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Secularism and Islamism are among the socially constructed concepts that
emerged under the influence of intellectual and political transformations and
present theories concerning the relationship between religion and politics.
These concepts possess the necessary capacities to become fundamental
subjects within the political and religious literature and sphere of post—Islamic
Revolution Iran. The method of this study is based on historical-social
analysis, documentary research, and the application of the theoretical
framework of communitarianism. The purpose of this research is to analyze
and examine the relationship between Islamism and secularism in intellectual
currents after the Islamic Revolution based on the communitarianism model.
According to this model, in conducting our analysis, examination, and
relational assessment, we must pay attention, on the one hand, to the historical
context, circumstances, and social and intellectual foundations of Iranian
society, and, on the other hand, to the plurality of intellectual groups that
present viewpoints in this regard. The communitarian approach, through the
epistemological and methodological capacities it provides for the analysis and
examination of socially constructed concepts, can be highly applicable to many
societies, particularly Iranian society. Furthermore, this approach avoids the
pitfalls of the absolutism of modernism and the relativism of postmodernism,
both of which, in certain cases, reduce the complexity of these concepts.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Secularism and Islamism are among the most consequential socially constructed concepts in the
intellectual and political history of post-1979 Iran, because both concepts operate not only as abstract
theoretical categories but also as frameworks through which Iranian thinkers have interpreted religion,
statehood, modernity, tradition, legitimacy, and social transformation. The encounter between Iranian
society and Western civilization, beginning in the Qajar period and intensifying through the constitutional
movement, the Pahlavi state-building project, and the 1979 Islamic Revolution, created a long intellectual
field in which the relation between religion and politics became one of the central axes of debate. In this
historical trajectory, authoritarian secularizing policies under Reza Shah and later the continuation of
modernization without full political secularization under Mohammad Reza Shah produced tensions
between traditional religious structures, modern state institutions, and competing intellectual responses to
Western modernity (Abrahamian, 2010; Azghandi, 2012; Vahdat, 2003). After the establishment of the
Islamic Republic, the question of Islamism and secularism gained a more concrete and urgent form,
because political authority was explicitly reorganized around religious legitimacy, while modern
governmental, legal, educational, and bureaucratic institutions continued to function within a modern state
framework (Ashouri, 2016; Ebrahimi, 2024). Therefore, the present study examines the relation between
Islamism and secularism in post-revolutionary Iranian intellectual currents through a communitarian
theoretical model, arguing that this relation cannot be understood through universalist, abstract, or purely
ideological categories alone. Rather, it must be analyzed in relation to the concrete historical, social,
cultural, and intellectual contexts of Iranian society and the plurality of intellectual communities that have
produced different interpretations of religion, modernity, political authority, and secular life.

The theoretical foundation of the study is communitarianism, which is employed as both an
epistemological and methodological framework for avoiding two reductive extremes: the absolutism of
modernist universalism and the relativism of postmodern fragmentation. Communitarian thought
criticizes the liberal assumption of an abstract, isolated, and context-free individual, emphasizing instead
that values, meanings, political principles, and moral judgments emerge within historically situated
communities and traditions. In this regard, concepts such as secularism, Islamism, tradition, modernity,
religion, and political legitimacy must be interpreted not as fixed, universal, and self-evident categories,
but as socially embedded meanings shaped by communal life, historical memory, institutional experience,
and cultural conflict (Haghighat, 2020; Taylor, 2019). This approach is especially relevant to Iranian society
because the Iranian experience of modernity has not been a simple transition from tradition to modernity,
nor a pure imitation of Western secular development, but rather a layered and conflictual encounter among
Iranian civilizational memory, Shiite Islamic culture, and modern Western political rationality (Azad
Armaki, 2001; Jahanbegloo, 2002). The communitarian model thus enables the study to analyze intellectual
currents not by measuring them against a single universal model of secularization or religious politics, but
by examining their internal rationalities, social locations, historical concerns, and normative aims. In this
framework, the plurality of intellectual traditions in Iran is not treated as a methodological obstacle, but
as the very object of analysis, because each current articulates a distinct response to the unresolved relation
between religion and state, sacred meaning and worldly reason, collective identity and political modernity
(Al Seyed Ghafour, 2009; Nouri & Abbasabadi, 2021).

Methodologically, the study is based on historical-social analysis and documentary research. It
examines intellectual texts, theoretical debates, and socio-political conditions after the Islamic Revolution



in order to identify how different intellectual currents conceptualize the relationship between Islamism
and secularism. The study first reconstructs the main social and intellectual contexts of post-revolutionary
Iran, including the continuation of the tradition-modernity divide, the institutional dominance of religious
government, the persistence of modern state structures, the crisis of cultural identity, and the confrontation
among Iranian, Islamic, and Western layers of civilization. Then it analyzes the major intellectual currents
that responded to these conditions: religious intellectualism, spiritual intellectualism, secular
intellectualism, and Islamism. The analytical assumption is that each current develops its own logic and
rationality in relation to the same shared problem: how religion, politics, morality, society, and modernity
should be ordered in contemporary Iran. In this regard, secularism is not treated as a single-dimensional
concept. It is differentiated into philosophical secularism, political secularism, social secularization, and
ethical secularism, each of which has a different relation to religion (Dabbagh, 2011, 2017; Jalili, 2004;
Tabari, 2013). Likewise, Islamism is understood not merely as personal religiosity, but as a modern political
and ideological project that seeks to reorganize society and the state according to Islamic principles and
to affirm the inseparability of religion and politics (Ahmadi, 2016; Barbier, 2004; Hosseinizadeh, 2006;
Hunter, 2001).

The findings show that the post-revolutionary Iranian context is marked by a deep and continuing
conflict over the meaning of modernity, the function of religion, and the legitimacy of political power.
The 1979 Revolution transformed the relation between religion and state by dissolving the earlier duality
between religious scholars and rulers, since the clerical institution itself became directly involved in
political authority (Ebrahimi, 2024). This development intensified the debate over secularism, because the
Islamic Republic simultaneously rejected secular political legitimacy and operated through modern
institutions such as constitutional law, parliament, bureaucracy, judicial organization, mass education, and
state planning (Ashouri, 2016). Consequently, Iranian intellectual life after the revolution became a field
of tension between the desire for religious authenticity and the unavoidable conditions of modern
statehood. Some thinkers have argued that Iran continues to face the unresolved problem of the relation
between tradition and modernity, especially because its encounter with modernity has often been political
and ideological rather than philosophical and self-reflective (Azad Armaki, 2001; Jahanbegloo, 2002). Others
have emphasized that the crisis of development, identity, and political order in Iran cannot be explained
without examining the historical failure to establish a balanced relation among religious tradition, modern
rationality, and democratic institutions (Azghandi, 2012; Bashiriyeh, 2015). From the communitarian
perspective, these tensions are not merely theoretical disagreements; they are rooted in the historical
experience of a society situated among competing cultural horizons and intellectual traditions.

The study further finds that religious intellectuals generally accept certain dimensions of
secularism, especially political, ethical, and social secularism, while rejecting philosophical secularism.
Their project seeks to reconcile religious faith with modern rationality, democracy, human rights,
pluralism, and public reason. Religious intellectualism recognizes autonomous critical reason as a non-
religious domain and attempts to define a peaceful relationship between religion and this secular domain
(Dabbagh, 2011; Naraghi, 2016). This current therefore tends to support a minimal secularization in which
religion does not disappear from public life but no longer monopolizes political legitimacy or state
authority (Dabbagh, 2010, 2017). Spiritual intellectuals, represented especially by Dariush Shayegan,
accept political secularism and the achievements of modernity while criticizing modernity’s spiritual
emptiness and seeking a renewed relation between rationality and mystical or spiritual experience



(Malekian, 2018; Qazalsafli & Maash Sani, 2010; Shayegan, 2017). Secular intellectuals, despite internal
differences, emphasize critical reason, translation, philosophical reconstruction, and the critique of
religious domination over politics and culture (Ashouri, 2016; Doustdar, 1991; Khosrokhavar & Mottaghi,
2015; Nouri, 2024). In contrast, Islamist thinkers defend the inseparability of religion and politics, the
necessity of Islamic government, the primacy of religious law, and the critique of Western secular culture
(Ahmadi, 2016; Hosseinizadeh, 2006; Nejati Hosseini, 2023). Thus, while religious, spiritual, and secular
intellectual currents differ in their metaphysical assumptions and cultural aims, they converge to varying
degrees in accepting political secularism; Islamism, by contrast, resists secularism in its political, social,
ethical, and philosophical dimensions.

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that the communitarian model provides a productive
framework for analyzing the relation between Islamism and secularism in post-revolutionary Iranian
intellectual currents. This framework makes it possible to understand Iranian debates not as a binary
opposition between religion and modernity, but as a plural field of historically situated intellectual
communities, each with its own assumptions, anxieties, normative commitments, and vision of the
desirable society. The central finding is that post-revolutionary Iran cannot be interpreted through a single
linear model of secularization or through a single totalizing account of Islamism. Rather, it is a society in
which multiple intellectual currents have emerged from the same historical conflict among tradition,
modernity, religious identity, political authority, and cultural self-understanding. Religious intellectuals
seek a reconciliatory model that preserves faith while accepting political secularization; spiritual
intellectuals search for a synthesis between modern rationality and renewed inner meaning; secular
intellectuals emphasize critique, autonomy, and the reconstruction of thought outside religious authority;
and Islamists defend a maximalist religious model of state and society. The communitarian approach
reveals that these currents are not merely theoretical positions, but socially embedded responses to the
complex historical condition of modern Iran. Therefore, analyzing Islamism and secularism in Iran
requires attention both to the social and historical context of Iranian society and to the plurality of
intellectual traditions that have interpreted this context in different, and often conflicting, ways.
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