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Abstract

The present study was conducted with the aim of analyzing the discourse of democracy in the political-jurisprudential thought of
contemporary Shiite scholars. The research method was discourse analysis, and to complement the analysis, limited use was made of some
concepts proposed by Laclau and Mouffe, such as the empty signifier, articulation, and hegemonic struggle, as well as some of Fairclough’s
tools, including the analysis of vocabulary, metaphors, and intertextuality. Sampling was purposive, and the unit of analysis consisted of
discursive propositions found in the scholars’ jurisprudential-political texts; that is, statements and arguments concerning the people,
government, legitimacy, law, guardianship, and political participation. The data were collected through documentary and library research,
and their analysis was carried out at three levels. To enhance the validity of the study, direct reference to the primary texts, comparison of
different viewpoints, and clarification of the analytical process were employed. The findings indicate that the discourse of democracy in
the political-jurisprudential thought of contemporary Shiite scholars is an independent, religious, and indigenous discourse that, on the
one hand, opposes despotism, concentration of power, and the exclusion of the people, and, on the other hand, demarcates itself from
secular democracy and absolute human voluntarism. This discourse seeks to establish a relationship among divine sovereignty, Islamic
Sharia, guardianship, justice, and the will of the people. Accordingly, in the thought of the scholars examined, the people are neither
merely subjects of the government nor an independent and unconditional source of legitimacy; rather, they constitute a pillar of the
realization, continuity, supervision, and efficiency of Islamic government. Therefore, democracy in the thought of Imam Khomeini,
Ayatollah Khamenei, Shahid Beheshti, and Shahid Motahhari is formulated as religious democracy; a model in which religion provides
direction and values to the political system, while the people function as the agents of its realization, election, participation, and support.
This model demonstrates that contemporary Shiite political jurisprudence has been able, in confronting modern concepts such as
democracy, participation, and the right to self-determination, to provide a novel and intra-religious interpretation and to represent it within
the theoretical and institutional framework of the Islamic Republic.
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Extended Abstract

The present study examines the discourse of democracy in the political-jurisprudential thought of
contemporary Shiite scholars, with particular emphasis on Imam Khomeini, Ayatollah Khamenei, Shahid
Beheshti, and Shahid Motahhari. The problem addressed in this research arises from the fact that democracy,
despite its apparent global dominance as a political ideal, has never possessed a single fixed meaning across
all societies. In modern political thought, democracy has generally been associated with popular participation,
institutional accountability, electoral competition, public representation, and mechanisms for limiting political
power (1, 3). However, the historical experience of modern states shows that democracy is also a contested
and context-dependent concept whose meanings are shaped by the cultural, religious, institutional, and
historical conditions of each society (12, 13). In Iran, the question of democracy cannot be studied apart from
the long-standing encounter between religious tradition and modern political demands. From the Constitutional
Revolution to the Islamic Revolution of 1979, Iranian political history has been marked by debates over law,
despotism, popular sovereignty, religious authority, political representation, and the limits of governmental
power (5, 18). Accordingly, this study argues that the discourse of democracy in contemporary Shiite political
jurisprudence should not be reduced either to a mere imitation of Western liberal democracy or to a purely
traditional rejection of popular participation. Rather, it must be understood as a historically situated and
discursively constructed attempt to redefine the relation between divine sovereignty, Islamic law, political
guardianship, justice, and the will of the people.

The theoretical foundation of the study is based on the assumption that democracy is not merely a formal
governmental arrangement, but a discursive field in which competing meanings of legitimacy, participation,
law, freedom, and authority are articulated. In the modern political literature, democracy is commonly defined
through such elements as public participation, free competition, accountability, and the possibility of peaceful
change in political leadership (1, 3). Yet political theorists have also distinguished between minimal,
procedural, maximal, liberal, participatory, and substantive models of democracy, each of which emphasizes
different dimensions of collective self-rule, institutional representation, or ethical-political development (13,
14). From this perspective, the entry of democracy into the Islamic and Shiite intellectual context generates
fundamental questions: Does political legitimacy derive from the will of the people or from divine command?
What is the position of the jurist in the political order? How should the relationship between public law and
Sharia be defined? What role do people play in the establishment, supervision, continuation, and reform of
government? The concept of “religious democracy” has emerged in Iranian political thought as an attempt to
answer these questions by linking the role of the people in political life with the theological and jurisprudential
foundations of Islamic legitimacy (7, 17). In this framework, the people are neither passive subjects of authority
nor an unrestricted and autonomous source of legitimacy; rather, they are understood as essential agents in the
realization, continuity, accountability, and efficiency of Islamic government. Therefore, religious democracy
is conceptually distinct from secular liberal democracy, because it locates popular will within a normative
horizon defined by divine guidance, justice, Sharia, and public responsibility.

Methodologically, the study employed critical discourse analysis as its main research approach. To deepen the
analytical process, selected concepts from Laclau and Mouffe, including empty signifier, articulation, chain of
equivalence, and hegemonic struggle, were used in a limited and supplementary manner, together with selected
tools associated with Fairclough’s approach, such as lexical analysis, metaphor analysis, intertextuality, and
the study of discursive practice. The research sample was selected purposively and consisted of influential
political-jurisprudential texts, speeches, writings, and conceptual formulations attributed to the selected Shiite
scholars. The unit of analysis was the discursive proposition, meaning those statements and arguments in which
concepts such as people, government, legitimacy, law, guardianship, justice, freedom, participation, and
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political authority were defined, connected, contrasted, or re-signified. The data were collected through
documentary and library-based study, and the analysis was carried out at three interconnected levels: the textual
level, which examined keywords, conceptual patterns, metaphors, and semantic oppositions; the contextual
level, which interpreted the texts in relation to their historical, intellectual, and political conditions of
production; and the social level, which explored the relationship between these discourses and broader
structures of power, religious authority, state formation, revolutionary transformation, and institutionalization.
This design was especially appropriate because the study did not seek merely to summarize the political
opinions of individual scholars, but to identify how “democracy” and “people’s rule” were discursively
reconstructed within contemporary Shiite political jurisprudence. The validity of the analysis was strengthened
through direct reliance on primary texts, comparison of multiple viewpoints, explicit clarification of the
analytical procedure, and attention to the broader intellectual debates on democracy, civil society, political
development, and democratization in Iran (9, 11, 19).

The findings indicate that Shahid Beheshti and Shahid Motahhari played a decisive role in the positive and
theoretical articulation of religious democracy as an alternative discourse. In Beheshti’s thought, religious
democracy is articulated through a semantic network that connects justice, human dignity, freedom, social
responsibility, anti-domination, moderation, and institutional participation. His discourse is hegemonic in the
sense that it does not remain at the level of abstract moral theory, but moves toward institutionalization through
legal, constitutional, and social mechanisms. Beheshti’s central strategy is the articulation of religious values
with civic participation: religion is not represented as a justification for authoritarian rule, but as the ethical
and normative foundation of a political order in which human beings possess dignity, responsibility, and the
capacity for conscious participation. His discourse also constructs liberal democracy as a significant “other,”
not through a complete rejection of popular participation or civil rights, but through criticism of secularism,
individualism, inequality, and moral neutrality. By contrast, Motahhari’s discourse can be understood as a
“third discourse” positioned against both religiously justified despotism and secular liberal democracy. He
rejects the claim that democracy necessarily requires secularization, while also refusing any interpretation of
religion that eliminates public choice, freedom, and human responsibility. In his view, freedom, justice, and
participation are meaningful when they are connected to monotheism, human nature, moral growth, and divine
justice. Thus, Motahhari separates the source of ultimate legitimacy from the method of exercising political
authority: legitimacy is rooted in divine truth, but the realization of government requires public acceptance,
awareness, and participation. This dual formulation provides a crucial theoretical basis for the later institutional
model of religious democracy in the Islamic Republic (7, 10).

The analysis also shows that Imam Khomeini and Ayatollah Khamenei transformed religious democracy from
a theoretical discourse into a revolutionary, institutional, and comparative political model. In Imam
Khomeini’s thought, democracy is redefined through the concept of the Islamic Republic, which combines
Islamic normativity with public participation. His discourse emerged in a highly conflictual field marked by
the authoritarian monarchical discourse, Marxist materialist discourse, and Western liberal discourse. Against
the monarchical discourse, he emphasized the people as historical agents rather than subjects; against Marxism,
he grounded justice and liberation in Islam rather than materialist class struggle; and against liberal democracy,
he argued that genuine freedom and public participation could be realized within an Islamic political
framework. In this discourse, the people are central to the establishment and continuation of government, while
Islam provides the normative foundation and ultimate orientation of the political system. Ayatollah
Khamenei’s discourse further develops this model by presenting religious democracy as an indigenous,
institutionalized, and globally relevant alternative to liberal democracy and socialism. His critique of liberal
democracy is not limited to theoretical disagreement, but is connected to historical and sociopolitical examples
such as inequality, colonial domination, moral crisis, and the perceived decline of Western democratic
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legitimacy. In his discourse, religious democracy is based on two inseparable foundations: reliance on the
people’s vote and reliance on Islamic Sharia. Accordingly, elections, public participation, consultation,
political presence, and social responsibility are not treated as borrowed Western mechanisms, but as elements
compatible with and rooted in Islamic political logic. This articulation enables the discourse of religious
democracy to present itself not merely as a defensive response to modern democracy, but as a positive model
of political order capable of combining popular agency, religious normativity, justice, independence, and
institutional continuity (4, 6, 16, 17).

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that the discourse of democracy in the political-jurisprudential thought
of contemporary Shiite scholars is an independent, religious, and indigenous discourse that simultaneously
rejects political despotism, concentration of power, and the exclusion of the people, while also distancing itself
from secular democracy and absolute human voluntarism. The central finding is that Imam Khomeini,
Ayatollah Khamenei, Shahid Beheshti, and Shahid Motahhari all formulate democracy as religious democracy,
although each articulates this central signifier through a distinct conceptual network. In Imam Khomeini’s
discourse, religious democracy is connected to the Islamic Republic, guardianship of the jurist, political duty,
and the vote of the people. In Ayatollah Khamenei’s discourse, it is connected to Islamic system-building,
elections, public participation, and critique of liberal democracy. In Beheshti’s thought, it is linked to human
dignity, justice, freedom, responsibility, and institutionalization. In Motahhari’s thought, it is articulated
through freedom, justice, human choice, anti-despotism, and the critique of secular democracy. The overall
conclusion is that contemporary Shiite political jurisprudence has developed a novel intra-religious
interpretation of modern concepts such as democracy, participation, accountability, and the right to self-
determination. In this model, religion provides the political system with direction and value, while the people
function as the agents of realization, election, participation, supervision, and support. Thus, religious
democracy is neither a simple adaptation of Western democracy nor a rejection of popular rule, but a distinctive
discourse that seeks to organize political power through the simultaneous recognition of divine sovereignty,
Islamic law, justice, guardianship, and the active role of the people.
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