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English Résumé

The Constitutional Revolution in Iran and Islam

by Hideko IWAI

The Constitutional Revolution in Iran (1905-11) was one of the most
important events in Modern Iranian history. It is therefore important to
study to get a better understanding of modern Iranian society. It can also
help us "inderstand the Revolution of 1979. In this essay then, we shall
trace the events of that period.

During the late nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth
century, Iranian society faced the onslaught of Western imperialism. As a
result, it experienced great social change, especially in the political and
economic spheres. Such change was not limited to the surface of social life,
but extended further to the much deeper structures of society. As the
result of the political and economic dependence on the Great Powers, Iran-
ian people came to be aware of how critical the situation was concerning
not only the political and economic independence of their own country, but
their cultural independence also.

As a response to this situation the Tabacco Boycott of 1891-92
occured. The Tabacco Boycott can be regarded as the first manifestation of
resistance against both the expansionism of the Great Powers and their
puppet government, which was the monarchical regime of the late Qajar
period. This movement was nationally organized and among the leaders
were the Ulama, who united under the leadership of Mirza Hasan Shirazi,

gained prominence in organizing and leading the people.
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At the beginning of the twentieth century, resistance against the
government and the foreign invasion gradually took the form of constitu-
tionalism. The Ulama also participated in the movement for establishing
the constitution and led the people as they did in the Tabacco Boycott.
However, soon after the movement for constitutionalism began, the leaders
of the Ulama divided into two groups: one was headed by Sayyid ‘Abdullah
Bihbihani and Aqa Sayyid Muhammad Tabataba’i, and the other by
Shaykh Fadlluah Nuri. This split was caused by Shaykh Nuri, who
changed his position and became an opponent of constitutionalism. Such
dissent among the Ulama was the result of political discord within the
Ulama and of the operation by the foreign powers. However, it seems that
from the viewpoint of Islam, the opposition of the Ulama against consitu-
tionalism was, in a sense, a concomitant result of the nature of consitu-
tional government which is contradictory to that of Islamic government.

As is often pointed out, the Ulama at that time were not fully aware of
the meaning of constitutional government. It is said that the Ulama identi-
fied mashrutiyat (Islamic Law government) with mashrutiyat (constitu-
tional government). Mashrutiyat which the Ulama aimed for was based on
the Shari‘a (Islamic Law), but mashrutiyat on a constitution. From the
viewpoint of the system of law, Shari‘a is in itself different from constitu-
tion law which had been developed in the West in the modern times.
Briefly speaking, in the system of Shari‘a, there exists God at the ultimate
point of law. Since the Shari‘a constitutes a norm of society, the will and
behavior of human beings are regulated by the law and it is prohibited that
people create law or change it at their own convenience. Thus, unlike in
constitutional government, law in the Shari‘a government cannot be

revised by the political powers which are supported by the majority of peo-
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ple. In Islam, politics is also subordinate to Shari‘a and the converse is not
true.

Shaykh Nuri realized this fundamental difference between mashriutiyat
and mashrutiyat when he carefully examined the draft of the constitution.
However, in order to express opposition against constitutionalism, Shaykh
Nuri supported the monarchical regime. Like other Ulama, he was limited
to the alternative of a monarchical government or a constitutional one. It
can be said that at that time there was no social basis which enabled the
third alternative of mashrutivat to be developed or carried out.

The constitution was established, however, it was virtually nulified
and consequently the Constitutional Revolution ended in failure. It seems
that the Iranian Revolution as part of the background. After the Constitu-
tional Revolution, the power and influence on politics of the Ulama rela-
tively declined. However, on the other hand, the basis of Islamic society
was being steadily constructed as can be shown by the examples of the
contributions of people such as Shaykh ‘Abd al-Karim Ha'iri Yazdi in estab-
lishing the educational system for the Ulama, and Ayatullah Sayyid Aqa
Husayn Brujerdi in organizing the financial system for Islamic funds, and
talk with the Sunni. It is needless to say that the political leadership of
Ayatullah Ruhullah Khumayni in the Iranian Revolution in 1979 was
prominent, but in addition to it, it is necessary to look into the works
which had enabled the construction of the infrastructure of Islamic society
by that time.

The Iranian Revolution in 1979 chose the third alternative for govern-
ment i.e. mashrutiyal, which is really a stranger in the modern political
world. Therefore, the way to the realization of this polity was also rather
hard and difficult.
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