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The ideas of the clergy and intellectuals, as well as the nature of their
confrontation and cooperation during the Constitutional Revolution, have been
examined. Given that numerous articles have been written on the
Constitutional Revolution and its various aspects, the present article seeks to
analyze the confrontation and cooperation between the clergy and the
constitutional intellectuals from a different perspective. By presenting the
views of some Shiite authorities and leading scholars of that period, alongside
the perspectives of European-educated intellectuals, this descriptive-analytical
study aims to answer the question: why was there initial cooperation between
the clergy and intellectuals in the struggle against despotism at the beginning
of the Constitutional movement, but after a while, especially after the victory
of the constitutionalists, did cooperation give way to confrontation and conflict
between them, ultimately leading to its failure? The hypothesis is that both
groups, the clergy and the intellectuals, set aside many of their ideological
differences during the physical and field struggle against despotism, due to
their shared goal of rejecting the status quo. This shared goal was the primary
reason for their initial success. However, various factors, such as the silent
interference of foreign powers acting in their own interests, and the
incompatibility and conflict among the factions leading the Constitutional
Revolution—each of which pursued its own specific objectives after the
victory—Iled to the movement's disintegration and ultimately to the rise of
another authoritarian figure, Reza Khan.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

The Iranian Constitutional Revolution, which began in the early 20th century, marked a critical
turning point in the country's political and social history. This movement was significant for introducing
modern concepts of governance and constitutionalism. The revolution initially succeeded in overthrowing
despotism and establishing a parliamentary system. However, despite the initial success, the revolution
failed to sustain itself. This article examines the interaction between two key groups in the movement: the
clergy and the constitutional intellectuals. It addresses how these two groups, with divergent ideologies,
first cooperated to oppose the monarchy but later became embroiled in conflicts, which eventually led to
the collapse of the movement.

Cooperation in the Early Stages

The clergy and constitutional intellectuals initially set aside their ideological differences due to a
shared goal: the rejection of the autocratic monarchy. Both groups viewed the monarchy as a significant
threat to the nation's future. The clergy, influenced by Shiite political thought, sought to curtail the
monarchy's power in defense of Islamic principles, focusing on ensuring justice for the people under an
Islamic framework. Conversely, the constitutional intellectuals, many of whom were educated in Europe,
were inspired by Western liberal ideals, such as individual liberty, equality, and democratic governance
(Kasravi, 2003). Despite their differences, this shared goal enabled them to collaborate during the early
stages of the movement.

One of the driving factors behind their cooperation was the dismal state of the country’s economy
and the population’s dissatisfaction with the Qajar monarchy’s inability to address these issues (Kasravi,
2003). This convergence of interests allowed both groups to mobilize large segments of the population,
including merchants, artisans, and intellectuals, to demand a constitutional government. Their
collaboration played a vital role in the early success of the movement, leading to the establishment of the
Majlis, or national assembly, in 1906.

Emerging Conflicts

Despite the initial cooperation, the relationship between the clergy and the intellectuals began to
deteriorate soon after the constitutionalists' victory. The intellectuals, many of whom advocated for a
secular government modeled on European systems, pushed for reforms that directly challenged the
clergy’s influence. The clergy, who had initially supported the idea of limiting the monarch's powers,
became increasingly concerned that the secular reforms proposed by the intellectuals would undermine
Islamic law and traditions. For instance, proposals to separate religion from governance and introduce
Western legal frameworks were met with fierce opposition from leading clerics, including figures such as
Sheikh Fazlollah Nouri (Kasravi, 2003; Malekzadeh, 1992).

Additionally, external factors further complicated the situation. Foreign powers, particularly
Russia and Britain, began to intervene in Iranian politics, each pursuing their own interests. The clergy
and intellectuals had differing responses to this interference, which further exacerbated their divisions
(Kefai, 1998). The clergy viewed foreign influence as an affront to Iran's sovereignty and Islamic values,
while some intellectuals saw alliances with Western powers as necessary for securing the revolution's
success.
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Ideological Divergence

The growing ideological divergence between the clergy and intellectuals was rooted in their
fundamentally different visions for Iran’s future. The clergy, influenced by traditional Shiite political
theory, advocated for a government that upheld Islamic values and laws. In contrast, the intellectuals
sought to model Iran’s political system after European democracies, which they believed would bring
about modernization and progress. This ideological conflict was particularly evident in the debates
surrounding the role of religion in governance. Prominent clerics, including Sheikh Nouri, argued for the
inclusion of religious oversight in the new political system, while intellectuals like Mirza Malkom Khan
and others rejected such notions, insisting on a separation between religion and state (Malekzadeh, 1991;
Malekzadeh, 1992; Nasri, 2007).

The Collapse of Cooperation

As these ideological conflicts intensified, the clergy and intellectuals increasingly turned against
one another. The clergy, who initially played a pivotal role in the revolution's success, became
disillusioned with the direction the movement was taking. They feared that the reforms being implemented
by the constitutional intellectuals would erode Islamic values and traditions (Kasravi, 2003). In response,
prominent clerics began to distance themselves from the intellectuals and, in some cases, even opposed
their efforts to implement further reforms. This growing rift culminated in the clergy's withdrawal from
the revolutionary coalition, leaving the intellectuals without the religious backing that had been crucial to
their earlier success.

At the same time, the revolution's leaders struggled to maintain unity within their ranks. Different
factions within the intellectual movement began pursuing their own specific objectives, further weakening
the cohesion of the revolutionary forces. External interference by foreign powers, particularly Russia’s
military intervention, also played a significant role in undermining the revolution (Kasravi, 2003).

Conclusion

The disintegration of cooperation between the clergy and intellectuals ultimately led to the failure
of the Constitutional Revolution. The revolution, which had started as a broad coalition against despotism,
fragmented due to ideological differences, external interference, and the ambitions of various factions
within the movement. In the end, the revolution's collapse paved the way for the rise of Reza Khan, who
established a new authoritarian regime in 1921. The lessons of this failed cooperation highlight the
challenges of building a unified political movement in a context of deep ideological divisions and foreign
interference.

The Constitutional Revolution remains a pivotal moment in Iran's history, offering critical insights
into the dynamics of political change and the complex relationships between different social and
intellectual groups. The initial cooperation between the clergy and intellectuals was instrumental in the
revolution's early successes, but their eventual conflict underscores the difficulties of maintaining a unified
front in the face of competing visions for the future.
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