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CrossMark

The Shi‘i clergy has played an influential role in modern Iranian history beyond its
religious, educational, and social functions, particularly in major political
transformations. Following the Islamic Revolution and the establishment of the Islamic
Republic of Iran, part of the clergy’s historical and jurisprudential authority moved
from the predominantly social and informal sphere into formal legal and institutional
structures, while jurisprudential competence acquired a significant position within
several major institutions of the political system. This study aims to explain and
analyze the role and position of the clergy in the political and legal structure of the
Islamic Republic of Iran through a descriptive-analytical method based on library
research. The findings indicate that an accurate analysis requires a distinction among
the clergy as a socio-religious institution, jurisprudential competence as a form of
scholarly and religious qualification, and the holding of political office as a public
responsibility. Within the constitutional structure of the Islamic Republic,
jurisprudential qualifications are particularly significant in the institutions of the
Supreme Leadership, the Assembly of Experts, and the juristic component of the
Guardian Council, whereas many elected, executive, and administrative offices do not
legally require clerical status. Clerical participation in the political system also entails
important capacities, including strengthening the relationship between the legal order
and Islamic norms, providing normative guidance, developing governmental
jurisprudence, and ensuring religious supervision. At the same time, it generates
challenges concerning the independence of the seminaries, the accountability of public
officeholders, the distinction between jurisprudential and executive expertise,
generational and social transformations, and the effects of political performance on the
clergy’s social legitimacy. The study concludes that the clergy’s position in the Islamic
Republic cannot adequately be characterized as a simple form of clerical monopoly
over government. Rather, it reflects the constitutional institutionalization of
jurisprudential authority within specific areas of the political system alongside the
continuing social and religious functions of the clergy. Its sustainable effectiveness
depends on maintaining a balanced relationship among religious authority, legal
power, professional expertise, public accountability, and political participation.
Keywords: Clergy; Islamic Republic of Iran; Jurisprudence; Velayat-e Fagih;
Political Structure; Legal Structure; Constitutional Law.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The relationship between religion and political authority has constituted one of the central issues
in the modern history of Iran, and the Shi‘i clergy has occupied a distinctive position within this
relationship because its authority has traditionally extended beyond ritual and theological functions into
the social, educational, judicial, and political spheres. Unlike a centralized ecclesiastical institution
subordinated to the state, the Shi‘i clerical establishment historically developed through relatively
autonomous seminaries, networks of religious scholars, systems of religious taxation, and patterns of
social recognition that allowed leading jurists to exercise considerable influence independently of formal
governmental office. The historical relationship between religion and the state during the Qajar period
illustrates how clerical authority could function simultaneously as a source of social guidance and as a
counterweight to political power, particularly when state policies were perceived to conflict with religious
principles or collective interests (Algar, 1986). This historical autonomy became especially significant
during the Constitutional Revolution, when clerical scholars adopted divergent positions regarding
constitutionalism, representative government, legislation, and the compatibility of modern political
institutions with Islamic law. Such debates contributed to the formation of a specifically Shi‘i discourse
on the relationship between jurisprudence and constitutional government, thereby expanding the field of
Islamic jurisprudence from questions of individual religious obligations to broader issues of political order
and public authority (Firahi, 2013). The political significance of the clergy continued to develop during the
Pahlavi era, when modernization, centralization, legal reform, and state-led cultural transformation
generated new forms of interaction and conflict between the state and the religious establishment. The
clergy itself was not ideologically homogeneous during this period; rather, it encompassed quietist,
reformist, conservative, and revolutionary currents that differed substantially in their understanding of
political action and the proper relationship between religion and government (Jafarian, 2008). This diversity
remained an important feature of the clerical institution and complicates any attempt to treat the clergy as
a single political bloc. Against this historical background, the present study examines the role and position
of the clergy in the political and legal structure of the Islamic Republic of Iran. Its principal objective is
to distinguish among the clergy as a socio-religious institution, jurisprudential competence as a specialized
form of religious authority, and the exercise of public office as a legally defined political responsibility,
thereby providing a more precise account of how clerical authority has been institutionalized within the
post-revolutionary political order.

The transformation that followed the 1979 Islamic Revolution marked a fundamental shift in the
historical relationship between the clergy and political power because clerical and jurisprudential authority
moved from predominantly social and extra-state influence toward direct constitutional
institutionalization. The revolutionary process cannot be understood solely as a change of political
leadership; it also involved the reconfiguration of the ideological and normative foundations of the state.
The transition from monarchical nationalism to revolutionary Islam provided the conceptual basis for
constructing a political system in which Islamic jurisprudence was incorporated into the organization of
public authority (Arjomand, 1984). The political mobilization of the clergy before the Revolution was
facilitated by a dense network of mosques, seminaries, religious associations, preachers, and connections
with various social groups, allowing religious discourse to become a powerful means of collective political
organization (Jafarian, 2008). The Qom Seminary, in particular, emerged as a major center not only for
religious instruction but also for the production of competing conceptions of the political, especially as



questions concerning the state, law, modernity, and Islamic identity became increasingly prominent in
seminary debates (Tabatabaeifar, 2022). The educational structures of the seminaries of Qom and Najaf also
played an important role in forming a distinctive clerical identity characterized by scholarly autonomy,
intellectual continuity, and a transnational Shi‘i religious orientation (Sindawi, 2007). At the same time,
the clergy’s encounter with modernity produced multiple intellectual and political tendencies rather than
a single uniform response. Different currents within the Qom Seminary adopted different positions
concerning modern political institutions, social change, and the extent of direct clerical involvement in
governance (Farati, 2014). These developments provided the historical and intellectual context within
which the theory of velayat-e fagih acquired greater political significance. In the post-revolutionary
constitutional order, the idea that a qualified jurist should exercise a central role in safeguarding the
Islamic character of government became a foundational principle of political organization. This
transformation was therefore not merely a matter of increasing the number of clerics in government
offices; it represented the institutionalization of jurisprudential authority as a constitutional mechanism.
Such institutionalization distinguishes the Islamic Republic from earlier periods in Iranian history, when
clerical authority could deeply influence politics but was not formally embedded in the constitutional
architecture of the state.

The legal structure of the Islamic Republic demonstrates that the political role of the clergy is most
accurately understood through the constitutional incorporation of jurisprudential qualifications into
specific institutions rather than through a general legal monopoly of clerics over government. The most
important example is the institution of the Supreme Leader, whose constitutional position combines
political leadership with specific religious and jurisprudential qualifications. The requirement of
jurisprudential competence reflects the principle that the highest authority responsible for safeguarding
the Islamic direction of the political order must possess the capacity to understand and interpret Islamic
law. The development of contemporary political jurisprudence in Iran helped provide the theoretical
foundations for this transformation of jurisprudential authority into constitutional leadership (Firahi, 2013).
A second central institution is the Assembly of Experts, which is responsible for selecting the Supreme
Leader and evaluating the continuation of the constitutional conditions required for leadership. The
significance of jurisprudential competence among its members reflects the specialized nature of its
principal responsibility and illustrates the combination of electoral participation with religious expertise.
This combination is consistent with broader discussions in Iranian political thought concerning the
possibility of reconciling religious authority with institutions of popular participation and democratic
representation (Taghavi, 2012). The Guardian Council constitutes another key institution in which the role
of jurists is explicitly constitutionalized. Its clerical jurists are responsible for evaluating legislation from
the perspective of Islamic law, while the Council as a whole also examines compatibility with the
Constitution and exercises significant functions in the electoral process. The historical roots of juristic
oversight over legislation can be traced to earlier constitutional debates regarding the relationship between
positive law and the Shari‘a (Firahi, 2013). In addition, the Expediency Discernment Council reflects the
development of governmental jurisprudence by addressing situations in which the requirements of
governance, public interest, and legislative necessity interact with formal legal and religious constraints.
The judiciary also demonstrates the close relationship between Islamic jurisprudence and state institutions,
particularly in areas where substantive legal rules are significantly influenced by Islamic legal principles.
Nevertheless, these constitutional arrangements should not be interpreted as establishing a general



requirement that all political officials be clerics. Many important offices, including the presidency,
parliamentary representation, ministerial positions, and numerous executive responsibilities, do not
legally require clerical status. Consequently, the constitutional system is better described as one in which
jurisprudential authority is institutionally concentrated in specific strategic and supervisory positions
while large sectors of public administration remain formally open to non-clerical political and professional
actors.

This distinction between clerical identity and jurisprudential qualification is crucial for evaluating
the political and legal character of the Islamic Republic. A cleric, a jurist, a mujtahid, and a marja“ are not
necessarily identical categories, and the legal requirements of specific institutions are generally connected
to scholarly competence rather than merely to clerical dress or social membership in the religious
establishment. Recognizing this distinction also helps clarify why the Islamic Republic should not
automatically be characterized as a purely clerical government in the sociological sense, even though
clerics have historically occupied many important positions within it. The interaction between the clergy
and the Islamic political system has taken multiple forms, ranging from direct participation in governing
institutions to supervisory, educational, advisory, supportive, and critical roles (Farati, 2019). Political and
social currents within the clergy have likewise remained diverse, reflecting differences in jurisprudential
orientation, political philosophy, generational experience, and attitudes toward the state (Fakhrzare, 2013).
This diversity is particularly important in understanding the relationship between the seminary and
government. Historically, the relative autonomy of the clergy from political authority contributed to its
social influence and enabled religious scholars to criticize rulers and mediate between society and the state
(Mozaffari, 2008). The institutional proximity that developed after the Revolution therefore created a dual
dynamic. On the one hand, it enabled religious scholars to participate directly in the formulation and
supervision of public policy and to ensure that Islamic norms remained relevant to the operation of the
state. On the other hand, it raised concerns regarding the preservation of seminary independence and the
possibility that political performance might directly affect the social legitimacy of the clergy as a religious
institution. The different models proposed for clergy-state interaction reflect this tension between
participation and autonomy (Farati, 2019). The evolution of the Qom Seminary’s engagement with
modernity further demonstrates that the clergy’s political role cannot remain static because the challenges
of governance continuously change and require engagement with new forms of expertise, new institutions,
and new social expectations (Farati, 2014). The central analytical issue is therefore not simply whether the
clergy participates in politics, but through which institutional mechanisms, under what legal conditions,
with what degree of accountability, and with what consequences for both the state and the religious
establishment.

From a political and legal perspective, the institutional role of the clergy creates both significant
capacities and substantial challenges for the Islamic Republic. One of its principal capacities lies in
providing a mechanism through which religious norms can be incorporated into law and public
governance. In a political system whose constitutional identity is explicitly Islamic, juristic expertise
provides the institutional means for interpreting religious standards and assessing the compatibility of
legislation with them. The expansion of political jurisprudence in contemporary Iran reflects the need to
address issues that exceed the scope of traditional individual jurisprudence and extend into the domains
of constitutional order, public administration, social regulation, and state authority (Firahi, 2013). At the
same time, the complexity of the modern state requires an extensive division of labor between religious



expertise and specialized knowledge in economics, technology, public management, international
relations, medicine, environmental policy, and other fields. The encounter of the clergy with modernity
has repeatedly highlighted the need to reconcile religious continuity with institutional and epistemic
change (Farati, 2014). Another major challenge concerns political accountability. Once a cleric assumes a
governmental office, decisions taken in that capacity should be evaluated as public acts subject to law,
institutional responsibility, and political criticism rather than being insulated by the officeholder’s
religious status. Failure to maintain this distinction can blur the boundaries between spiritual authority and
governmental power and may cause dissatisfaction with political performance to affect the broader
legitimacy of the religious institution. The social and political position of religious currents is itself subject
to transformation as economic structures, class relations, and patterns of political participation change
(Ghoochani, 2023). Broader political currentology in Iran also demonstrates that religious forces operate
within a changing social environment and cannot rely indefinitely on historically inherited forms of
authority (Darabi, 2020). Generational change, the expansion of higher education, digital media, new
modes of political communication, and greater public expectations of transparency and administrative
competence have further altered the conditions under which clerical authority is exercised. These
developments suggest that the sustainability of clerical influence depends increasingly on persuasive
capacity, intellectual adaptability, ethical credibility, and institutional accountability. The preservation of
diversity within the clerical establishment is equally important, because transforming the clergy into a
uniformly partisan body could weaken its ability to perform independent intellectual, moral, and mediating
functions within society.

In conclusion, the role and position of the clergy in the political and legal structure of the Islamic
Republic of Iran should be understood as a multidimensional phenomenon produced by the interaction of
historical authority, religious scholarship, constitutional institutionalization, and political responsibility.
The central finding of this study is that the legal order of the Islamic Republic does not simply establish a
generalized monopoly of clerics over all institutions of government; rather, it gives jurisprudential
competence a constitutionally privileged position in specific institutions that are considered essential to
preserving the Islamic character of the political system. This arrangement requires a clear analytical
distinction between the clergy as a social and religious institution, jurisprudence as a specialized form of
religious knowledge, and political office as a domain of public responsibility. Such a distinction clarifies
why clerical participation in elected or executive institutions is not legally equivalent to the constitutional
requirement of jurisprudential qualification in institutions such as the leadership, the Assembly of Experts,
or the juristic component of the Guardian Council. The study further concludes that the future
effectiveness and legitimacy of the clergy’s political role will depend less on the quantitative expansion
of clerical presence across governmental institutions than on the quality and precision of its institutional
functions. Maintaining the intellectual and social independence of the seminary, preserving diversity
within the clerical establishment, distinguishing religious authority from administrative responsibility,
ensuring legal accountability, and developing constructive cooperation between jurisprudential expertise
and modern specialized knowledge are essential conditions for sustaining this role. The long-term
relationship between the clergy and the Islamic Republic is therefore likely to be shaped not by a simple
choice between complete political withdrawal and unrestricted governmental participation, but by the
continuing effort to define appropriate boundaries between religious guidance, constitutional authority,
professional governance, and social accountability. A more differentiated understanding of these



boundaries provides a more accurate framework for analyzing both the distinctive constitutional character
of the Islamic Republic and the evolving position of the Shi‘i clergy within contemporary Iranian society.
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