' 1, in Qisgah-i  A r b Z b - f  Ma ' r f f a t ,  pp.  '1-135. . . 



departure €rom the thought o f  his religious modernist  

predecessors l i k e .  Mutahharz and Sharitatf, lies i n  the fact 

that  he has an equally profound knowledge of and acquaintance 

with both traditional Islamic sciences and modern Western 

philosophical and social sciences. For instance, while 

Shari'ati was attacked by h i s  opponents and even some of his 

colleagues for his inadequate training in Islamic sciences. 

Soroush has been so far immune f rom a similar charge. even in 

the criticism levelled b y  the  clergy and some high-ranking 

mu j t a h i d s  . He has been charged w t  th posi tivism, liberalism, 

and his toricism ( insofar as his opponents understand these 

terms) , but not with ignorance or misunders tanding of Islamic 

teachings and sources. Soroush makes masterful use of 

Soroush has of ten re jected these charges by trying to show 
how superficially these terms have been manipulated by his 
opponents in their politically charged d i s c o u r s e .  As a matter of 
fact Muhammad Xuj tahid S h a b i s t a r i  , an open-minded member of the 
clergy who is also acquainted with modern Western philosophy and 
theology. has oPten presented sinilar ideas on some of the 
controversial themes addressed by Soroush. Shabistari however has 
encountered only mild criticism, and t h i s  simply because he is a 
clerlc and not a lay fntellectual. For Shabistarî's views see his 
book ~irmiomt . fk ,  K i t H b  w a  Sumat (Tehran: Tarh-i Naw, 1375/1996) 
which is mainly a collection of h i s  articles pkeviously published 
in Kayhan-i Farhangi and K i y a n .  etc. Some of the main works 
critical of Soroush' s ideas are as follows : Husayn Ghaf Pari. Naqd- 
i Nazarxyah-i Shari'at-2' S m i  t [Critique of the Theory of a Silent 
Shari ' ah] (Tehran: Hikmat'. 1368/1989 ) : 'Ata'ullah Karimi. Faqr-i 
T~rfkbfnfgarf: Barrasz-i I n t i q a d f - i  Maqkl~t-i Qabd wa Bast- i  
Sharf ' a l  az Duktur Surush [The Poverty of Historicism: A Critical 
Review of Dr. Soroush's Articles on the Contraction and Expansion 
of Religion] (Tehran: 'Allmah Tab~t~ba'c. 1369/1990) ; Sadiq 
L ~ r ï  j ai. Ma 'ri fa t-f DfnI [Religieus h o w l e d g e  ] (Tehran: Tin '  -i 
&ZKdf, L W O / l W  1) ; Ayatullah 'Abdullah ~awadr h u l i  , SbarI 'a t dar 
Âyinah-f iYa ' r i f a t  [Religion in t h e  Mirror of Knowledgel (Tehran: 
Raja' , i373/1994) . Soroush' s responîes to these critics . in which 
he bas elaborated further on some OP his ideas are now reprinted i n  



Qur ' anic verses and hadfth, and constantly refers to dif ferent 
* 

classical and modern ta fs frs  and other sources of Islamic 

philosophy and theology. Nor can his eloquent interpretation 

of the Nahj a l - ~ a l ~ ~ h a h ' ~  and the Mathnawi be easily 

dismissed. Even Mutahhari, perhaps the most prolif ic and 
I 

outs tanding contemporary Shi ' ite theologian, who has also 

differed with other mujtahids over the extent of his open- 

mindedness and eagerness to study and learn €rom Western 

thought, was unfortunately unable to have direct access to 

much of the latter due to the language barrier . Kis knowledge 

of Western philosophy was limited to certain translations 

available in Iran. In fact, dialectical rnaterialism and 

Marxist ideology, which were the primary targets of his 

crit icism, were f i r s  t int roduced to him through a Persianized 

the third edition of Qabd wa Bast (1994); see pp. 37-41, pp.  528- 
674 of the latter work. $ee also'subh, 7 November, 1995. This is 
a special issue of the Subh weekly magazine on politics, culture 
and economics which is fotally devoted to criticism of Soroush's 
ideas, This issue includes a number of articles which are more 
politically than intellectually motivated. 

For a summary discussion of the philosophical polemics 
between Soroush and Reza Davari, a university professor of 
philosophy, in which one attacks the philosophical postulates and 
hence political positions of Heidegger, Hegel and Nietzsche and 
another those of Karl Popper as each other's source of inspiration, 
see Mehrzad Boroujerdi, The Iranian I n t e l l e c t u a l s  and the West: The 
Tormented Triumph of Na t i v i s m  (Syracuse : Syracuse University Press, 
1996), pp.  156-175. 

'' See Abdulkarim Soroush, H i k m a t  wa Ma ' i sha  t:Sharh-f -ah-i 
1- ' ~ l i  bi Imâm Hasan [~isdom and Livelihood: A ~ouhentary on 
Imam Ali 's Letter to Imam Hasan] (Tehran: SirBt. 2nd print, 1373) ; 
AwsZf  -i Parsayan: Sharh-i f iutbah-i  Imm 'Ali aar Barah-i  ut tagIn 
[The Characteristics bf therPious:  A Commentary on Imam Ali's 
Lecture About the Pious], 4th print ,  (Tehran: Sirat, 1375). 

* 



source produced by Taqi   rani, the first and best-known 

ideologue of Iranian cornmunism. Soroush however has received 

a Western philosophical education and has direct access to the 

sources and acadernic circles in the West. He has also taught 

and translated Western philosophical materials. His 

references to Western thinkers cover a wide range from René 

Descartes, John Stuart Mill, Immanuel Kant and David Hume to 

Martin Heidegger, Karl Popper, John Rawls and many others ; the 

impact of some of the latter are traceable in his works. 

Soroush' s discourse, unlike the ideologically charged 

discourse of the pre- and some post- revolutionary writers, 

does not portray the West as a unified, absolute notherll in 

reaction to which an Islamic identity should be 

recons t ructed . For Soroush the ideas of returning to an 

Islamic self -identity 2nd the reconstruction of thought are 

not as exclusive as they were envisioned , for instance, by Ali 

Shari'ati, Ayatullah Khomeini or Jalal A1 ~ h m a d . "  From a 

76 For Soroush's view on the West see for instance his 
llGharbiyan wa Husn w a  Qubh-i Shu'un wa Atwgr-i h a n n  [The 
Westerners and the Goodness'and Baseness of 'their Conduct] in 
T a f a r r u j - i  Sun ', pp. 228-239 ; idem, "WujUd wa Mahiyat-i Gharb, 
[The Existence and Essence of the West] in ibid. , pp. 240-253: 
idem. "Shari'ati wa Gharbm [Shari'ati and the West] a lecture 
delivered in Tehran (June, 1995) available on audio cassette. 

'17 Se, for instance Ali Shari'ati, 'B~zgasht-i bi Khishtanm 
[Return to Self] in his Majmu'ah-i A t h ~ r ,  vol. 4 ; Jalal Al Ahmad. 
Gharbzadagf [Westoxication], (Tehran: Rawaq, 1962) For an English 
translation of the latter see R. Campbell, Occidentosis: A Plague 
From the West (Berkeley: Mizan Press, 1984) . 



h i s t o r i c a l  perspective, Soroush argues that present Iranian 

culture is a compost te of three cul tures  : pre-Islamic Persian, 

Islamic, and Western. Iranians should not prefer one of these 

to the others but rather should try  to reconcile and harmonize 

al1 three.  H i s  suggestion though is not made out of 

h i s t o r i c a l  or p o l i t i c a l  expediency; rather , he s t a r t s  f rom the 

theoret ica l  basis that  since truth exists to a varying degree 

i n  al1 three of these cultures, there is  the possibility of 

harmonizing them. Strongly bel iev ing  in cultural exchange, 

Soroush argues against those who either accept f u l l y  or reject 

fuLly the  West and whatever cornes from it. While ernphasizing 

that this is not an advocation of submission to the West but 

rather a critical and objective encounter for the purpose o f  

intellectual nourishment .19 Soroush maintains that the 

geographical b i  rthplace of ideas does not necessarily make 

them good or bad. The selecting and borrowing of thoughts, 

p o l i t i c s  and technology i s  a natural exchange p rocess among 

human societies of which one should not be  frightened but 

rather prepared to engage in. 80 

Abdulkarim Soroush, "Sih Farhangm [Three Cultures], in h i s  
Razdailf wa ~awsizanfikrz wa D f n d ~ r l  [Sagaciousness , Intellectualism 
and P i e t i s m ]  (Tehran: Sirat, . 1370/1991) , pp . 105-132. 

Soroush, "GharbFy~n wa Husn, p .  239. 

Ib id . ,  p .  237. For an overview of contemporary Iranian 
intellectuals ' perception of the West, see M. Boroujerdi, Iranian 
inte l lectuals  and the West; Yann Richard, "Clercs et intellectuels 

a dans La République islamique d' Iran, in Intel lectuels  et mil i tan ts  
d e  1 'Islam contemporain, ed. Gfll Kepel  et Yann Richard (Paris: 
Editions du Seuil, 1990), pp.  29-70. 



Soroush's ideas regarding the democratic religious state 

have drawn criticism from both the religious establishment and 

the secular-minded. According to the first group. democracy 

is inseparable f rom secularism and liberalism ; they therefore 

express the concern that , according to Soroush's def inition of 

religious society and the role that he assigns to religion in 

politics, Islam will gradually recede from the public life of 

the ummah. The second group's criticism, which is mostly 

Marxist in inspiration, is founded upon the fear that 

Soroush's proposals will perpetuate or prolong what they see 

as the main problem, L e .  the role of religion in politics. 

Some critics have ques tioned the importance that Soroush 

assigns to the social consciousness of the general public, and 

how its understanding of Islam can ensure the religiousness of 

the society and the state. At first glance it seems 

justified to ask whether what Soroush proposes is anything 

different, besides the fact that t bears the label 

"religious , " rather than secular government . Yet, a closer 

Muhammad Jawad Ghularnrida Kashi, "Chand Pursish wa Yik 
Nazar Pi rmhn-i Nazariyah-i Hukdmat-i Dimukratfk-i Dini [A Few 
Questions and an opinion on 'the Theory of Religious Democratic 
Government], Kiyan 3, no 14 (1993): pp.  26-31; Maqsud Farasatkhah, 
"Rabitah-i Dfn wa Siyasat dar Jmi ' a h 4  Dini" [The Relationship 
Between Religion and Politics in a Religious Society] , Kiyan 4, no. 
18 (1994)  : pp. 33-35; Hamld PBydZr, mPzraduks-i Islam wa Dimukrasiw 
[The Paradox of Islam'and Democracy], Kiyan 4 .  no. 19 (1994): pp. 
20-27; Bizhan Hikmat, "Mardum Szlari wa Din S ~ l ~ r i "  [Authority of 
the People and 'Authority of Religion], Kiyan 4 ,  no. 21 (1994) : pp. 
16-23: Majid Muhammadr , Whusl-i Ta'mïd-i Sikularisrn ya Ni jat-i 
Din?" [The Baptism of Secularism or the Rescue of Religion?] , Kiyan 
4,  no. 21 (1994): pp.  30-34. 
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examination of his works reveals that what he suggests is more 

profound than the mere imitation or transplantation of certain 

ideas. His conviction that the religiousness of society, 

under the religious democratic state based o n  h i s  definition 

of t h e  religious society, will persist has firm theoretical 

and philosophical roots in Islamic tradition. His optimism 

with respect to the collective consciousness of the society 

and his confidence that religion. in its true sense. wlll 

never be abandoned by human beings, seems to be somehow in 

accordance with the doctrine of f i t r d ,  the  inborn capacity of 

a human being to understand the truth, a topic which has been 

discussed extensively in classical I s l a m i c  literature and 

especia l ly  by Soroush' s It teacherm . al-Ghazz~lr .12 

As a matter of fact, in his article entitied "Rishah dar 

Ab Ast : NigZhi bi Kamahiah-i KZmyBb-i Paymbaran, n83  Soroush 

substantiates his optimism in a lengthy discussion where he 

argues that , contrary to the prevalent opinion that humankind 

has continuously and Lncreaslngly declined in corruption and 

Al-Ghazzalt , Ihya' ' Ul al -Dfn, pp . : K 1 m i y ~ -  i Sa ' ada t , 
ed. Husayn Khadiv Jam '6th prlnting, v o l .  1 (Tehran: Intisharat-i 
' ilmz w a  Farhangi, 1374/1995) , pp.  31-32. For a discussion of al- 
Ghazzalï 's concern regarding fi trah as the source of  knowing the 
"truc realitiesw also as a background for Ibn Tufayl's (d. 
581/1185) i d e a  of the philosophus autodidactus 'see Hermann 
Land01 t , GhazglZ and ' ReligionswissenschaPt' in Asia tische Etudien 
4 5 ,  no., 1 (1991): pp. 19-72. 

l3 Abdulkarim Soroush, "Rfshah dar Ab As t: ~ i g B h L  be KZrnBmah- 
i K a i n y a b - i  PaySmbarEnw [The Roots Are Still Watered: A Look at 
Prophets' Record of Success] n y a  5 ,  no. 29 ,  (1996), p p .  2-17. 
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has gone astray from the right path shown by the prophets, it 

is rather more the case that throughout history, humanity has 

on the whole followed the right path and has chosen virtue 

over vice and good deeds over wickedness. Considering the 

latter to be the original and authentic view taught in Islamic 

tradition, he undertakes the task of proving it through 

presenting proofs on the four different levels of theology, 

philosophy, history, and meta-history. 84 Soroush' s 

theological proofs in support of this view (i.e., that human 

kind generally is on the path of right guidance, otherwise it 

would be contrary to Divine Wisdom), are based on four 

85 arguments : first, the argument on the basis of the 

attributes of Allah, particulary His name al-Hadi (The Guide), 

which presupposes that He would never allow man to go astray; 

second, the argument on the basis of the doctrine of the 

finality of prophethood; third, the argument on the basis of 

the doctrine of Islamic messianism (mahdawîyat) ; and lastly. 

the argument on the basis of fitrah, according to which God- . 
worshipping and truth-seeking are inborn capacities in man. 

This means that God has created man of a good nature and has 

given him the ability to choose between what is right and what 

is evil. Thus, believing that humanity has turned away from 

al1 this contradicts the wisdom (hikmah) of the Creator. For . 

84 Ibid, p. 3. 

'' Ib id ,  pp .  3-5. 
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his philosophical proofs, Soroush resorts to the views of Ibn 

Sfna and Mulla Sadra and quotes passages f rom these t w o  Muslirn 
6 

philosophers in which they reason that . generally speaking . in 
the system of the universe and human conduct, goodness 

outweighs evil ." He also takes the opportunity to  dismiss 

the charge that he is a liberal by drawing his opponents' 

attention to the fact that these kinds of charges cannot be 

levelled against Muslim philosophers of the perîod between the 

fourth and tenth centuries ~ijra.'~ Rather, he states that 

not only does the charge not have a rational or religious 

basis, it is a politically motivated opinion about the 

"others." After presenting his historical evidence, Soroush 

turns to meta-his torfcal Qur 'anic statements which assure the 

survival and continuity of the true faith (what Soroush calls 

gawhar-i d f n )  in spite of al1 the plots and strategies of 

infidels against the prophetic missions. Finally, he 

concludes that the missions of the prophets throughout human 

history have developed into an irreversible process, meaning 

that the truth of their essential teachings (gawbar-i  ta ' 8 l f m )  

- some of whkh may be conceived by speculative reasoning as 
well - and not their accidental ones, are b y  now so deeply 

rooted in human consciousness that their removal i s 

* Ibid, pp. 5-8. the reference is to Sadr al-Din Shirazf , 
Al-Hikmah a l  -Mu ta ' z l iyah fi a l  - A s f H r  al - 'hqliyah al -Arba 'ah. 
Beifut: Dar al-ihya' ai-Turath al-'Arabi, 1981) vol. 7 ,  pp. 78-82. 
The quoted passage includes Ibn Sina's view too. 

I b i d ,  pp.  6-7. 
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impossible. Humanity may seemingly have shown self- 

suf f ic iency ( i s t i g h n z ' )  with respect to the prophets and 

disregarded them, but  in reality and essentially it has been 

nourished by their  teachings. " In other  words the fear of 

the religiousness of society  disappearïng is baseless. This 

of course will be difficult to understand for those who equate 

religiousness with outward practices. 

Soroush' s resort to the tradi tional Islarnic view 

regarding the nature of fa i th  and his optimism respecting the 

collective religious consciousness of man is very meaningful 

and significant in two ways. First, it is in i tself  a 

reforming attempt to put aright a baseless bel ief  promoted in 

society. He is reviving this view in a context wherein a 

fiqh-based religious goverment and a prevailing religious 

ideology have gone Par beyond their political goals and 

motivations in condemning whatever individual or society they 

consider as the " o t h e r b n d  labelling him/it erroneous ( ff 

d a l g l )  . Second, th i s  classical view emphasizes the core of . 
t h e  re l ig ion as the defining factor of a religious society. 

teaches tolerance towards apparent di f ferences and dismisses 

any arbitrary judgement regarding anothers' fai th,  This is 

indeed one of the principles o f  a democratic society. 
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In a counter argument against those who state that 

emphasizing inner faith and diminishing the role of formal 

religion in public and political affairs pave the way for 

secularisrn. Soroush argues that on the contrary, secularism 

and anti-religious intellectual rnovements came into being as 

a reaction to the excessive domination of formal religion and 

the arrogation of privileges by the religious class. l9 A 

sirnilar process in Islamic tradition was the development of 

sufism as a reaction to djni shudan-i sa l tana t  

( " religionizing" the temporal) and sa1 tana tf shudan-i dfn . 
( " temporalizingw the religion) ." What happened in the West 

was a revolt against the institution of nchurch," not 

~hristianit~ ." In other  words Soroush argues that these 

movements might be anti-religious in appearance, but that in 

reality and in the long term they have ironically served the 

cause of religion in its true sense. He also points out that , 

with regard to the two different bases given by scholars in 

the field for secularism, two views have emerged. One view 

presupposes that religion is false ( b a t i l )  and that it should 
b 

therefore be separate from politics. The second view suggests 

the same thing but  for a totally dif ferent reason. i .e. , that 

religion should stay aloof from politics because it is truth 

Ibid., p .  14-15. 

Ibid., p. 15. 

91 Ibid. 
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and because i ts sublime t ruthfulness will be compromised f n 

the mundane world of politics. Soroush seems to prefer the 

second view which he consfders a lso  to be the prevalent view 

among Western scholars, without necessarily accepting its 

logic as being correct. sa 

Soroush has insisted that he is not advocating liberalism 

and t h a t  in h i s  theory of democratic government the role of 

religion. which defines society and whose presemation is the 

ultimate goal of t h e  state, is a significant one. He asserts 

that liberalism in pol i t i c s ,  defined as the decentcalization 

of power and knowledge and the rejection of totalitarianism, 

is some thfng Likely t o  occur in a faith-based religious 

society and is not necessarily associated with liberalism in 

its philosophical sense. 9 3 

In any event, Soroush's def  inition of re l ig ious  society. 

i .e .  , a society in which people can embrace their faith f reely 

and where the element of i m a m  is given preference over 'amal. 

is perhaps at t h e  very least far-fetched under the present 

92 Ibid.; Cor a detailed discussion of the issue see Soroush. 
"Marna w a  Mabna-i Sikularlsmn (The Meaning and the Basis of 
Secularism) in Kiyan 5 .  No. 2 6  ( l374/1995) , p p .  4 4 4 .  

93 Abdulkarim Soroush. "Mab~nx-i Ti ' n r i k - i  LEbiraUsmm 
[Theoretical Foundatioas of Liberalism] in bis  ~ ~ z d w -  w a  



situation. Besides, in his theory of the religious democratic 

state, the religiousness of the state depends on that of the 

society. In other words, the state  is religious by virtue of 

being the government of a religious society wherein the 

general public understanding of religion will function as an 

arbitrator ( dawar) .'' The question however remains as to how 
this general public understanding will work in practice as a 

system of checks and balances. Some may argue that  this 

constitutes an imitation of or a sign of creeping liberalisrn. 

While this may be the case, one point nevertheless seems worth 

mentioning: Le., that recognizing the collective authority of 

the community in the ascertainment of religious truth is not 

without precedent in Islamic tradition. What Soroush suggests 

can perhaps b e  compared to the doctrine of i jma' (consensus) , 

provided that one insists not on its legal sense but rather on 

its sense as a method which confers the ultimate control over 

the business of government upon the general body of believers 

and their religious conscience as a whole. Or as Fazlur 

Rahman puts it, in the sense that "ijma' has a strong 

practical bent and there is no talk of absolute truth-value of 

its content, but only of a practical rectitude-value. Also 

the fluctuating nature of general public consciousness, which 

j4 Abdulkarim Soroush, "Two Meanings of Religious State. " 
lecture delivered at the Université du Québec à Montréal, July 
1996. 

95 Fazlur Rahman, Islam, 2nd ed. (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1979) , p. 7 5 .  



does not permit it to take a static form or a concrete 

apparatus, resembles that of i jma' which "is ' final' but at 

the same moment it creates, assimilates, modifies and rejects. 

This is why its formation could not be vested in any 

institution. However, the fluctuating nature of the 

collective consciousness of the society, like that of ijma', 

' Y s  by no means a liberal principle; on the contrary, it is a 

principle of authority. "'' After all, at least once in 

Islamic history, though not in the Shi'ite tradition, 

Vox populi, the expressed will of the community - 
not as measured by the counting of votes or the 
decisions of councils at any given moment, but as 
demonstrated by the slowly accumulating pressure of 
opinion over a long period of time - [was] 
recognized in orthodox Islam next after Vox Dei and 
Vox Prophe tae a third infallible source of 
religious truth. 

Under the present situation, the realization of a 

democratk Islamic s ta te  according to Soroush's theory has a 

long way to go. It requires on the one hand a different 

understanding of religion, starting with a shift of emphasis 

from fiqh to kalm and then a drastic change in Islamic 

theology entailing a new definition of man and his relation to 

Cod; each by itself a formidable task and a long term project  

j6 Ibid. 

H.A.R.  Gibb ,  Modern Trends in Islam, p.  11. 

98 Ibid. 
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which in i t s  t u r n  r equ i r e s  a democratic and t o l e r a n t  s o c i e t y  

i n  which t o  grow. Given al1 these f a c t o r s  i t  should be s a i d  

t h a t  the  chapter t h a t  Soroush has opened i n  the history of 

Is lamic reformism is s t i l l  i n  its early s t a g e s .  So many 

th ings  remain t o  be s a i d  and so much ground needs t o  b e  

prepared i n  o rde r  t o  make i t  p o s s i b l e .  Any d e c i s i v e  judgement 

about his i deas  would be premature a t  t h i s  s t a g e ;  whether he 

i s  to be considered the  Luther of Islam or the Afghani of t h e  

new century. What can be s a i d ,  however, w i t h  c e r t a i n t y  is 

t h a t  the  potential of Soroush's  i deas  for bringing about great 

changes i n  t h e  Muslim way of thought and life i s  undeniable.  

By virtue of  their dynamism t h e s e  ideas have a l r eady ,  within 

a very s h o r t  span of time, had a s i g n i f i c a n t  impact upon the 

I r an i an  intellectual, religious and s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l  milieus. 

In  Muslim intellectual circles outside I r a n ,  his ideas  have 

of ten been e n t h u s i a s t i  cally received, for besides lecturing 

and g iv ing  in te rv iews  wi th  t h e  Muslim media, Soroush has  seen 

rnany of h i s  works t r a n s l a t e d  i n t o  A r a b i c  and Turkish. One can 

only w a i t  f o r  history t o  judge the outcome of  what has been 

set i n  motion. 



CONCLUSION 

The reappearance of religion in Iranian politics during 

the second half of the twentieth century differs in many ways 

from the interaction of the two in the l a t e  nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries, One major difference is the 

emergence of trends of religious modernism in which lay 

religious intellectuals have played a leading role. Although 

the 1979 Revolution was a turning point for the Shi'ite 

clergy. with the theory of wilayat-i fagfh  bestowing upon them 

an unprecedented political authority, it was not exactly the 

goal for which al1 pre-revolutionary religlo-political 

thinkers, whether lay or activist 'ulama', had taught or 

worked. Our close examination of these men's ideas reveals 

that a form of democracy was developed within the Islamic 

political ideology that they built up, mainly through re- 

inventing certain Islamic tenets and institutions. This was 

in line with what the constitutionalist 'ulama' at the turn of 

the century had accomplished. The anti-dictatorial discourse 

that they adopted in reaction to the arbitrary rule of the 

shah demanded first and foremost the rule of law. What they 

envisioned as a democratic Islamic government was in keeping 

with the traditional concept of the government of a j u s t  

ruler. Of the six religious thinkers whose treatment of 

democracy was examined in chapter four, two of them. Taliqani 
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and BBzargZn, were more explicit in demonstrating the common 

grounds of Islam and democracy. Inasmuch as he was 

preoccupied with the dynamics of revolution, Shari'ati had 

less to Say about the type of government in a period of social 

and political stability. Nevertheless, the theory of 

leadership that he suggested for Muslim countries was that of 

a directed democracy rnodeled a f t e r  his understanding of the 

S h i t i t e  theory of i m a a t .  A y a t u l l a h  Tabataba'i was the only . 
one who clearly and strongly rejected the idea of any 

compatibility of Islam with democracy on the basis of 

fundamental differences existing between the two, such as 

divine versus popular sovereignty. Ayatullah Mutahhari made 
* 

direct reference to democracy only in his post-revolutionary 

speeches where he has tily and wi thout much deliberation 

equated it with Islamic government. Yet, his discussion of 

leadership and authority is more in line with Ayatullah 

Khomeini's theory of wilayat-i faqih.  In s p i t e  of the fact 

that Ayatullah Khomeini's anti-dictatorial positionwas one of 

the most outspoken, what constituted his main concern was the 

rule of Islamic law and the supervisory role of the 'ulma' in 

the state, not democracy. 

Despite the variety and extent of interest that the pre- 

revolutionary religious thinkers showed in democracy, the fact 

remains that their understanding of it did not go much beyond 

a familiarity with certain democratic elements , such as 
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freedom, equality and representative rule. In their 

discussion of freedom and equality they often failed to 

connect the metaphysical with the sociztal level. Political 

freedom was, at best, regarded as synonymous with liberation 

f rom interna1 despotisrn and elimination of foreign 

intervention. Freedom of speech, or more specifically freedom 

to criticize the rnonarch, was the f reedom that they emphasized 

the most. usually equating it with democracy. Equality was 

also more often associated with social justice through an 

appeal to the egalitarian spirit of Islam. The participatory 

role of people in politics versus dictatorial rule was also 

emphasized . But the underlying assumptions of representative 
rule were not discussed. Furthermore, al1 these concepts had 

to be religiously def ined. A comparative f ramework was set up 

and the conformity of Islam and democracy demons t rated through 

establishing equivalences in conceptual terms. Within this 

comparative framework, the field of meaning which defines 

democracy was to have its counterpart In Islamic terminology. 

Thus, resort to the doctrines of shrrra, bay tah ,  amr-i bi 

ma 'rftf wa nahy-f az munkar became the prevalent method. In 

their attempt at reconciling Islam and democracy, the pre- 

revolutionary thinkers confined themselves to religious 

justifications. Their methodology was entirely traditional. 

including the ample evidence they presented from the Qur'an, 

hadj th  and early Islamic history, as w e l l  as the assumptions .. 
underlying their argument. In their cornparison of democratic 
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principles with Islamic ideas they focused on those aspects 

which sounded similar in an abstract sense, while at the same 

time remaining silent aboutdissimilarities or contradictions. 

For instance the idea of shma or  consul tat ion constituted the 

major part of their comparison but little or nothing was said 

about what was meant by the stipulation that the participatory 

role of the people should be limited to executing the divine 

law. People's participation in politics is by this definition 

derlved Pirst and foremost from their religious duty and not 

f rom the ir  natura l  right. The limits of freedom. equality and 

justice are thus determined by religion as defined. In their 

defence of freedom they demonstrated their understanding of it 

to be equivalent to the traditional Islamic sense of the 

notion as the opposite of slavery, which in p o l i t i c a l  terms 

meant being under tyrannical r u l e .  Servitude to  a tyrant was 

equal with violating tawhid .  which demands servitude to God 
0. 

alone.  But, this is not what the concept of freedom i n  the 

modern democratic sense is al1 about. In other words, absent 

from this comparative approach. which focuses on l ega l  

injunctions, institutions and processes, is the 

acknowledgement of theoretical constraints and differences 

that the sets of notions under comparison have in their 

underlying foundat ions. Those pre- revolutionary thinkers who 

argued for a democratic Islamic government also violated in 

t h e i r  argument the principle of equality by claiming 

extraordinary rights for a special group , the 'u lamEf .  
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~aliqani and Bazargzn. in their plea for democratic . 
institutions and the democratic rights of the nation, demanded 

full implementation of the 1906 constitution of Iran in which 

the 'ulamB' were given the prerogative of vetoing the laws 

passed by the parliament. Shari'ati's mode1 of démocratie 

engagée and its  committed revolutionary leader was very much 

suited for empowering the 'ulama' and inadvertently prepared 

the young 1 ranian's mentality for the acceptance of  w i f  Eyat-i 

fag ih .  

In t h e i r  at temgt  at reconciling Islam and democracy, the 

pre-revolutionary theorists were strongly and clearly 

influenced by ~z'ini 's ideas. As discussed in chapter Pour, 

the latter's work Tanbib al-Umah wa TanzJh a l - ~ Y i l l a h  was 

their source of information and inspiration on the issue. 

Indeed NZlrT'ini's book d i d  f o r  T~l iqmi  and Bazargan what 

~awakibi's book. Tabayi' al-IsfibdXd. d i d  f o r  Na'ini at the 

beginning of t he  century. So in cornparison these modern 

Iranian scholars were n o t  very different in their 

unders tanding of democracy nor in their assumpt ions and 

methods of argument. This seems to have been partly due to 

the fact that they believed in and were satisfied with the 

constitution 04 1906 as being both democratic and Islamic; 

therefore they did not venture to develop a different mode1 

and thus engage themsebes in a debate over the problems of 

the incompatibility of the two. This in turn signifies their 
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understanding of both Islam and democracy. Furthermore, it 

does not seem that they were in a position capable of doing 

otherwise, due to the limitation of their intellectual 

training and their schemes of discourse. Bazargan and 

Sharitatihad certain linguistic advantages which allowed them 

direct access to European sources. Nevertheless, neither of 

them explored modern sources of Western political philosophy 

with a view to improving their understandings of democracy. 

As Bazargan's writings reveal. he did not benefit from any 

source of this kind. Shari'ati's primary preoccupation was 

with revolutionary discourse. Although he borrowed from or 

made passing references to some modern Western thinkers and 

schools of thought, he never engaged himself in any deep 

philosophical study of the issues, including democracy. He 

was a revolutionary preacher , not a philosopher-scholar . 
~aliqani and Bazargan were political activists demanding the 

rule of law. Mutahhari was a modern theologian whose main 
* 

concern was to defend the faith by redefining its principles 

in modern, simple language. Political issues did not 

constitute his primary concern. Khomeini was a political 

jurist whose political theory and discourse was juridical. 

Having inherited the shortcomings of the Islarnic ideology 

that allowed the previous generation of Shi ' ite rnodernists to 

shape and to rule Iran for about two decades, post- 

revolutionary religious intellectualisrn has taken on the 
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challenge of. among other things. the theoretical foundations 

of the present Islamic government and is laying the 

foundatfons of a democratic religious government. In doing so 

the leading figure of the movement , Abdulkarim Soroush. 

resorts to a totally different approach for bridging the gap 

between democracy and the prevalent unders tanding of Islam. 

What Soroush suggests is primarily a reform movement featuring 

an Islamic way of thinking which has political consequences as 

well. His epis temological theory of contraction and expansion 

of religious knowledge provides the grounds for a plurality of  

understandings of religion. Episternological pluralism is 

indeed in itself the very foundation of democracy and any 

perception of it. 

In his discussion of the religious democratic state. 

Soroush, unlike h i s  predecessors, does not appeal to religious 

argument or a comparative framework to show the conformity of 

Islam and democracy. Rather. believing that the issue is an 

extra-religious matter l i k e  the combination o f  reason and 

revelation. he embarks on a rational approach to the subject. 

He argues that on the basis of two dif ferent understandings of 

Islam. two different types of religious society and 

accordingly two different types of religious state are 

perceivable. Taking 'amal (outward practice) as the core of 

Islamic faith. priority will be given to the sharï 'ah and a 

legalistic understanding of Islam will prevail. Kence, a 
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religious society will be defined as one wherein the divine 

law is practiced. The main function and aim of the religious 

government in such a society will be the implementation of the 

sharf 'ah. With sharl 'ah being given such a central role. this 

requires a distinct position and rights for its officia1 

interpreters, the clergy. Moreover, in such a fiqh-based 

society the rights and duties of the people, including those 

of a political nature, are defined religiously and are 

confined to the limitations set forth by the sharj 'ah. 

People's participation in politics is their religious right 

and du-ty rather than a natural right. If, on the other hand, 

iman (inner faith) is taken as the core of Islam. then the 

definition of the religious society is one wherein people 

embrace their faith freely because faith is not a coercive 

matter. The role and function of the religious state in this 

society is first and foremost, like any other sta te ,  to govern 

the affairs of that society. It does not impose and is not 

obliged to implement one official version of the faith. It is 

religious only in the sense that it is the government of a 

society of believers and as such it prepares and facilitates 

the conditions which enable the people to preserve and 

practice their faith freely. No single officia1 understanding 

of religion will rule. In such a religious society the non- 

religious rights of people are respected and enjoy a prominent 

position. No one individual or group has an a priori right to 

political participation, Rationality and reason have a 
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prominent place and t h e  p e o p l e ' s  r o l e  in p o l i t i c s  is def ined  

i n  terms o f  t h e i r  natural r i g h t s  t o  freedom, justice, e q u a l i t y  

and so f o r t h ,  Soroush a r g u e s  t h a t  i f  democracy i s  

i r r e c o n c i l a b l e  w i  t h  the f iqh-based version o f  Islam, b a s i c a l l y  

due t o  t he  way i n  which humanity and h i s  relation t o  God is  

viewed i n  each, it c a n  s t i l l  be c o m p a t i b l e  w i t h  o t h e r  

unders tand ings  o f  Islam i n  which human r i g h t s  are accorded a 

p o s i t i o n  o f  prirnacy, 

Soroush ' s  i d e a s  are s i g n i f i c a n t  f o r  many reasons  and a r e  

d i f  f e r e n t  f rom o t h e r  contemporary I s l a m i c  m o d e r n i s t s  ' i n  many 

respects. A s  far as his a t t empt  a t  reconciling Islam and 

democracy i s  concerned ,  it should be s a i d  t h a t  i t  r e p r e s e n t s  

the second serious e f f o r t  o f  any consequence t h a t  Shi  ' ite 

r e l i g i o u s  t h i n k e r s  have e x e r t e d  i n  t h i s  respect o v e r  t h e  last  

c e n t u r y  . However, the main significance of  Soroush ' s  

religious modern i s t  program i n  general and h i s  d i s c u s s i o n  of 

r e l i g i o u s  democra t i c  government i n  p a r t i c u l a r  l ies  i n  t h e  f a c t  

t h a t  he has t r ans fo rmed  t h e  whole issue of reform from t h e  

p lane  of  fiqh t o  t ha t  of  k a l m  where more profound i s s u e s  are 

t o  b e  explored and any fundamental change i n  t h e  Muslim way of 

thought  shou ld  originate t h e r e i n .  However innovative and 

promising Soroush's approach may sound. t h e  a c t u a l i z a t i o n  of 

his theory of religious democratic government is c o n t i n g e n t  

upon the r e a l i z a t i o n  of a very formf dable y e t  consequential 

p r e r e q u i s i t e :  a major s h i f t  i n  the Muslims' understanding of  
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religion entailing a new view of man and h i s  relation to God. 

For that Muslim thought seems to have a long way to go and 

many challenges to overcome. 
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