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CrossMask

In this study, Iranian liberalism is understood as an imported body of thought derived
from the West and manifested in two religious and secular forms. Although, for
pragmatic reasons, neither tendency has ever formally described itself as liberal, both
have represented the manner in which liberal thought has been articulated and reflected
within Iran’s political, historical, and cultural context. At each historical juncture, these
tendencies have operated in accordance with prevailing social conditions to explain,
advance, or realize Western-oriented thought. Over the past century and a half, Western
thought in Iran has largely been introduced through concepts such as freedom, the rule
of law, nationalism, modernization, and scientific and rational religiosity, with one or
more of these themes becoming prominent depending on the historical circumstances
of each period.

This article explains how Iranian liberalism, alongside the authentic religious
movement, interacted in various ways with the other principal centers of power in
Iranian society—namely, authoritarian rulers and religious scholars—from the
Tobacco Protest to the Islamic Revolution and its aftermath. Under different historical
conditions, Iranian liberalism assumed distinct forms and presented different public
manifestations.

According to the findings of this study, the principal foundation of political and
intellectual conflict in Iranian society over the past century and a half has been the
aforementioned proposition, which has appeared in a particular form during each
historical period. Disputes over the rule of law, constitutional freedom, scientism,
human rights, and democracy represent specific manifestations or reductions of this
underlying conflict. The common legacy of successive generations of Iranian liberals
has been the attempt to marginalize religion and religious scholars from the social and
political spheres, even though the aforementioned concepts are not inherently or
irreconcilably incompatible with religious commitment.

The revival of religion and religious culture during the 1940s, the developments
following the coup of August 19, 1953, and the formulation of liberal rationality on the
basis of religious modernism after the 1979 Islamic Revolution confirm that Iranian
liberalism has assumed a distinctive form compatible with the historical conditions of
Iranian society in each period. This plurality of manifestations, however, does not
indicate any fundamental divergence among the shared ideals of successive

generations of Iranian liberals, whether religious or secular.
Keywords: liberalism, secularism, political discourses, Iran.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The present study examines the impact of Iranian liberalism on the formation and transformation
of political discourses in the Islamic Republic of Iran. Iranian liberalism, as conceptualized in this article,
is not treated as a direct and unmediated reproduction of classical Western liberalism, but as a historically
situated and culturally mediated current of thought that emerged through the encounter between Iranian
intellectual traditions, Islamic political culture, nationalism, constitutionalism, and Western modernity.
From the Constitutional Revolution onward, Iranian liberalism entered the field of political thought
through concepts such as freedom, legality, constitutionalism, rationality, civil society, nationalism,
development, and public participation; however, these concepts were never received in a purely Western
form. Rather, they were repeatedly reinterpreted, localized, contested, and ideologically reformulated in
relation to the religious, political, and social conditions of Iran (Amiri, 2018; Bashiriyeh, 2002). The
significance of the subject lies in the fact that the Islamic Republic, despite being founded upon the
discourse of political Islam and revolutionary religiosity, has never developed in isolation from rival or
adjacent intellectual currents. Liberal concepts, even when rejected at the official ideological level, have
continued to appear in different forms within post-revolutionary political discourses, including the
discourses of reconstruction, reformism, moderation, technocracy, development, and political
participation (Fayyaz, 2013; Sarparast Sadat, 2015). Accordingly, the central argument of this study is that
Iranian liberalism has functioned less as an overt hegemonic discourse and more as a hidden, mediated,
and sometimes rearticulated conceptual reservoir that has influenced the vocabulary, conflicts, and self-
definitions of political discourses in the Islamic Republic.

The theoretical foundation of the study is based on discourse analysis, especially the idea that
political meanings are not fixed, natural, or permanent, but are produced through discursive articulation,
competition, exclusion, and hegemonic struggle. In this framework, political discourses are organized
around central signifiers such as justice, freedom, development, independence, democracy, religion,
people, state, and law, while floating signifiers acquire different meanings depending on their location
within a particular discursive structure (Tajik, 2004). This approach is particularly useful for analyzing the
Iranian case because many of the same concepts—such as freedom, democracy, civil society, legality, and
rationality—appear in both liberal and Islamic political vocabularies, yet their meanings differ according
to the ideological field in which they are articulated. For example, freedom in liberal discourse is often
associated with individual autonomy, civil rights, and limitation of state power, whereas in Islamic
revolutionary discourse it is linked to liberation from domination, moral responsibility, divine sovereignty,
and resistance to imperial power (Lakzaei, 2002; Vaezi, 2003). Similarly, democracy may be understood as
pluralist competition and popular sovereignty in liberal thought, while in religious-democratic discourse
it is reformulated through the concepts of religious legitimacy, people’s participation, and governance
within divine law (Sarparast Sadat, 2015; Tezcur et al., 2012). Therefore, the study does not reduce the
political discourses of the Islamic Republic to liberalism, but investigates how liberal signifiers have
entered, been transformed by, or been rejected within the broader discursive order of the Islamic Republic.

Historically, Iranian liberalism emerged in the context of Iran’s confrontation with Western
modernity, military decline, administrative weakness, and the perceived backwardness of the Qajar state.
Early Iranian intellectuals and reformers did not initially turn toward the West simply to import abstract
philosophical doctrines; rather, they encountered Western power through military defeat, technological
superiority, bureaucratic organization, and modern science. The first stage of this encounter was therefore



associated with reform, modernization, law, education, and administrative order. However, over time,
technical and institutional borrowing gradually expanded into deeper debates about reason, freedom,
religion, progress, law, and the meaning of civilization (Akhundzadeh, 1963; Bastani Parizi, 1975). Thinkers
such as Akhundzadeh and later reformist intellectuals contributed to the articulation of a modernist and
often secular critique of inherited structures, while constitutionalist currents linked legality,
parliamentarism, and national awakening to the struggle against despotism (Akhundzadeh, 1963; Bahar,
1978). At the same time, Iranian liberalism developed in two broad forms: a secular form that emphasized
nationalism, rationalism, and institutional modernization, and a religious form that attempted to reconcile
Islam with freedom, constitutionalism, democracy, and social reform. These two tendencies differed in
language and justification, yet they shared several common concerns, particularly the critique of arbitrary
power, the demand for legal order, and the attempt to redefine the relation between religion, politics, and
modern governance (Amiri, 2018; Vaezi, 2003).

The study employs a qualitative, historical, and discourse-analytic method. The corpus of analysis
includes theoretical works on Iranian liberalism, political thought, Islam and liberalism, civil society,
democracy, post-revolutionary political discourse, and the historical evolution of Iranian political currents.
It also relies on documentary and conceptual analysis of the major political periods of the Islamic
Republic, including the early revolutionary period, the Reconstruction era, the Reform era, the
Ahmadinejad period, and the Rouhani administration. The analytical procedure is based on identifying
central signifiers, floating signifiers, antagonistic frontiers, mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion, and
the modes through which liberal concepts were either absorbed, redefined, marginalized, or rejected by
dominant political discourses (Fayyaz, 2013; Tajik, 2004). In this regard, the study treats the Islamic
Republic not as a single static ideological formation, but as a field of competing discourses in which
revolutionary Islam, republicanism, technocratic development, reformist civil society, justice-oriented
populism, and moderate pragmatism have struggled to define the meaning of the state, people, freedom,
justice, sovereignty, and development. This methodological choice allows the research to move beyond
simple binaries such as “Islamic versus liberal” or “religious versus secular” and instead to examine the
complex ways in which concepts travel across discourses, acquire new meanings, and become instruments
of political contestation (Bashiriyeh, 1999; Hosseinizadeh, 2011).

The findings indicate that the impact of Iranian liberalism on the political discourses of the Islamic
Republic has been uneven, indirect, and historically variable. In the early revolutionary period, liberal
forces, especially the religious-liberal current associated with the provisional government and the Freedom
Movement, attempted to shape the post-revolutionary order through a democratic and constitutional
understanding of political authority, but they were gradually marginalized as the discourse of Islamic
revolution, clerical leadership, and velayat-e fagih became dominant (Bazargan, 1983; Fayyaz, 2013).
During the Reconstruction era, liberal influence appeared primarily in economic and technocratic forms,
especially through the prioritization of development, rational administration, market-oriented reform, and
economic adjustment; this did not amount to explicit ideological liberalism, but it introduced a pragmatic
vocabulary that shifted emphasis from revolutionary mobilization to state-led modernization and
economic reconstruction (Fayyaz, 2013; Sariolghalam, 2007). In the Reform era, the influence of Iranian
liberalism became more visible in the language of civil society, political development, freedom of
expression, rule of law, pluralism, and citizens’ rights, although these concepts were articulated within an
Islamic and constitutional framework rather than as a purely secular liberal project (Bashiriyeh, 1999;



Sarparast Sadat, 2015). In the Ahmadinejad period, the dominant discourse positioned itself against liberal
technocracy and reformist pluralism, emphasizing justice, anti-elitism, revolutionary values, and
resistance; nevertheless, liberalism remained present as an antagonistic “other” through which the
discourse defined its own identity. In the Rouhani period, liberal influence reappeared in the language of
moderation, negotiation, global interaction, economic rationality, and technocratic governance, especially
in foreign policy and development-oriented statecraft (Fayyaz, 2013; Sariolghalam, 2007). Thus, Iranian
liberalism did not become hegemonic, but its conceptual traces remained active across multiple political
formations.

In conclusion, the study shows that Iranian liberalism has influenced the formation of political
discourses in the Islamic Republic not by replacing the discourse of political Islam, but by entering into a
continuous relationship of interaction, reinterpretation, contestation, and exclusion with it. Its most
important effect has been conceptual rather than organizational: it has shaped the vocabulary through
which political actors have debated freedom, law, democracy, civil society, development, state authority,
and the relation between religion and politics. At different moments, liberal concepts have been absorbed
into official discourse, rejected as ideological threats, reformulated in religious language, or used by rival
currents to challenge the dominant political order. The history of the Islamic Republic therefore cannot be
understood solely as the history of one stable discourse, but should be read as the history of shifting
articulations among revolutionary Islam, republicanism, nationalism, technocracy, reformism, justice-
seeking politics, and moderated pragmatism. The central contribution of this study is to demonstrate that
Iranian liberalism has operated as a persistent but contested undercurrent within the political field of the
Islamic Republic. It has never fully displaced the foundational discourse of the Revolution, yet it has
repeatedly compelled that discourse and its competing formations to define, defend, revise, or reconstruct
their positions on some of the most fundamental concepts of modern Iranian political life.
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