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Abstract

The concept of an Islamic system in the modern era, as understood by Shiite thinkers after the Constitutional Revolution, represented a
synthesis of diverse elements such as Islamism, Iranian identity, and the re-evaluation of Shiite beliefs and doctrines in various forms,
including traditionalist, conservative, reformist, and radical approaches. Kharagani was among those Shiite clerics who advocated reform
and, in the domain of political thought, offered a novel interpretation of Islamic governance and the concept of ulti al-amr. The present
study, through the examination of sources and employing a historical-analytical approach, seeks to answer the research question of which
factors influenced the formation of Kharagani’s political thought and what position the concept of ulti al-amr held within it. In this regard,
it can be argued that Kharagani was influenced by the currents and transformations of the Constitutional Revolution period and, through
his contributions to Shiite political jurisprudence, proposed a new interpretation that ultimately manifested in his conception of the
guardianship of the jurist (velayat-e fagih). From his perspective, during the Occultation—referred to by him as the “third age of
ignorance”—the matter of governance should take an elective form and be entrusted to a class knowledgeable in religious sciences. This
political interpretation of ult al-amr during the Occultation, alongside Kharaqgani’s critique of religious superstitions, distinguished him
within the sphere of modern Shiite political thought.
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Extended Abstract

The present study examines the formation of Seyyed Asadollah Kharagani’s political thought within the
broader transformation of Shiite political reasoning in modern Iran. After several centuries of operating largely
outside direct state power, Twelver Shiism gradually entered the sphere of political authority, beginning in a
decisive way under the Safavid state and continuing through later dynasties into modern Iran. In that long
historical process, the relationship between religion and government was repeatedly redefined, especially from
the Safavid period onward and more explicitly during the Qajar era, when Shiite jurists increasingly articulated
and defended distinct spheres of religious and political authority. With the arrival of modernism and the
diffusion of new Western political ideas into Iran, the tension between inherited tradition and modern political
reform became far more intense, and the clerical class was compelled to redefine its intellectual and social
role. Kharagani belonged to the group of Shiite clerics who did not merely react defensively to modernity, but
instead attempted to construct a new political interpretation of Islam that could preserve religious legitimacy
while also addressing the institutional and conceptual demands of a changing age. His thought differed from
many other clerical responses of the Constitutional period because he sought neither a simple restoration of
inherited jurisprudential categories nor an uncritical acceptance of imported political models; rather, he tried
to produce a reformist synthesis grounded in Islam, Iranian collective identity, and a reinterpretation of central
Shiite concepts. Earlier studies have drawn attention to his reformism, his intellectual distinctiveness, and his
engagement with scripture as a living source for addressing the challenges of the modern world. In this respect,
existing scholarship has already identified Kharagani as one of the important reformist clerics of the
Constitutional and early Pahlavi periods and has emphasized his attempt to reread the Qur’an in light of
contemporary questions (1, 2). The present article builds on that line of inquiry and asks more specifically
which historical, political, and intellectual factors shaped Kharaqani’s political thought, and how his
interpretation of Islamic government, religion and state, law, authority, and the concept of ulii al-amr became
central to his overall political vision.

Methodologically, the study adopts a historical-analytical approach based on textual reading, contextual
reconstruction, and conceptual interpretation. Rather than treating Kharaqani’s writings as isolated doctrinal
statements, the study situates them in relation to the Constitutional Revolution, the institutional experience of
clerical politics in late Qajar Iran, the crisis of Muslim decline, and the broader debate over the compatibility
of Islam and modern government. It therefore draws on both primary and secondary materials: Kharaqani’s
own treatises, especially Ruh al-Tamaddon va Hoviyyat al-I1slam and Mahv al-Mawhum va Sahv al-Ma ‘lum,
as well as historical studies on his life, the Constitutional era, the Najaf connection, reformist clerical trends,
and the broader social and political transformations of the period (2, 4, 7-9). This approach allows the argument
to move on two levels simultaneously: first, to reconstruct the life trajectory and political engagements that
influenced Kharaqani’s thinking, and second, to analyze how his theoretical positions emerged from and
responded to those experiences. The research is therefore not limited to biography, nor is it purely a history of
ideas in abstraction from context. Instead, it interprets Kharagani as a politically engaged religious thinker
whose theoretical innovations were inseparable from the upheavals of his age. The central analytical premise
is that his political vocabulary must be read as part of an effort to translate Islamic categories into a reformist
political language suitable for an era defined by constitutionalism, colonial pressure, internal decline, and the
urgent need to rethink authority in the absence of the Imam. In this sense, the study aims to show that
Kharaqgani’s conception of Islamic political order was not a marginal curiosity, but a significant moment in the
evolution of modern Shiite political thought.

Kharaqani’s biography helps explain why his political thought assumed this distinctive form. Born in the
village of Shirzand near Qazvin, he pursued traditional Islamic learning, studied in Qazvin and Tehran, became
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familiar not only with jurisprudence and principles of law but also with philosophy, modern sciences, and even
the French language, and encountered reformist circles that linked religious revival with broader intellectual
awakening (5, 6). His migration to Najaf and long period of advanced study there brought him into the heart
of Shiite scholarly authority, where he attained the level of ijtihad. Yet his importance lies not merely in his
formal learning. He became politically active during the Constitutional Revolution, participated in pro-
constitutional networks, maintained close ties with key political and clerical actors, and served as an
intermediary in transmitting the rulings and directives of major constitutionalist authorities from Najaf to Iran
(7-9). He later continued political engagement during the crisis surrounding the 1919 Anglo-Persian
Agreement and remained active into the early Pahlavi period before retreating from public politics and
devoting himself more fully to scholarship and education (12-14). The intellectual significance of this
trajectory is substantial. Kharagani was shaped by reformist activism, clerical politics, anti-colonial concern,
and the struggle over constitutional order. He stood at the intersection of Shiite scholarship, constitutionalist
politics, and the early search for an Islamic response to modern statehood. This position explains why his
writings combine strong attachment to Islam with concern for Iranian independence, why they display both
critique of inherited religious distortions and defense of religion as the central source of national strength, and
why they seek a political model that is simultaneously Islamic, elective, anti-despotic, and socially integrative.
His later influence on figures such as Mahmoud Taleghani further underscores the continuity between his
reformist political theology and subsequent currents in modern Shiite political thought (15).

A major finding of the study is that Kharagani defined Islam as a comprehensive and transhistorical religion
whose apparent civilizational decline derived not from any deficiency in Islam itself, but from Muslims’
deviation from its authentic foundations. In his view, Muslim decline resulted from abandoning the original
political and moral order of Islam, becoming absorbed in sectarian particularities, and reducing religion to
fragmented customary or doctrinal forms rather than preserving its foundational unity and social force (4). He
therefore distinguished between the essence of Islam and the historical accretions that had obscured it. For
Kharaqgani, the authentic basis of Islam rested on three fundamental sources: the Qur’an, the unanimously
accepted Prophetic Sunnah among Muslims, and the practical conduct of the Prophet during the twenty-three
years of his mission. From this perspective, many later conflicts and sectarian claims represented distortions
rather than necessary components of religion. His analysis of the contemporary age was correspondingly
severe. He described the era of occultation as a “third age of ignorance,” arguing that the absence of effective
access to the guiding legal and political functions of the Imam, combined with internal fragmentation among
Shiite currents and the passivity of Muslims before anti-Islamic forces, had produced a condition worse than
previous eras of ignorance (4). At the same time, he refused a merely quietist response. He rejected the idea
that believers should simply await a savior while confining themselves to personal obligations. Instead, he
advanced a distinction between personal Islam and collective or social Islam. Personal Islam included beliefs,
worship, ethics, and ordinary transactions, which individuals could often preserve even under non-Islamic rule.
Collective Islam, however, consisted of social ethics, adjudication, public preaching, command of right and
prohibition of wrong, jihad in its various forms, execution of legal penalties, management of public funds, and
the equal application of law across society. It was this second dimension, the public and political
implementation of Islam, that marked the real difference between Islamic and non-Islamic government (4). In
this way, Kharagani transformed Islam from a narrowly devotional identity into a civilizational and
governmental order.

A second major finding concerns Kharagani’s doctrine of the relationship between religion and state and his
conception of legitimate government. He explicitly rejected the claim that religion has nothing to do with
politics, arguing that the Qur’an is not merely a book of devotion but also a legal, social, and political text. For
him, politics was not an external addition to Islam; it was one of its principal pillars and indeed the institutional
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means through which Islam as a collective order could survive (4). In one of his most striking formulations,
he argued that personal Islam is preserved through belief, worship, and ethics, but the preservation of Islam as
a social totality depends on its shared political laws. He therefore saw the state as the executive arm of divine
law, while scripture and prophetic normativity functioned as the governing heart and intellect of the Islamic
body politic. Yet this did not lead him to endorse hereditary monarchy or brute force. On the contrary, he
sharply criticized all rulers from Mu‘awiyah onward who seized power by force and thereby violated the
Qur’anic model. In his reading, the legitimate ruler in Islam must be elective, chosen by Muslims on the basis
of faith, trustworthiness, justice, and demonstrated commitment to implementing Qur’anic law (4). Here the
concept of uliz al-amr became central. Kharaqani reread the Qur’anic verses on obedience to God, the Prophet,
and those vested with authority as referring not to inherited dynastic authority, nor merely to sectarian claims
about named individuals in the past, but to a continuing political principle applicable in every age. In his
interpretation, the community must identify and select those who truly embody the Qur’anic conditions of
authority. Such a ruler is owed obedience; a ruler who violates Qur’anic norms loses legitimacy and may be
removed. Kharagani thus produced a theory of Islamic rule that is scriptural, juridical, and moral, but also
elective, anti-hereditary, and implicitly constitutional. His repeated appeal to justice, equal treatment,
consultation, and the supremacy of law also led him to condemn despotism in both monarchical and
parliamentary form, defining despotism not simply as one-man rule but as the unlawful imposition of one will
over others without equality under law (4). This enabled him to equate lawful government with justice,
equality, and public accountability while still grounding political legitimacy in Islam rather than secular
sovereignty.

The article further shows that Kharaqgani’s political thought cannot be reduced to a single formula such as
simple constitutionalism or simple clericalism. It was instead a hybrid construction composed of Islam, Iranian
identity, Shiite doctrinal heritage, and a distinct concept of democracy. He invoked the language of democracy,
but he did not mean secular liberal democracy in the modern Western sense; rather, he envisioned an Islamic
democracy bound to consultation, equality under law, and the election of a ruler who implements divine norms
(4). He also tied religion to national survival, arguing that for Iran, religion was not merely a spiritual heritage
but a protective civilizational force and even a political weapon against foreign domination. The study therefore
concludes that Kharagani should be understood as a transitional but highly original thinker in the genealogy
of modern Shiite political thought. He attempted to preserve fidelity to Islam while revising the meaning of
political authority in the age of occultation; he criticized superstition and sectarian stagnation without
abandoning Shiism; he defended law, equality, consultation, and elective authority without severing politics
from religion; and he sought a path by which Iranian society could maintain both religious authenticity and
political renewal. His reinterpretation of w/iz al-amr opened a new line of argument in Shiite political
jurisprudence by relocating the question of authority from inherited dynastic rule and purely retrospective
sectarian dispute to the present task of identifying qualified, just, and religiously grounded governance. In that
sense, his thought occupies an important place in the intellectual road that later culminated in new forms of
Shiite political theory in Iran. The significance of Kharagani lies not merely in the fact that he was a reformist
cleric, but in the fact that he articulated a coherent political theology of law, authority, equality, consultation,
and communal responsibility that sought to overcome both Muslim decline and political despotism through a
reconstructed understanding of Islamic government.
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