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Abstract

This article examines the influence of Shi‘i political thought on the relationship between the sultan and the ulama in the Qajar era. The
central problem of the study is how Qajar monarchy, ruling over a predominantly Shi‘i society, depended on religious language, support
for shari‘a, and interaction with the ulama in order to stabilize its authority, while the ulama, relying on religious authority, social influence,
and their interpretive position regarding shari‘a, entered into a relationship with the monarchy that was cooperative, supervisory, critical,
and at times conflictual. The study adopts a historical-analytical method and interprets the political and religious concepts embedded in
Qajar texts, institutions, and political developments. The findings show that Shi‘i political thought transformed the relationship between
the sultan and the ulama into a multilayered relationship through concepts such as imamate, occultation, deputyship, shari‘a, justice,
obedience, preservation of order, avoidance of sedition, and criticism of oppression. Within this framework, the Qajar shah sought to
represent himself as the protector of religion, guardian of order, and refuge of the subjects, yet his legitimacy remained incomplete without
reference to the ulama and shari ‘a-based criteria. Conversely, the ulama were not merely passive legitimizers of monarchy; as interpreters
of religious law, social mediators, and holders of public influence, they could endorse, restrain, or criticize royal authority. Late Qajar
developments, especially the Tobacco Protest and the Constitutional Revolution, demonstrated that the same Shi‘i political thought that
could support the preservation of monarchical order under certain circumstances could, under different conditions, become a foundation
for criticizing despotism and demanding law, justice, and limitation of royal power. The article concludes that the relationship between
the sultan and the ulama in the Qajar era was neither a complete alliance between religion and monarchy nor a full separation between
them, but rather a tense and changing coexistence that helped prepare the ground for Iran’s political transition toward constitutionalism
and legal accountability.
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Extended Abstract

This article examines the influence of Shi‘i political thought on the relationship between the sultan and the
ulama in the Qajar era, with particular attention to the ways in which religious legitimacy, monarchical
authority, and clerical mediation interacted in nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Iran. The Qajar state
inherited a long Iranian-Islamic tradition in which kingship was associated with order, justice, protection of
the realm, and sacralized sovereignty, yet it governed a society whose dominant religious imagination was
shaped by Twelver Shi‘ism, the doctrine of the occultation, and the authority of jurists and religious scholars
(1). In this context, the monarch could not rely solely on military force, dynastic continuity, tribal consolidation,
or bureaucratic control; rather, he had to represent himself as a defender of Islam, a patron of Shi‘i institutions,
and a ruler whose authority was at least outwardly compatible with the norms of shari‘a (2). At the same time,
the ulama were not merely passive legitimizers of royal authority, since their position as interpreters of
religious law, leaders of ritual life, mediators between state and society, and holders of independent social
prestige enabled them to support, restrain, negotiate with, or oppose the monarchy (3). The central objective
of this article is to explain how Shi‘i political thought shaped this complex relationship by producing a
political-religious vocabulary through which monarchy could be justified, clerical authority could be
preserved, and the limits of royal power could be contested.

The theoretical foundation of the study rests on the interaction between two major traditions: the Iranian-
Islamic tradition of kingship and the Shi‘i theory of religious authority in the period of occultation. Classical
Islamic political thought and mirrors-for-princes literature often emphasized the necessity of kingship for the
preservation of order, the prevention of chaos, and the protection of subjects, while also presenting justice as
the central virtue of legitimate rule (4). In this tradition, the ruler was frequently represented as the pivot of
social order, and obedience to political authority was justified as a means of preventing disorder and preserving
the community (9). However, in Shi‘i thought, the question of political authority was complicated by the
absence of the infallible Imam, whose authority could not be fully transferred to any temporal monarch (8).
The concept of zill Allah, or “the shadow of God,” supplied Qajar monarchy with a symbolic language of
sacred sovereignty, but its function in a Shi‘i environment remained limited and mediated, because the
monarch could not replace the Imam or displace the interpretive authority of the ulama (5). The ulama,
especially as the doctrine of clerical authority developed in the post-Safavid and Qajar periods, became central
actors in defining the religious boundaries of political authority, and juridical discussions of clerical authority
in works such as Naraqi’s writings demonstrate the expanding conceptual space available to jurists in social
and political affairs (10). Thus, Qajar political order was marked by a dual structure of authority: the sultan
held executive, military, and administrative power, while the ulama held normative, interpretive, and social
authority.

Methodologically, the article adopts a historical-interpretive approach to political thought, treating Qajar
political discourse, clerical writings, historiographical sources, and constitutional-era texts not simply as
repositories of historical information but as meaning-producing documents that shaped the relationship
between monarchy and religious authority. Such an approach is particularly appropriate because the relation
between the sultan and the ulama was constructed through concepts, symbols, rituals, public declarations,
fatwas, chronicles, and political treatises rather than through formal constitutional structures alone. The study
therefore reads the language of kingship, justice, shari‘a, obedience, religious protection, tyranny, and public
welfare as part of a broader political grammar that made authority intelligible in Qajar society. The general
history of Qajar Iran shows that the monarchy repeatedly sought religious support to consolidate rule,
especially under conditions of military weakness, financial crisis, foreign pressure, and administrative fragility
(6). At the same time, social histories of Qajar Iran reveal that the ulama derived influence from mosques,
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seminaries, wagf institutions, bazaar networks, ritual authority, and links with the shrine cities of Irag, which
gave them a degree of autonomy from the court (14). This interpretive framework allows the article to avoid
reducing the ulama either to instruments of royal ideology or to permanent opponents of monarchy. Instead, it
understands them as actors situated within a shifting field of cooperation, negotiation, and conflict, in which
religious concepts could legitimize the sultan in one context and delegitimize him in another.

The analysis shows that Shi‘i political thought influenced the sultan-ulama relationship through several
interrelated mechanisms. First, it provided the monarchy with a language of religious legitimacy: the shah
could present himself as the protector of Shi‘ism, the guardian of social order, and the patron of religious
institutions (2). Second, it gave the ulama a privileged position as interpreters of shari‘a, thereby making
clerical approval, silence, or opposition politically significant (3). Third, it linked political obedience to the
preservation of order, yet refused to grant absolute religious immunity to an unjust or arbitrary ruler, since
justice remained a central criterion of legitimate rule (13). Fourth, it enabled the ulama to act as mediators
between the population and the monarchy, particularly in moments of fiscal pressure, foreign intervention, or
social unrest. The Tobacco Protest illustrates this dynamic clearly: clerical authority transformed
dissatisfaction with a royal concession into a broad religious and social movement capable of forcing the state
to retreat (7). Fifth, the same Shi‘i concepts that once supported conditional acceptance of monarchy later
provided a framework for criticizing despotism and demanding legal limitation of royal power. By the
constitutional period, clerical thinkers and activists used the language of justice, anti-tyranny, public welfare,
and religious obligation to challenge arbitrary monarchy and to defend constitutional restraints (11). Na’ini’s
defense of constitutionalism was especially significant because it translated anti-despotic politics into a Shi‘i
juridical vocabulary and argued that limiting political power could be consistent with the aims of religion (12).
The findings further indicate that the Qajar relationship between monarchy and the ulama changed over time.
In the early Qajar period, the monarchy’s central problem was political consolidation, and the ulama’s
cooperation could be justified through the need to preserve order, defend Muslim territory, and stabilize a
fragmented country. In the reign of Fath Ali Shah and later under Nasir al-Din Shah, royal patronage of Shi‘i
rituals and institutions helped the monarchy cultivate a public image of piety and religious guardianship (6).
Yet the monarchy’s repeated failures, concessionary policies, and inability to resist foreign encroachment
gradually weakened the symbolic power of royal legitimacy. Late Qajar political discourse, especially in the
constitutional era, increasingly framed the problem not as the absence of monarchy but as the danger of
arbitrary monarchy. Historians of the constitutional movement record how demands for justice, law, and
accountability emerged from a coalition of clerics, bazaaris, intellectuals, and urban groups, although these
groups did not always share identical visions of political reform (17). The accounts of political awakening in
this period also show that clerical authority functioned as both a religious and public-political force, helping
to translate grievances into collective action (18). Studies of the Constitutional Revolution further demonstrate
that Shi‘i political thought was not monolithic: some ulama defended constitutionalism as a religiously
legitimate limitation of tyranny, while others feared that constitutional institutions might undermine shari‘a or
import foreign political norms (19). This diversity confirms that the ulama should not be treated as a uniform
class, but as a complex religious elite whose political positions depended on jurisprudential reasoning, social
location, institutional interests, and historical circumstances (16).

In conclusion, the article argues that Shi‘i political thought shaped the relationship between the sultan and the
ulama in the Qajar era by creating a flexible but unstable political-religious order. Within this order, monarchy
needed religion in order to appear legitimate, while the ulama needed political order in order to preserve the
social conditions of religious life. The shah could be represented as the protector of religion and the guardian
of public order, but he could not monopolize religious meaning or eliminate clerical authority. The ulama could
support monarchy when it served order, security, and the protection of the community, but they could also
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criticize or resist royal power when it appeared unjust, arbitrary, foreign-dependent, or contrary to the public
good. The most important implication of this analysis is that Shi‘i political thought did not produce a single
fixed model of obedience or opposition. Rather, it generated a field of negotiation in which legitimacy, justice,
shari‘a, order, and public welfare were continually reinterpreted. This field explains why the same religious
tradition could sustain Qajar monarchy in one historical moment and contribute to the critique and limitation
of monarchical absolutism in another. The sultan-ulama relationship in the Qajar period was therefore neither
a simple alliance of throne and pulpit nor a permanent conflict between state and religion; it was a dynamic
and tension-filled relationship that became one of the decisive foundations for Iran’s transition from traditional
monarchy toward the politics of law, accountability, and constitutional limitation.
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