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CrossMark

In political philosophy, the discourse on the legitimacy and justification of any government is
among the most fundamental and essential topics. Consequently, scholars and theorists of
various political systems are inevitably compelled to address it. Figures such as Imam Khomeini,
Ayatollah Javadi Amoli, Ayatollah Mesbah Yazdi, and many other past and contemporary jurists
consider the source of the jurisprudent’s authority (Wilayat al-Fagih) to be solely based on the
general designation (nass ‘amm) of jurists by God. In this view, the role of the people is seen
merely as a factor in realizing and actualizing this government (i.e., acceptance or magbuliyyah).
Another group of contemporary jurists believes that the religious foundation of the jurists'
governance is a combination of their intrinsic qualification (based on divine general
appointment) in addition to the inclusion of public opinion. In other words, this group considers
the people’s vote not only as granting societal acceptance but also as partially contributing to the
religious legitimacy (mashru‘iyyah) of the government. Figures such as Ayatollah Montazeri,
Ayatollah Makarem Shirazi, Ayatollah Meshkini, and several other contemporary scholars
defend this theory. Alongside these two groups of jurists, there are other individuals—primarily
political figures—who consider the sole basis of a government’s legitimacy to be the people's
vote and entirely reject the notion of divine general appointment of jurists for governance. A
figure like Mohammad Mojtahed Shabestari is among this group. However, the present article
seeks to answer the question of which of the three aforementioned theories is endorsed by
Ayatollah Hashemi Rafsanjani, a figure whose high-level Islamic reasoning and jurisprudential
competence have been acknowledged by the Supreme Leader. From Ayatollah Hashemi
Rafsanjani’s perspective, the legitimacy of the political system is based on both divine right and
public acceptance. In his thought, the concept of Wilayat al-Fagih gains political significance
within this dual framework. The foundation of Ayatollah Hashemi’s view regarding the
necessity and importance of political legitimacy has remained consistent and stable; however,
concerning the means by which political legitimacy is realized in society, his stance has been
adaptive and has evolved in accordance with changing social conditions and temporal
exigencies. In his view, individuals gather and organize themselves based on their political,
economic, and managerial beliefs and preferences so that, through elections, they may
participate in the administration of the country in line with those very beliefs and preferences.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The question of political legitimacy has consistently served as a cornerstone of political
philosophy, particularly within Islamic political thought, where theological foundations intersect with
practical governance. In the Islamic Republic of Iran, this issue has been a subject of extensive debate
among scholars, clerics, and political elites. Various theoretical perspectives have emerged, ranging from
an exclusive emphasis on divine appointment to hybrid models combining divine legitimacy with popular
consent. This article critically examines Ayatollah Hashemi Rafsanjani’s views on political legitimacy
within this spectrum, arguing that his stance represents a nuanced, context-responsive model rooted in
both Islamic jurisprudential traditions and pragmatic political theory. Rafsanjani's dual commitment to
divine legitimacy (mashru'iyyah) and popular approval (magbuliyyah) challenges binary
conceptualizations of governance and aligns with a broader vision of Islamic democracy. Drawing from
historical experiences and religious texts, he asserts that while divine guidance provides a foundational
framework, governance becomes viable only through public participation and societal acceptance. His
position echoes the thoughts of figures like Ayatollah Montazeri and is grounded in an understanding of
Islamic governance that emphasizes both ethical leadership and political accountability. Rafsanjani’s
model, therefore, stands in opposition to those who disregard the people's role or, conversely, reject divine
authority altogether. This synthesis emerges not only as a theological stance but also as a strategic response
to the evolving socio-political context of post-revolutionary Iran, where he recognized the need for
adaptive legitimacy mechanisms that maintain both religious authenticity and social relevance (Bashiriyeh,
2004).

Rafsanjani's intellectual framework cannot be separated from his pragmatic orientation toward
politics and governance, which aligns with broader currents of pragmatism in both Western and Islamic
contexts. Western pragmatism, rooted in the works of William James and John Dewey, emphasizes the
practical consequences of beliefs and actions over abstract theorization, arguing that truth is defined
through experiential success rather than metaphysical consistency (Rahmani, 2010). Rafsanjani’s
adaptation of this concept reflects an “Islamic pragmatism,” whereby religious principles are maintained
while political decisions respond to current realities. His political career—from his revolutionary
involvement and leadership in the Iran-Irag War to his presidential years and post-presidency influence—
demonstrates a consistent emphasis on policy efficacy, national interest, and social cohesion. Importantly,
he distinguishes between metaphysical legitimacy and the empirical realization of power, asserting that
even divinely sanctioned governance must secure popular consent to become operational (Valadbeygi,
2010). His critique of purely metaphysical views of power formation distances him from absolutist
interpretations, aligning instead with a vision in which rational governance structures, like political parties
and elections, function within the moral and spiritual confines of Islam. Rafsanjani’s interpretation of
Wilayat al-Faqih similarly embodies this duality: while recognizing divine authority, he insists on its
realization through institutional frameworks that reflect the people’s will. This perspective places him at
odds with both radical secularists and rigid traditionalists, offering a dynamic middle path rooted in both
faith and reason (Bashiriyeh, 2004).

The article also employs a structuralist-Marxist analytical lens, particularly the theories of
Poulantzas, to explore Rafsanjani's role within the evolving power structure of the Islamic Republic.
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Poulantzas argued that the state is not a neutral apparatus but one that reproduces class dominance through
ideological and political means (Ritzer, 1999). In this context, Rafsanjani’s pragmatic efforts to
institutionalize political participation through party systems and technocratic governance can be seen as
attempts to mediate between the state's ideological apparatus and the demands of a changing society. He
often spoke of the necessity of structured political parties to ensure responsible governance and
emphasized the need for pluralistic competition under the overarching framework of Islamic values
(Hashemi Rafsanjani, 2007). However, his vision also faced structural limitations. The dominant political
class increasingly marginalized alternative viewpoints, including Rafsanjani’s reformist inclinations,
casting him as an outsider despite his foundational role in the post-revolutionary state. His pragmatic
approach, therefore, did not seek to undermine the existing political order but to refine it from within
through mechanisms that promote meritocracy, administrative rationality, and public trust. Rafsanjani's
own reflections highlight the difficulty of balancing theological authority with democratic aspirations in
a system that increasingly centralized religious and political power. His critiques of the reductionist
understanding of Wilayat al-Fagih and his advocacy for a collective, consultative religious authority
(Shura) reflect his broader belief in political pluralism and institutional integrity (Hashemi Rafsanjani,
2010).

Rafsanjani’s views on the relationship between Islam and pragmatism are best understood through
his embrace of a theologically grounded yet politically flexible ideology. While some Islamic thinkers
reject any association between Islam and pragmatism, citing the divine and immutable nature of sharia,
others, including Rafsanjani, advocate for a synthesis that allows for contextual interpretation and
application of Islamic principles (Alizade, 1998). This synthesis does not dilute religious tenets but rather
enhances their applicability to contemporary socio-political challenges. Drawing on figures like Bazargan
and thinkers such as Soroush and Nasr, Rafsanjani aligns with those who believe that the Qur’an and
prophetic tradition advocate for purposeful, beneficial action in society. He often cited Islamic teachings
emphasizing usefulness to others, rational decision-making, and the pursuit of common good as evidence
of Islam’s inherent pragmatism. For Rafsanjani, governance was a means of realizing spiritual values
through tangible outcomes such as social justice, economic development, and political participation. He
criticized both secular and religious absolutism, calling instead for dynamic jurisprudence that evolves
with societal needs and technological advancements. His discourse on “Islamic rationalism” underscores
the compatibility between faith and functionality, presenting a model of governance that is not only
ethically grounded but also strategically viable in an ever-changing world (Valadbeygi, 2010).

In terms of economic development, Rafsanjani’s presidency marked a significant shift toward
liberal economic policies under the banner of “reconstruction.” His model of justice centered on equitable
opportunity rather than uniform distribution, advocating for infrastructure development, privatization, and
foreign investment to stimulate growth and alleviate poverty. The technocratic nature of his
administration, characterized by reliance on expert knowledge and policy innovation, reflected a departure
from earlier revolutionary economic populism (Bashiriyeh, 2013). This shift, however, was not without
criticism. While some lauded the macroeconomic stability and modernization initiatives achieved during
his presidency, others accused him of fostering inequality and enabling crony capitalism. Nevertheless,
Rafsanjani maintained that without a strong economy, political independence and social justice would
remain elusive. He envisioned an Islamic state where justice was achieved not merely through
redistribution but through empowerment—education, employment, and entrepreneurship. His conception
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of justice, therefore, was deeply linked to developmental pragmatism, which saw wealth creation as a
prerequisite for long-term equity. By integrating market dynamics with Islamic moral values, he sought
to reconcile tradition with progress, laying the groundwork for what he believed to be a resilient and
responsive Islamic polity (Mahmoudinia, 2018).

In conclusion, Ayatollah Hashemi Rafsanjani’s thought on political legitimacy embodies a unique
integration of theological commitment and political realism. His dual emphasis on divine authority and
public consent reflects a sophisticated understanding of governance that transcends ideological rigidity.
Through his advocacy for institutional reform, economic modernization, and participatory politics,
Rafsanjani carved out a middle path in the complex terrain of Islamic political theory. His model offers
valuable insights for contemporary discussions on the future of Islamic governance, especially in contexts
where faith and modernity must coexist. Despite facing political marginalization in later years, his
intellectual legacy endures as a testament to the possibility of harmonizing tradition and transformation in
the pursuit of just and effective rule. Rafsanjani's life and ideas continue to provoke debate, offering a
prism through which to examine the evolving dynamics of power, legitimacy, and leadership in the Islamic
Republic of Iran.
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