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The Russo-Iranian Wars are recognized as one of the most significant stages
marking the entry of the Shiite clergy into the political arena. The central
question of this study, conducted using a descriptive-analytical method and
based on library sources, is essentially this: what is the difference in the
approach of Shiite clerics toward the Russo-Iranian Wars in the first versus the
second phase, and how did their roles differ between these two periods? The
findings of this research indicate that, fundamentally, the role of the clergy in
the first phase of the Russo-Iranian Wars, which concluded with the Treaty of
Gulistan (1813), was primarily theoretical and ideological, manifested through
the issuance of fatwas and the composition of jihadist treatises. However,
during the second phase, which culminated in the Treaty of Turkmenchay
(1828), their involvement was not limited to issuing fatwas; they also
participated directly on the battlefield alongside the Iranian army.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The engagement of Shiite clergy in the political sphere of Qajar Iran reached a crucial turning
point during the two Russo-Iranian wars, which served as defining moments for clerical activism and its
evolving nature. During the first war (1804-1813), culminating in the Treaty of Gulistan, the clerics
adopted an ideological stance, participating predominantly through fatwas and religious treatises. Their
contribution remained within the bounds of theological justification and religious mobilization, without
direct involvement in military campaigns. This orientation aligned with their traditional role as moral and
spiritual guides in society, who, in response to Russia’s imperial aggression and occupation of Caucasian
territories such as Ganja and Georgia, issued proclamations that framed the conflict as a holy war. Leading
religious figures such as Sheikh Ja'far Kashif al-Ghita and Seyyed Ali Tabataba’i articulated this
viewpoint, asserting that safeguarding Islamic territories against infidel aggression was not merely
permissible but a divine obligation (Ghaem Magham Farahani, 1978; Jafarian, 1994; Rajabi, 1999). This phase
of clerical activism established a foundation for clerical-state alignment, as evidenced by the public
endorsements of Fath Ali Shah by notable clerics, who depicted the monarch's campaigns as sanctioned
jihad under the guardianship of religious law (Halm, 2010; Hedayat, 2001). These developments signaled a
nascent but profound integration of religious authority into political-military discourse, situating the Shiite
clergy as indispensable actors in Iran’s resistance against colonial encroachment.

In contrast, the second Russo-Iranian war (1826-1828), ending in the Treaty of Turkmenchay,
witnessed a dramatic transformation in the role of the Shiite clergy. Unlike their earlier reserved stance,
prominent clerics now assumed physically active roles on the battlefield. This shift was not merely
symbolic but reflected a new theological interpretation of jihad, wherein the clergy were no longer content
to serve as distant motivators but positioned themselves as combatants and national leaders in war strategy.
Figures like Seyyed Mohammad Mujahid and Molla Ahmad Naragi did not limit themselves to issuing
edicts but also participated in war councils and even led troops, reflecting a significant evolution in the
clerical understanding of their religious and national duty (Rajabi, 2004; Sepehr, 2011). This increased
visibility and direct engagement stemmed partly from frustrations with the inadequacies of the Qajar
military and the failure of diplomatic maneuvers with European powers, including unfulfilled promises
from Britain and France (Etemad al-Saltaneh, 1978; Madani, 1982). The clerics perceived their involvement
as essential to preserving Islam and Iranian territorial integrity in the face of a militarily superior
adversary, embedding their authority more firmly into statecraft and national identity. The call to arms
was not only a spiritual directive but a political act that redefined clerical legitimacy in the modern Iranian
context.

This transition was also underscored by complex negotiations between the court and the religious
establishment, wherein the state’s dependency on clerical support became more pronounced. As the Qajar
state faced both external threats and internal discontent, the authority of the clergy served as a crucial
source of mass mobilization and legitimacy. However, this relationship was fraught with tension. While
Abbas Mirza and his advisors recognized the strategic value of clerical support, they often did so out of
political necessity rather than ideological alignment. The crown prince’s correspondence reveals a
pragmatic approach, wherein he sought to use the clergy’s influence as a diplomatic lever or military
motivator, particularly in dealings with foreign envoys (Ghaem Magham Farahani, 2001). Conversely, the
clerics, emboldened by their rising public esteem, began asserting claims of autonomy in military and
political affairs, as reflected in their unequivocal fatwas and unilateral calls to arms. This dynamic created
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an uneasy power-sharing arrangement, with each side attempting to harness the other’s authority while
maintaining its own ideological sovereignty. Such interactions illustrate the emergence of a dual
sovereignty structure in early 19th-century Iran, where the state and the religious establishment coexisted
in a complex dance of mutual dependency and latent rivalry.

Notably, the popular response to clerical calls for jihad was immense. In towns such as Tabriz and
Qazvin, ordinary citizens revered clerics not only as spiritual leaders but as saviors of the homeland, often
responding to their arrival with public rituals, mass gatherings, and displays of deference that bordered on
the sacred (Modarres Tabrizi, 1990). This surge of support extended to the front lines, where clerics clad in
white shrouds—a symbol of martyrdom—Iled processions, motivated troops, and in some cases, directly
engaged in combat. However, such widespread reverence also magnified the stakes of clerical
involvement. When the war ended in yet another devastating defeat for Iran, codified in the humiliating
Treaty of Turkmenchay, the backlash was severe. The moral authority of the clergy, once unassailable,
came under public scrutiny, with accusations of religious overreach and strategic naivety becoming more
vocal. This period witnessed the beginning of a more cautious clerical approach to direct political
intervention, as the costs of conflating spiritual authority with military command became starkly apparent.
For some clerics, the defeat served as a spiritual test; for others, it underscored the limits of theological
reasoning in the face of realpolitik and modern warfare (Keshavarzi, 2000; Mirzaei, 2011).

The outcomes of these wars also had long-term implications for the clerical institution and its place
in the Iranian sociopolitical hierarchy. Despite the ultimate failure on the battlefield, the visibility and
perceived sacrifice of the clerics during the second war fortified their role in national consciousness. Their
transformation from peripheral spiritual guides into active shapers of state affairs laid the groundwork for
future religious-political movements, including the Constitutional Revolution and the 1979 Islamic
Revolution. Yet, the post-war period was also marked by introspection and strategic recalibration within
the clerical establishment. Prominent scholars began reassessing the scope of religious authority in state
matters, contemplating whether political engagement should remain a moral imperative or retreat into
spiritual domains. This ambivalence was further compounded by critiques from royal officials and foreign
observers, who blamed clerical zeal for prolonging conflict and exacerbating Iran’s geopolitical
vulnerabilities (Adamiyat, 1985). Nonetheless, the legacy of this period endured, shaping not only the
institutional memory of the Shiite clergy but also the Iranian public’s expectations of their religious leaders
in times of crisis.

In conclusion, the two Russo-Iranian wars offer a vivid tableau of the evolving interplay between
religion and politics in Qajar Iran. They mark a significant moment of transformation in which the Shiite
clergy expanded their role from spiritual arbiters to active political agents and even military participants.
While the consequences of their engagement were mixed—~bolstering their public stature in the short term
but leading to strategic setbacks and reputational damage in the long run—the broader historical impact
was profound. These conflicts crystallized the potential and perils of clerical involvement in state affairs,
leaving an indelible mark on the trajectory of Iran’s political-religious evolution. The dual legacy of
triumph and tragedy continues to inform contemporary debates over the role of religion in governance,
underscoring the enduring relevance of this pivotal chapter in Iran’s modern history.
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