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The Islamic Republic of Iran‟s alleged pursuit of nuclear missile capabilities is proving in-
creasingly problematic for the international community, which places the country in a sig-
nificant position in world politics. In turn, the world‟s attention towards the thirty-year-old 
Republic established by the late Ayatollah Khomeini has resurged. The Republic of Iran 
based on Ayatollah Khomeini‟s interpretation of Islam has long stood in the spotlight of 
both public and scholastic scrutiny, particularly due to its perceivably radical manoeuvres 
on the international stage. However, as the focus of these scrutinizing views has been the 
Iranian unwillingness to subdue and conform to western norms, the issue of the „Islamicness‟ 
of the Republic has been overlooked.  

Hence, this thesis seeks to draw further attention to this question – whether Iran can truly 
be regarded as an Islamic State – in order to ensure a deeper and more accurate under-
standing of the Republic of Iran. The purpose of this paper is thus to investigate and re-
flect on the theory of Islamic governance promoted by Ayatollah Khomeini and the politi-
cal system of the Islamic Republic through the prism of Islamic history. The theory of the 
Islamic State and the Shia Islamic leadership has been and continues to be central in Aya-
tollah Khomeini‟s and the Islamic Republic‟s official rhetoric, being claimed as the sole 
foundation of the „new‟ Iranian system. In consequence, this paper delves into the Islamic 
theory of State and the concept of the Imamate in order to critically analyze Ayatollah 
Khomeini‟s theory and the Islamic Republic. This is aimed at yielding a conclusion whether 
Iran is justly labeled an Islamic State.  

By performing this norm-fulfilling analysis of the subject in question reliant on a qualitative 
data collection, the thesis has found that the correlation between the two theories of Islam-
ic governance is one of considerable disputability. The paper has, based on the investigated 
material, been able to conclude that the Islamic Republic of Iran holds a political structure 
lent from non-Islamic sources, but that its personnel and political field of contest can still 
be considered Islamic. What the paper has thus revealed is that Khomeini‟s reasoning con-
stitutes a novel and unique form of Islamic fundamentalism formed in conjuncture with 
political ideas of modern and non-Islamic nature. Hence, the results of the study suggests 
that the Islamic Republic of Iran is in need of serious reconsideration as the Iranian model 
of Islamic governance remains a source of contention because of the significant deviations 
from what it claims as its sole basis. 
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Den Islamiska Republiken Irans påstådda strävan att uppnå kärnvapen kapacitet har visat 
sig vara ett stort problem för det internationella samfundet, vilket har gett landet en bety-
dande position i världspolitiken. Detta har i sin tur medfört att Iran återigen har fått värl-
dens uppmärksamhet riktat mot sig, endast trettio år efter Ayatollah Khomeinis upprättan-
de av den Islamiska Republiken. Irans statsskick, som uteslutet bygger på Ayatollah Kho-
meinis egen tolkning av Islam, har länge stått i fokus för både offentlig och akademisk 
granskning, i synnerhet på grund av dess tillsynes radikala manövrar på den internationella 
scenen. Men eftersom fokuset för denna granskning har varit Irans ovilja att rätta sig efter 
västerländska normer så har frågan om Irans Islamiska natur förbisetts. 

Utifrån detta så ämnar denna uppsats att uppmärksamma och belysa frågan om Iran verkli-
gen kan betraktas som en islamisk stat, vilken är en nödvändighet för en djupare och mer 
korrekt förståelse av landet. Syftet med denna studie är således att undersöka och reflektera 
över teorin om Islamiskt styre som Ayatollah Khomeini främjar och hans senare republik 
genom att jämföra dessa med deras påstådda grundpelare: Islamisk statsteori och dess le-
darskap. Islamisk statsteori och det shia Islamska ledarskapet har alltid varit centralt i Aya-
tollah Khomeinis och den Islamiska Republikens officiella retorik, där de hävdas vara den 
enda inspirationen för Irans statsskick. Detta är dock något som denna uppsats ifrågasätter, 
och den har därav undersökt Islamisk statsteori och dess ledarskap för att i sin tur kritiskt 
granska Ayatollah Khomeinis teori och den Islamska Republiken Iran. Denna studie har 
därav gett upphov till en slutsats om Iran är rättvist märkt ‟en Islamisk stat‟.  

Denna studie har genom att utföra en norm-uppfyllande analys av ämnet i fråga, vilande på 
en kvalitativ datainsamling, funnit endast en vag korrelation mellan de två modellerna för 
Islamiskt styre. Baserat på det undersökta materialet så har studien kunnat konstatera att 
Iran har en politisk struktur som lånats från icke-islamiska källor, men att dess aktörer och 
politiska ‟spel‟ trots det är av en islamisk natur. Vad som därav har påvisats i denna uppsats 
är att Ayatollah Khomeinis teori och stat utgör en ny och unik form av Islamisk fundamen-
talism som skapats i konjunktur med moderna och icke-islamiska idéer. Resultaten av den-
na undersökning indikerar på så vis att den Islamiska Republiken Iran är i behov av en om-
prövning i förhållande till dess Islamiska natur, vilket är speciellt tydligt då Iran visar prov 
på betydande avvikelser från dess påstådda grundpelare. 
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1 Introduction  

In the introductory chapter of the thesis, the investigated issues are presented along with the purpose, method 
and disposition of the study. 

During recent years, the strained relation between the western world and the Middle East 
was further inflamed by the late Bush administration‟s declaration of its‟ so-called „War on 
Terror‟. Upon the enhancement of US operations in the region, including the invasions of 
Afghanistan in 2001 and Iraq in 2003, various Middle Eastern governments and the people 
of the region displayed anger and frustration towards Washington‟s confrontational foreign 
policy. However, a new era has commenced under President Barack Hussein Obama, 
where former hard-line talks have changed into a more diplomatic stance towards the Mid-
dle Eastern regimes.  

Iran‟s quest for nuclear energy in recent years has further strained the US – Iranian rela-
tions. Former President George W Bush‟s declaration in 2002 that Iran was one of three 
states that belonged to the so-called „Axis of Evil‟ ultimately resulted in a deterioration of 
the diplomatic relations between the two countries. Yet, President Obama has declared his 
wish to resume diplomatic ties with Iran, standing in stark contrast to his predecessor. 
Hence, the worldwide scrutiny of Iran has surged, and the world‟s only „theocracy‟ seems 
to be a source of interest as well as fright.  

Iran saw in 1979 a rise to power of Ayatollah Khomeini, who toppled Shah Muhammad 
Reza Pahlavi and instated a Republic based solely on the new regime‟s interpretation of Is-
lam. Consequently, religion became a state-ideology, upon which foundation Iran would 
supposedly stand and prosper. Ayatollah Khomeini displayed that the model he had ap-
plied in Iran was the „pure and genuine‟ form of Islamic governance. However, this is a 
source of contention as the Iranian model seems to diverge from the original Islamic 
theory of state. 

1.1 Subject 

The all-encompassing religion of Islam is unmatched in western teaching, as it pertains to 
all matters from family and marriage to economics, culture as well as government. The reli-
gious teachings of Islam contain a vast ocean of ideas that are presented with an impressive 
amount of detail, serving as the divine guidelines for an ideal society.  

History has witnessed a vast and fast spread of Islam, and it continues to grow at a seem-
ingly irreversible pace. The Religion of the East pertains to a central position in the current 
state of the world, especially considering the fact that its geographical heart, the Middle 
East, has and continues to have substantial significance in world politics.  

In light of this, Ayatollah Khomeini‟s Islamic Revolution in Iran becomes highly interesting 
as it was orchestrated in one of largest, most populace oil-rich countries in the Middle East  
and that one of its central aims was to export the revolution to the rest of the region. In 
addition, it concerns a pivotal fundament of the contemporary theories of political Islam.  

Ayatollah Khomeini was a cleric of highest rank in the Islamic branch of Shiism, and he 
was actively promoting a clerical rule that not only encompassed social and cultural life, but 
also politics. Ayatollah Khomeini envisioned an Islamic state based on Shia Islamic values 
and principles, which is unique not because of the „vision‟ itself, but rather the fact that it 
has actually been established. The Grand Ayatollah set in motion a revolution, after which 
he became the Supreme Leader of Iran.  
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Ultimately, this thesis will focus on Ayatollah Khomeini‟s theory of Velayat-e-Faqih (Guardi-
anship of Jurist), by examining its claimed basis: Islamic State theory. The vision of an Islamic 
State is not unique for Khomeini, as it has been examined outlined by many prominent Is-
lamic and non-Islamic scholars. However, Khomeini‟s vision deviated largely from the es-
tablished clerical view inside Iran before the revolution, especially on the political axis, 
which arguably suggests deviations from its claimed basis.  

1.2 Aim 

The thesis will thus examine the particular problem that has been argued in scholastic cir-
cles of the inconsistency between the theory of the Islamic State and Ayatollah Khomeini‟s 
Velayat-e-Faqih and his Islamic Republic. Hence, the thesis will address the concept of the 
Islamic State in order to examine whether it is a reality in Iran or not. This provides that 
the purpose of this study is to determine if the revolution in Iran brought about an Islamic 
State, and, if so, to what degree. 

1.3 Research Questions:  

Guided by the title: Is Iran an Islamic State?, the paper will seek a norm-fulfilling comparison 
between the Islamic State theory and the Islamic Republic of Iran in order to display their 
correlation. The aim is thus to empirically and theoretically contribute to the understanding 
and interpretation of the concept of the Islamic state, the Islamic Republic and their inter-
connection. Hence, the paper will entail three major blocs, (1) the Islamic State and its Leader-
ship, (2) Khomeini‟s Theory and State and (3) an analytical comparison highlighting critical aspects 
of consistency and inconsistency between (1) and (2).  

As the main objects of study are the Islamic State theory and Khomeini‟s Islamic Republic, 
the main contribution of this thesis will be the content-oriented analysis of these ideas and 
their interrelation. In order to do so, the following questions will be examined and an-
swered: 

 What is the Islamic State in its ideal form  
 

 What is the Shia Islamic Leadership in its ideal form? 
 
These two questions, which relates to the Islamic State theory, constitutes the claimed basis 
of Ayatollah Khomeini‟s theory of state as well as the Islamic Republic of Iran. The answer 
to these question will thus serve as ground for comparison as the thesis delves into the fol-
lowing questions: 

 

 What is Ayatollah Khomeini‟s Theory of State?  
 

 What is the result of the realization of this theory, i.e., the Islamic 
Republic of Iran?  

 
Having answered these questions, the thesis will turn to a comparison between the Islamic 
State theory and Ayatollah Khomeini‟s theory and state, in order to display both consis-
tency and inconsistency in order to conclude whether Iran is an Islamic State: The thesis 
will towards its conclusion provide an answer to these questions: 
 

 How are the two theories interrelated?  
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 Conclusion: is Iran an Islamic State? 
 

These questions are not raised for a simple “yes” or “no” purpose, which would make the 
research rather irrelevant. Instead, they are asked for a purpose that includes the problema-
tized how and to what extent, which indicates a theory-probing ambition of this thesis.  

1.4 Delimitations 

The two aspects that are to be investigated is the basis of Islamic State theory and its 
claimed 20th century counterpart in terms of Ayatollah Khomeini‟s theory and State. Hence, 
the thesis will be limited to the parts of Islamic history which are relevant for a proper un-
derstanding of the Islamic State and the segment therein that illuminates the Islamic Re-
public of Iran. In addition, the paper will further be limited to Ayatollah Khomeini‟s theory 
and the Islamic Republic, which are to be compared to the Islamic State theory. In this 
sense, aspects of Islamic political movements in history will be excluded. Furthermore, the 
development of the Sunni Caliphate and various other Sunni political movements are also 
going to remain unaddressed in this thesis, since the purpose of the research is to investi-
gate the Shia Islamic theory of State and its commonly perceived Shia Islamic counterpart 
in terms of Ayatollah Khomeini.  

1.5 Method:  

In order to substantiate the contents of this thesis, a data collection of qualitative nature 
will be performed. The empirical parts of the study will be based on selected information 
from reliable primary and secondary sources, including a dissertation along with various 
books and articles.  

The strength of the method chosen is that it allows the use of diverse sources that can be 
consulted and contrasted in order to provide a clear and credible content, which excludes 
the likelihood of excessive bias that is normally linked to an over-reliance on one source. 
However, the main criticism towards the chosen method is connected to personal partiali-
ty, as the selection of information and arguments are based solely on the judgment of the 
author.  

Hence, the next chapter will entail an Evaluation of Sources, which is included to display the 
reasoning behind the selection of sources since it concerns the trustworthiness of the con-
tents in this study. This will however not completely remove the problematic issue of selec-
tivity and the risk of personal partiality. Yet, it will nonetheless seek to ensure a transparen-
cy in that regard by providing an account of why this particular source-selection was per-
formed and why other sources were in consequence filtered out.   

1.6 Disposition 

The empirical part of this thesis will outline and reflect upon the basic tenets of the two re-
spective models of Islamic governance. In turn, the analytical part will conduct a discussion 
on that material and elucidate any crucial commonalities/deviations between the Islamic 
State theory and the Islamic Republic of Iran.  

The analytical part excludes an in-depth discussion on certain aspects, despite them being 
presented in the empirical part. This is because these are not directly relevant in the discus-
sion, but are provided as they are important for the reader‟s proper understanding and for 
accurate parallels to be drawn in the analysis. The empirical part reflects on all significant 
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aspects in terms of the individual theories, and the conclusion will hold the purpose of the 
thesis and the results of the investigation. The study is organized in the following way to 
ensure a logical order: 

 Evaluation of sources – Discusses the source‟s integrity  
 

 The Religion of Islam and its Theory of State – Presents the 
theory of an ideal Islamic State 

 

 The Imamate – Contains an account of the Shia Islamic Lea-
dership both in theory and historically 
 

 Khomeini and his Theory of State – Presents the figure of Aya-
tollah Khomeini and his doctrine of the Guardianship of 
the Jurist 

 

 The Islamic Republic of Iran – Provides a detailed account of 
the political structure that followed the revolution in Iran, 
which constitutes the realization of Khomeini‟s doctrine 
 

 Interconnection between an Islamic State and the Islamic Republic – 
Analyses the possible connections between the two models 
and discusses a selected number of aspects that highlights 
both the consistency and inconsistency between the two.  
 

 Conclusion – Presents the answer to the question of whether 
Iran is an Islamic State or not 
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2 Evaluation of Sources 

This chapter involves an evaluation of the sources used in the study and a number of selected sources will be 
presented below, as they constitute the framework of the contents in the thesis. The evaluation is performed 
using the method presented in „Metodpraktikan‟ and concerns the sources‟ authenticity, independence, con-
currency and tendency.  

The Quran and the Sunnah (the practices of the Prophet) serves as the foundation in this 
research, however only indirectly. The problem with dealing with the Quran and Sunnah is 
that I am not a legal scholar in the field of Islam, and not considered knowledgeable or pi-
ous enough to interpret the divine ordinances using the recommended methods of Islamic 
Jurisprudence. Hence, the sources of reference in this thesis will be scholastic and academic 
research in the fields of investigation, which leaves the interpretation of Islam‟s main 
sources in the hands of established researchers.  

This means that the primary sources of the Quran and Sunnah will not be directly used, in-
stead secondary sources such as articles, journals, literary works, and dissertations will serve 
as the main sources of reference in conducting this research. This provides additional valid-
ity to the contents, as they are substantiated by already established research and not by per-
sonal interpretations of a divine message. In addition, there is always a problem when using 
a religious message as a basis as it has a bias that is inescapable, which can be overcome 
through the usage of academic texts vis-à-vis the subject at hand. 

Following is an evaluation of a selected number of sources that are in need of such, as they 
have certain attributes or characteristics, which ought to be addressed and discussed. This 
evaluation hence serves as a clarification of the reasoning behind the selection of these 
sources and gives also insight in the selection of the other sources used in this thesis. This 
evaluation will thus not include all of the referenced sources, but it will instead focus on the 
sources that constitute the framework of the contents in this thesis. The underlying factors 
that are to be considered in this evaluation are the following, which are part of a method of 
source evaluation outlined by Esaiasson, Giljam, Oscarsson and Wängerud, (2003) in Me-
todpraktikan:  

Authenticity:   The authenticity aspect of a source relates to 
the question if the source is what it claims to 
be, that is if is authentic or a forgery.  

Independence:  In order for a source to be classified as inde-
pendent, it must be a primary source that is 
uninfluenced by and independent from other 
sources. The independence aspect is likely to 
decrease the further away from the primary 
source that the secondary source gets.  

Concurrency:  The reliability of a source is linked to its con-
currency, in particular when concerning 
highly detailed information since loss of 
memory is an apparent risk with time.  

Tendency:  A source is biased if the author has a personal 
interest in depicting reality in a false or biased 
way. 

(Esaiasson, Giljam, Oscarsson and Wängerud, 2003) 
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Jamal Badawi – Islam in 176 Hours 

Dr. Jamal Badawi is a well-established Muslim Scholar holding the position of Professor 
Emeritus at Saint Mary‟s University in Halifax, NS, Canada. His field of study has long been 
the religion of Islam and the community of Muslims, which has resulted in his extensive 
lecturing in North America and around the world. He currently serves as a member of the 
Islamic Society of North American Fiqh Council as well as in the Islamic Information Foundation. Ul-
timately, Badawi is a well-respected author in the field of Islam, both in terms of the Is-
lamic History and in contemporary issues concerning the religion and the community of 
Muslims.  

The source that is used as a reference in this thesis is Badawi‟s series of lectures on Islam 
named Islam in 176 Hours. The series is comprised of 353-segments dealing with specific 
components in the religion of Islam, approached in a clear and professional manner. In 
light of this, the authenticity of the source is undisputable, as his far-reaching studies indi-
cate a well-established knowledge in the field. Badawi has employed the most recognized 
Islamic sources as the basis for his lectures, which bear evidence of an independence integ-
rity of this source.  

However, the concurrency aspect is more problematic. Considering the fact that dealing 
with the religion of Islam, where the ultimate source is that of the Quran (compiled in its 
present form during the 8th century) it is difficult for any author to be concurrent. Yet, as 
the Quran is still arguably intact in its original form, the concurrency factor fades in impor-
tance in comparison to the other criterions.  

Yet, the final criterion, that of tendency, is the one which needs careful consideration when 
using Dr. Badawi as a source. In being a Muslim believer himself, there is an apparent risk 
of positive bias. In fact, it is possible that Badawi, unintentionally, promotes the positive 
sides of the religion and simultaneously leaving certain segments that are less flattering un-
addressed. This particular possibility has been considered when referencing to Badawi 
throughout the thesis. Yet, bearing this in mind, his prominent position in the scholastic 
circles of the field, bearing no indication of any positive bias, makes Badawi a credible and 
trustworthy source.  

John L. Esposito  

John Esposito is one of the more recognized scholars in Islamic Studies, as some of the 
most praised works in the field carries his name. At the moment, Esposito is working as a 
professor of international affairs and Islamic studies at Georgetown University, where he 
also heads the centre for Muslim-Christian Understanding. Leading up to now, his field of 
study has predominantly concerned Islam, and he has held positions in relation to that 
subject at both Oxford and Harvard University.  

Thus, Esposito‟s specific focus on political Islam, and various figures and theories therein, 
makes him an arguably invaluable source in this study. Yet, one of the main critiques 
towards Esposito is the fact that his rise to prominence can be linked to the demand for 
neutral and comprehensible accounts on Islam, without any embedded anti-American 
sentiments. This criticism concerns primarily the tendency factor, where the author might 
in fact in his quest for comprehensibility and neutrality be compromising the substance of 
his works. At the same time, the flipside of that criticism is that comprehensibility and 
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neutrality is a prime goal for any scientist, which hence could be regarded as an advantage 
of Esposito.  

The overall impression of this author, besides his reputation and prominent works in the 
field, is his clear-cut accounts of his treated topics. Having this particular characteristic 
seem to have ensured his keen and elucidative insights into the least understood religion in 
the world, which ultimately facilitates an understanding of the dealt-with topic of this 
thesis. Esposito‟s three literary works used in this thesis, primarily provided the overarching 
and omnipotent view vis-à-vis the topic at hand, which laid down an invaluable foundation 
for further treatment of the subject at hand. This particular aspect is one of Esposito‟s 
strengths, for which he has been most recognized around the world, and it makes him thus 
a credible and valid source of reference in this paper.  

Malin Wimelius – On Islamism and Modernity 

The dissertation of Malin Wimelius entitled On Islamism and Modernity is also one of the key 
sources in this thesis. Wimelius is a professor in International Affairs at Umeå University, 
and her primary field of research is the relationship between Islam and Politics, whereby 
she in the dissertation delved into the contemporary interpretations of the Islamic State.  

The strength of the dissertation lies in the fact that it has consulted a wide variety of 
sources in the field of investigation, which diminishes the likelihood of excessive bias. In 
being a dissertation, it further holds a high level of referencing, which ultimately relates to 
this source‟s integrity and it bears evidence of a thorough investigation. On the other hand, 
one needs to consider the fact that the dissertation is produced by a student at University, 
and not by an already well-established scholar in the field. Obviously, Wimelius relies in her 
dissertation on other sources produced by scholars in the field of investigation, which is an 
aspect that might produce flaws on certain areas.  

At the same time, as she wrote the dissertation, it is unlikely to have been the case that 
Wimelius was influenced excessively in her position as a student, which indicates that she 
was rather unlimited in her writing and not hampered by external factors. Thus, based on 
this reasoning, there is no suggestion of any crucial interference with neither the author‟s 
independence nor the dissertation‟s credibility.  

Carl L. Brown – Religion and State 

Another prominent scholar in the field of investigation and thus used as a source of refer-
ence in this thesis is Carl Brown. Brown is Garrett Professor in Foreign Affairs Emeritus at 
Princeton University, who has specialized in the history of the Arab World. The book Relig-
ion and State is an examination of contemporary Islamic figures and groups who call for the 
restoration of the original Islamic State, a category in which Ayatollah Khomeini falls.  

The extensive amount of sources that Brown has delved into in order to complete his 
study, is a clear indication of a thorough research. The book in question is a secondary 
source, that through the consultation of various prominent scholars have produced a fre-
quently cited and a clear-cut account of the relationship between the Islamic religion and 
the state. The drawback however, despite its high level of research, Brown attempts to 
cover a vast amount of information in a short and concise manner. This consequently re-
sults in a strict limitation that forces the author to provide a selective account of the vari-
ous covered topics. Hence, the substance in terms of details can as a result be in question, 
as always with this type of work, yet at the same time he provides an omnipotent account 
of the topics, which in turn contributed in the establishment of the framework of this the-
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sis. For that reason, along side his well-established reputation makes Brown a valuable 
source of reference in this study.   

Milton Voirst – The Limits of the Revolution 

Milton Viorst is the American Journalist that publicised his article of The Limits of the Revolu-
tion in Foreign Affairs Journal 1995. He was during his time of profession stationed mainly 
in the Middle East and contributed various articles in the New Yorker, the New York 
Times Magazine and as indicated the well-reputed Foreign Affairs Journal.  

The article used as a reference in this thesis has a distinctly different approach than the 
other authors, in the sense that it takes on the problem from within Iran. He has conducted 
interviews with various academics in the country, and writes as if providing an account on 
these dialogues. This approach carries with it both concurrency in the sense of drawing on 
contemporary issues in Iran, and its authenticity is neither in doubt. On the other hand, as 
his objects of interview are academics who work under constant scrutiny of the regime, it is 
less likely that the interviewees are speaking freely. Consequently, the tendency factor in 
terms of the contents is thus disputable.   

Yet, Viorst is acknowledged in the Middle Eastern field of study and has dedicated his later 
years researching the politics of the region with a special emphasis on Iran. This makes him 
a credible source, even though his journalistic background and the entailing selectiveness is 
a matter, which has been considered when referencing him.  

Christopher De Bellaigue – Who Rules Iran? 

Another journalist used as a source of reference is Christopher de Bellaigue, who authored 
the article Who Rules Iran? that was published in the Foreign Affairs Journal. De Bellaigue 
has been the Iran correspondent for The Economist since 1994, before which he worked 
throughout the Middle East and South Asia.  

His publication in Foreign Affairs indicates his well-established reputation in the field of 
study, and that his works on Iran have been praised around the world. Permeating the arti-
cle in question is his intention of refuting many of the misconceptions about the Islamic 
regime, by providing a different nuance to some of the argument made about the Islamic 
Republic. This is vital in any topic, to broaden the view, yet certain biases might be inher-
ent in his writing as he is currently living in Iran and in fact converted to Shia Islam. The 
problematic issue with this is that he, like Badawi, might be limited in the views on the re-
ligion, which possible produces biased accounts of the very same.  

Yet, the other side of that argument is the fact that through that insight into the world of 
Iran and in the world of Shia Islam, de Bellaigue has a position of providing otherwise un-
attainable information. His chronicles on the Iranian development are clear-cut and argua-
bly professional accounts that are providing insights into the very essence of the Islamic 
Republic and the religious stand-points. In light of this, De Bellaigue‟s article on Who 
Rules Iran becomes a vital complement in substantiating the contents of this thesis. 

 

This evaluation has provided an account of the reasoning behind the specific selection of 
sources used in the study. It has discussed a selected number of authors that serves as the 
fundaments upon which the contents of this thesis relies, and presented why these particu-
lar authors have been entrusted with that crucial role. The evaluation has further shed im-
portant light upon how the sources have been employed, as some have been used to lay 
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down the framework of information and themes of study whereas others have provided 
more detailed accounts on specific areas within that framework.  

A brief continuation of that discussion is however needed, which clarifies the nature and 
categorization of the sources employed in the thesis. (1) One set of the sources, as indi-
cated, have been employed in order to provide the framework of information, and these 
include prominent scholars like Esposito, de Bellaigue, Brown and Zubaida. (2) A second 
set was used for the purpose of substantiating and confirming that information, and to 
provide more in-depth materials. This set entail authors such as Shaul Bakash, Jan Hjärpe 
and Sune Persson, and Nikki Keddie. (3) There are of course a third category of sources 
that was employed in order to find and confirm detailed and highly specific pieces of in-
formation on particular segments in the study, a category in which experts such Ismael and 
Ismael, Schirazi and Vaezi are found. (4) The final category of sources is one in which the 
prominent scholar Ervand Abrahamian falls. This set of sources is used as they deal with 
particular themes that are shedding crucial light upon the investigated topics, an example of 
which is the populism of Khomeini treated by Abrahamian in his article Khomeini: Fundamentalist 
or Populist?.  

Despite the fact that these sources are considered to be among the front-runners in the 
field of Islamic Studies, it is necessary to note that there are other equally prominent schol-
ars in the field that have not been used in this study. Famous names such as Bernard Lewis, 
Maxine Rodinson and Michael Cook are only a few examples of authors that have not been 
referenced in this paper. The reason for this is two-fold; first, the relevant pieces of infor-
mation presented by these authors are covered more than well by the already employed 
sources and second, their studies are either too specific or too divergent from what has 
been interpreted as the most credible information in the context of this study. The latter 
reason is primarily why the sources that are used were favoured above the works of the 
mentioned authors: Lewis, Rodinson and Cook.  

Nevertheless, the evaluation of sources has accounted for and explained the important se-
lection of sources used to complete this study, and it has included a discussion of a sample 
of these in order to display their integrity. In addition, the evaluation has further accounted 
for the categorization of the various employed sources, which sheds light upon their rele-
vance for the thesis. It has further been displayed why other prominent scholars have not 
been used to complete this particular study. Bearing this information in mind, it is due time 
to turn to the first of the topics that have been investigated in this paper, namely that of the 
ideal Islamic State 
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3 The Religion of Islam and its Theory of State 

The third chapter starts off by providing an historical account of the birth of the Islamic religion, as that 
serves as a foundation for the future developments of the Islamic State. In turn, the ideal of this religious 
state will be presented, which will function as a ground for comparison to the model of Ayatollah Khomeini.  

The alleged Iranian pursuit of nuclear missile capabilities has proved increasingly proble-
matic for the international community. The Islamic Republic, holding such a significant po-
sition, is thus standing in the spotlight of both public and scholastic scrutiny. However, as 
the main focus of these scrutinizing views has been the Iranian unwillingness to subdue 
and conform to western norms, the issue of the „Islamicness‟ of the Republic has been over-
looked. Even though scholars like Ervand Abrahamian, Sami Zubaida and John Esposito 
have directed specific attention to this aspect, it has remained obscured by the contempo-
rary political activities of the country and Iran is thus continuously perceived as an Islamic 
State.  

Within this setting, the thesis seeks to draw further attention to the question of whether 
Iran can truly be regarded as an Islamic State. The answer to this question is in fact a ne-
cessity for a deeper understanding and an accurate analysis of the Islamic Republic of Iran. 
The theory of the Islamic State has been and continues to be central in Ayatollah Khomei-
ni‟s and the Islamic Republic‟s rhetoric, as it is claimed to constitute the foundation of the 
„new‟ Iranian system. Thus, in order to analyze the Islamic nature of Iran, one needs first to 
establish what constitutes the Islamic theory of State – a question best addressed from an 
historical and ideological perspective. As a result, this chapter has its starting point in the 
early history of the Islamic religion and the development of the first Islamic State. 

3.1 Muhammad and the Birth of Religion and State 

Muhammad ibn Abduallah was previous to his prophethood a merchant in the then-
commercial centre of the world, Makkah [Mecca] in today‟s Saudi Arabia. Born in 571 
A.D., as an orphan, he quickly came under the guardianship of his uncle Abu Talib, a 
prominent member of the Banu Hashim clan of the leading Quraysh Tribe of Makkah, who 
was to forestall Muhammad‟s suffering until his death (Esposito, 2005).  

During his early life in Makkah, Muhammad came to be known as al-Ameen, or the Trust-
worthy, and married at an age of 25 to a woman named Khadijah, whom he remained with 
for 25 years until her death. Until the time of the revelations they lived a quiet yet success-
ful life. However, at the age of 40, as Muhammad was retiring from the city atmosphere to 
meditate in the Cave of Hiraa on Jabal an-Nour [Mountain of Light], he was approached by 
Archangel Gabriel whom dictated that he was to be Allah‟s Final Messenger on Earth. A 
major transition was to take place in the life of the illiterate merchant from the Arabian 
Peninsula (Ahmed, 1996).  

Subsequent to this first revelation and the period given to the Prophet to come to terms 
with the chocking news, revelations resumed and Muhammad began to proclaim his mes-
sage in Makkah. Muhammad was met, however, by hostilities from leaders as well as regu-
lar people in the city, despite early reverts1 like his wife, his cousin Ali2 and his friend Abu 

                                                 

1 Reverts is used in this context due to the teaching of Islam that every human is born a Muslim, which means 
that converting to Islam would mean reverting to what one already is.  

2 Ali: the Fourth of the Rightly Guided Caliphs, according to Sunni Islamic Tradition, and First Imam in Shia 
Islamic Tradition 
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Bakr3. The leaders of Makkah, led by Abu Sufiyan, initiated a counter-agenda against 
Mohammad and the new message, which ranged from pressuring Abu Talib, warning pil-
grims, offers and temptations to the Prophet, to torture and harassment of newly reverts. 
Despite some backfiring of this strategy with the reverting of the Prophet‟s Uncle Hamzah, 
a well-respected warrior, and Umar, whom would later become the Second Caliph, the 
leaders at Makkah continued to resist Muhammad for 23 Years and forced the Prophet to 
flee into exile. The Prophet consequentially took up refuge in the city of Yathrib [Madinah] 
(Halm, 1996).  

This flight in the year of 622 is to Muslims known as The Great Flight (Hijrah), the year from 
which the Islamic Calendar begins. Upon the Prophet‟s arrival in Yathrib, the city was re-
named Madinah (the Prophet‟s City) and Muhammad began the creation of the first Mus-
lim „state‟.  

3.2 The First Muslim State: Historical Perspective 

The Muslim State at Madinah is as mythic as it is an idealized concept, and it has in large 
become the hallmark of Islamic theorizing on the state. Prophet Muhammad, being its su-
preme leader, sought through this state to realise the message of God (Allah), and he pro-
moted the community of Muslim believers (Ummah) as they were essential for the imple-
mentation of the Islamic values. Muhammad further enacted a constitution, which in west-
ern scholastic circles is known as the Constitution of Madinah, or al-Sahifah in Arabic4. This 
constitution contained a pioneering message of equality that is unfound prior to its estab-
lishment, and it held additionally that all allied tribes in the union under Madinah should 
protect its members against internal and external threat. Moreover, the constitution re-
quired the insurance of each individual‟s entitlement to freedom of religion, and that a great 
effort should also be directed towards the protection of minorities (dhimmi), social order, 
unity and societal security. Ultimately, this meant that an Islamic State lacking these essen-
tial components would contradict the divine directives (Esposito, 2005).   

Following the establishment of the Muslim state at Madinah, both the city and the Com-
munity of Believers grew and several wars were fought against the tribes of Makkah, which 
culminated in the Muslim reclaim of the Holy City (Makkah) by the year 630 A.D – eight 
years after the Muslim flight from it. The Islamic State had hence grown from a city-state at 
Madinah, and was by this time covering large parts of the Arabian Peninsula, whereby the 
Prophet continued to seek far-reaching allegiances to protect the community of believers 
and spread the religion of Islam.  

In light of this, the legacy of the Muslim State under the Prophet has had strong impact on 
both Islamic teaching and Islamic movements throughout history, and it has become the 
“reservoir for ideas on Islam and politics” (Brown 2000. pp.49), providing a political source 
of inspiration in the name of Islam. 

3.3 The Islamic State: Theoretical Perspective on an Ideal 

The Islamic State is hence an issue of central gravity addressed by the Islamic schools of 
thought and Islamic schools of jurisprudence (fiqh)5, and it is as indicated a concept which 

                                                 

3 Abu Bakr: the First of the Rightly Guided Caliphs 

4 The Constitution of Madinah is sometimes referred to as the Charter of Madinah 

5 Maliki, Hanbali, Hanafi, Shafii and Jafarii,  
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relates to the idealistic Islamic teaching (Bakash. 1989). Yet, because of its gravity, the ideas 
and theories on the Islamic state are multiple and far from uniform.  

A chief point of departure, however, which is seemingly consistent throughout the diver-
gent theories, is the era of Prophet Muhammad and the first Islamic State established in 
Madinah as described in section 3.2 The Muslim State at Madinah. This idealized concept of 
the Islamic State is accordingly derived from the “Quran as embodied in the political prac-
tice of the Prophet” in Madinah and Makkah, and it constitutes “the eternal model that 
Muslims are bound to adopt as the perfect standard for all time” (Esposito, 1983. pp.243). 
In consequence, the practices of the Prophet (Sunnah)6, extends farther than questions of 
faith and religious practices as it involves matters of state and governance as well. 

Nature of the Islamic State 

The former sections have established the centrality and importance of the Islamic State in 
Muslim teaching, and given brief sketches on the structure of this State. In turn, this sec-
tion delves farther into the nature of the Islamic State with less brevity, in order to provide 
a more detailed account on this ideal State. As a result, a more accurate understanding of 
the ideal Muslim State will be ensured, which in turn facilitates a comprehension of its 
claimed 20th century counter-part - the Islamic Republic of Iran. 

Head of State 

Within the Islamic State of Madinah, Prophet Muhammad naturally assumed a central role, 
serving as its Supreme Political Leader, Supreme Judge, Imam7 and Commander of the 
Muslim Armies. Yet, the leadership of the Prophet is through its legacy a disputed matter. 
As Malin Wimelius (2006) argues, the all-encompassing leadership of the Prophet carries 
with it two streams of interpretation; (1) the rule of the Prophet provides an important and 
vital political legacy in the sense of being a foundation and an outline for future Muslim 
leaders to stand upon and rule according to; on the other hand, (2) the Prophet, being ex-
ceptional in and of himself through his Prophethood and infallibility, cannot be emulated 
by any fallible human being – leading to the conclusion of the Prophet‟s rule as out of 
man‟s reach.  

In consequence, the connection between the religion of Islam and its political calling is as 
essential as it is ambiguous. Yet, despite whatever orientation one carries, the undoubted 
legacy of the Prophet has yielded the belief in the necessity of an Islamic State among the 
Muslims believers. 

Essential Guidelines and Concepts  

Having established the historical derivation of the Islamic State, the centrality of the 
Prophet and the consequential Muslim belief in the necessity of its establishment, it is ap-
propriate to delve deeper into the state‟s nature. When addressing this particular issue, 
three concepts are essential for a better understanding of the Islamic State, namely the 

                                                 

6 The Practices of the Prophet, his Sunnah, is the second most valued source in Islam next to the Quran, and 
it is often said that the Quran and the Sunnah are inseparable. The Quran in Muslim teaching constitutes 
the word of God, and the Sunnah is the Prophet‟s application and explanation of the Quranic directives.  

7 The Imam in this context relates to the Highest Religious Authority and Leader of the Ummah; i,e. Leader 
of the Muslim Community.  
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Community of Believers8, justice and fairness9, and leadership10 (Ayubi, Hashemi and Qu-
reshi, 2006).  

The importance of the first, the community of believers (Ummah), pertains to the very es-
sence of the Islamic State, as they in fact create the state. This means that the Islamic State 
rests upon the shoulders of the believers, rather than on a territorially bound sovereignty 
which would normally be the case in a modern nation-state. Further, the religio-political 
community, which the Ummah can be regarded as, is supposed to create a strong internal 
unity and solidarity, which creates a loyalty that ought to transcend all other loyalties (i.e. 
family-ties, state-membership etc) (Brown, 2000). 

Secondly, the concepts of justice and fairness are supposed to serve as the chief principles 
of governance in an Islamic State. These concepts are thus the guidelines according to 
which all political affairs are to be conducted. Third, the aspect of leadership naturally as-
sumes a pivotal role as the Islamic State is theoretically governed by one man, with the 
Prophet being the pioneer. This third aspect, however, is one of the most controversial 
matters, over which the community later split as shall be seen and dealt with in detail in the 
next chapter.  

However, as the Islamic State concerns itself largely with the issue of leadership, a fourth 
aspect also emerges, in relation to the matter of sovereignty, as two types of sovereignty 
can be accounted for: the sovereignty of God and a popular sovereignty. The former per-
tains to the concept of Tawhid, where God is one and sovereign. God‟s sovereignty stands 
at the essence of Islam, as there is an obligation of submission to God‟s will and ordains 
(Hjärpe and Persson, 2007). The latter concerns the community‟s role of creating the state, 
and the fact that without their consent, an Islamic state could not and should not be real-
ised. Their will or sovereignty per se, is a requirement for the creation of an Islamic State 
that follows the God given outline. 

Yet, one aspect that needs to be taken into consideration is explained by John Esposito 
(2005), who states that the religion of Islam in many ways dictates what to do without explic-
itly conveying how. As a result, concepts such as the ones presented above are specified in 
relation to the Islamic State, whereas the matters of how to set up the state, how to explic-
itly conduct political affairs and manage governments are much left in the hands of the be-
lievers. This has naturally resulted in divergent theories on these matters, and thus the 
modern attempts to establish an Islamic State seems to be for the most part a believer‟s 
“quest for an ideal” (Ayubi et.al, 2006. pp.47) that is not really there.  

Nevertheless, the political aspect of Islam, being part of the ordinances of the religion, em-
bodies the belief that faith is intertwined with how politics and society should be ordered. 
Thus, the religion can serve as an instrument in the pursuit of political objectives, some-
thing that has been incorporated in contemporary Islamist movements (Brown. 2000). 

                                                 

8 Jama‟ah or Ummah are Arabic terms for community, which in this context pertains to the Community of be-
lievers. 

9 ‟adl or ‟adalah are Arabic terms for Justice and Fairness, which are in similarity with the Ummah central in the 
teachings of an Islamic State  

10 Qiyadah or Imamah are Arabic terms for Leadership, which carries great importance not only in terms of its 
centrality in the teachings of the Islamic State, but also as it is one of the most disputed concepts in the his-
tory of Islam. See chapter 3 on Leadership 
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Chief Characteristics  

Moving further into the ideal Islamic State, one needs to account for its chief characteris-
tics. This matter is addressed in the chapter of the Islamic State in Esposito‟s book: Voices of 
Resurgent Islam (1983). It begins by explaining the fact that the Islamic State is non-secular. 
This notion pertains to the issue of Islam‟s totality, i.e. Islam makes no distinction between 
religion and politics as it embraces all aspects of life (Ahmed, 1996). Thus, secularization, 
similar to what has been witnessed in the western world, is not applicable in the world of 
Islam as there is no „church‟-institution involved in politics. Instead, the religion in and of 
itself carries an integrationist-character, incorporating spiritual, physical, social, economical 
as well as political matters according to the Muslim faith (Badawi, n.d.).  

The second point which Esposito (1983) presents is best understood through the idea of 
the Abode of Islam, which is more commonly known as dar-al-Islam. Dar-al-Islam is in es-
sence a state without borders, where the community of believers constitutes the state – 
meaning that the ultimate allegiance is owed to God (according to the principle of Tawhid) 
rather than to a nation-state ruler (Wimelius, 2006). As a continuum of this point, the uni-
versality of Islam steps in, as there is a belief in all people‟s belonging to Islam from birth. 
Hence, an Islamic State is never final due to its claimed openness to humanity and its uni-
versal nature. This indicates again the borderless component in the Islamic theory of State.  

Thirdly, the state in question is never an absolute nor sovereign entity, which contradicts 
the western perception of the state. Instead, the Islamic State relates to the divine norms as 
presented through the God-given laws of Shari‟ah, and the state is hence aiming at realising 
the will of Gid (Esposito, 1983). This ultimately results in a political disallowing of absolut-
ism, as the laws of Shari‟ah theoretically triumphs all form of political sovereignty.  

The Islamic state, as it relates primarily to the community of believers, is understood in 
terms of collective behaviour of Muslims, rather than a state-imposed structure. Hence, the 
fourth key-characteristic of the Islamic State is un-structuralism, as most of the implemen-
tation of Islamic norms is left to the believers, thus marginalizing state power. In this way, 
the Islamic State is striking in its nomocratic nature, as it to a great extent is a government 
ruled by law (Brown, 2000).  

Despite this nomocratic nature, however, the Islamic State‟s reliance on the rule of „divine 
law‟ (Shari‟ah) should not be regarded as supreme to the will of the people according to the 
account provided by Esposito. Instead, the Islamic State ought to be observed as a popular 
government, since the Shari‟ah reflects the popular will (Esposito, 1983). This might seem 
confusing in the sense of Shari‟ah being a god-ordained set of laws, yet as the people that 
constitutes the believers carries the belief in God‟s supremacy, these laws become an inte-
gral part of their belief and thus consequential will. Similarly, the political decisions taken 
within the Islamic State are aimed at reflecting the will of the people, in every aspect. Ulti-
mately, the Islamic State is reliant on a principle known as Shura11, which means that the 
leader should consult his people in all matters of grave importance (Badawi, n.d.). This 
renders the state as consensus-oriented, as opposed to the western-accepted principle of 
majority and minority decision-making.  

Dr. Jamal (Badawi, n.d.) explains further, highlighting an important limitation of state‟s 
(political) power, that Islam dictates that the entire human race are trustees of God, which 
means that all are responsible for the implementation of Islam; not only the supreme po-

                                                 

11 The princple of Shura means consultation, which may take the form of inner consultation and public consul-
tation; a tool which the leader or leading Islamic scholars may use to ensure a popular approval of their rul-
ings and decisions.  
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litical leader. Hence, through that notion much is left to the individual judgement, aspects 
which in western-standards are traditionally attended-to by the state. For instance, Islamic 
Jurists attend to the issues of law, religious taxes are primarily collected by religious schol-
ars or religious leaders, and business is supposed to run completely free from governmental 
interference; only to name a few examples of the marginalized government-power in the 
theoretical Islamic State. This somewhat ambiguous and unclear structure is what has 
opened for an Islamic interpretation as the one held by Ayatollah Khomeini, as the con-
crete and detailed guidelines are lacking in the original teaching.   

Yet, one aspect that should not be overlooked nor undercut is that the Islamic State is a 
welfare state. The state is required to meet the minimum standards of Muslim life, such as 
ensuring a society that facilitates the practices of faith; provides health-care; safe-guards 
equality, unity and religious freedom; as well as protect the community from external 
threats (Esposito, 1983). 

The Islamic State – Not a State in western sense 

Even though the Islamic state has been commonly perceived as a genuine state by western 
scholars, it cannot and should not be measured according to western standards. Instead 
Wimelius (2005) strikes upon the essence of this issue as she argues that “the State as a 
concept is a European invention, reflecting European developments, and one can therefore 
not find a similar concept in Islamic thought prior to that time” (Wimelius, 2005. pp.83). 
Hence, Ayubi et.al., (2006) complements Wimelius‟ line of argument by asserting that the 
Islamic State as derived from the time of the Prophet is not a state in the modern sense, 
but rather a statesmanship since it directs its attention towards body politics, or ideas on the 
ruler and general governance.  

3.4 Discussion 

The Islamic State, despite its pivotal role in Islamic teaching, is a concept which has ren-
dered the Islamic schools of thought far from uniform. One of the common aspects in the 
divergent perspectives on this idealized state is nonetheless Prophet Muhammad‟s state in 
Madinah. In relation to this state, the leadership of the Prophet and the concepts of Um-
mah, justice/fairness and leadership are essential. 

The theory of the Islamic State has its focal point in the conduct of the supreme leader and 
the various aspects relating to his governance. Thus, the theory is justly labelled as a theory 
of statesmanship if judged according to western standards, rather than a theory of state. An 
explanatory factor of this focus is Islam‟s dictation of what to do without specifying how, 
which needless to say has caused an inflammatory debate on the how-category.  

Further, the Islamic State is best understood in terms of six notions, which have been out-
lined by Esposito and confirmed by the bulk of Islamic scholars. First, the Islamic State is 
non-secular in its nature. Second, the concept of Dar-al-Islam explains how the Islamic 
State concerns the community of believers rather than a territorially bound population. 
Thirdly, the state is highly nomocratic, since its governing principle pertains to the rule of 
Shari‟ah. Fourth, the Islamic State‟s political power is much less structured than traditional 
states in western sense, as it leaves multiple aspects in the hand of the believers. Fifth, de-
spite the rule by divine law, the Islamic State aims at reflecting the will of the people. Sixth 
and finally, the Islamic State‟s political power is greatly limited and marginalized due to sev-
eral aspects including judicial questions, matters of faith, and popular sovereignty.  

Following the Prophet‟s passing, however, one of the most infected and problematic issues 
concerned the future leadership of the Muslim community; an issue which eventually re-
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sulted in the division of Islam into Sunni and Shia Muslims. The next chapter, hence, di-
rects its attention towards the inflamed topic of leadership, which crystallizes and com-
pletes the Shia Islamic theory of State on which Ayatollah Khomeini is claimed to have re-
lied.   
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4 The Imamate – Leadership of the Shia Muslims 

The following chapter is a continuation of the former chapter and carries a particular focus on the matter of 
leadership in terms of the Shia Islamic leaders and the clerical class. Hence, a delimited account of the Is-
lamic leadership will be provided in this chapter, which is relevant for the comparison with Khomeini‟s Iran. 

The supreme leadership of Ayatollah Khomeini in Iran is one of the most discussed, ana-
lyzed and criticized aspects of the Islamic Republic. Thus, in order to address the issue of 
this leadership in terms of its claimed Islamic nature, one needs to consider the leadership 
of the Islamic Community through both an historical perspective as well as a theoretical 
one. As a result, the following chapter directs its attention towards this issue which in fact 
is one of the most debated matters in Islamic history; a matter which ultimately led to the 
division of Islam. In turn, the chapter seeks to present the illuminative aspects of Shia his-
tory in terms of the leadership; aspects which are highly explanatory in relation to the Is-
lamic Republic of Iran. 

The first step in providing such an account is hence the division of Islam, which leads into 
the leadership of Imam Ali – a figure which often appears in the official rhetoric of Iran as 
the ideal model to imitate. From this departure, the chapter continues with explaining the 
post-Ali Imamate and two important characters along with the role of the religious scholars 
(Ulama) – which are three important components in Shia Islamic theory in relation to the 
State. Ultimately, the chapter aims at providing a detailed description of the ideal (Shia) Is-
lamic leadership, which constitutes a significant stepping-stone in the thesis‟ attempt at 
comparing Shia Islamic theory with Ayatollah Khomeini‟s Iran.     

4.1 The Division of Islam – Sunni and Shia Muslims 

In the former chapter, the nature of the Islamic State was outlined, and in relation to the 
leadership it presented that God serves as the eternal beacon for the Muslims and that Mu-
hammad was the Prophet that hands-on lead the community and guided them according to 
the will of God. Thus, Allah is the source of all knowledge for Muslims, and Muhammad 
(and his successors) was the gateway.  

However, the Prophet‟s passing only two years after his triumphant return to Makkah left 
the religio-political community leaderless and without an explicitly designated successor. 
The uncertainty and confusion that followed split the Community into Sunni and Shia 
Muslims12, holding diverging views on the matter of leadership. On the one hand, the ma-
jority of Sunni Muslims followed the “belief that Muhammad had not designated an heir 
[and] accepted a process of selection or election of a caliph (successor) as the political au-
thority or head of state” (Esposito, 1987. pp.13).  

On the other hand, the Shia Muslims, or Shi‟at Ali (Party of Ali), believe instead that Ali ibn 
Abu Talib, the Prophet‟s cousin and son-in-law, was in fact the designated successor 
anointed by the Prophet himself upon returning from his final pilgrimage (Blank, 2001). 
The Shiites argue accordingly that the leadership of the community was restricted to the 
family of the Prophet (Ahl al-Bayt). The descendants of Muhammad, through Ali and 
Fatema13, were to be “the religio-political leaders (Imams) of the Islamic State” (Esposito, 
1987. pp14) according to the Shiites as Ali was seen as the continuum of Muhammad‟s 

                                                 

12 The formal split occurred, however, only after the martyrdom of Imam Husayn at Karbala. See Section on 
Imam Husayn. 

13 Fatema was the only surviving daughter of Muhammad and his first wife Khadijah 
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enlightened leadership. In consequence, the two branches of Islam, Sunni and Shia, carry a 
belief in two separate forms of Islamic Government; the Sunni Caliphate and the Shia 
Imamate, the latter of which will be focused on in this paper.  

4.2 Imam Ali and the Beginning of the Shia Islamic Leadership 

The starting point in outlining the Imamate is Ali ibn Abu Talib, a vital symbol in Shia Is-
lamic teaching as he was their first Imam and in their view the first and only rightful caliph 
of the entire Muslim Community. However, Imam Ali is a revered character in Islamic 
teaching, both for the Shiites as well as for the Sunni Muslims. His reign is regarded as in 
accordance to the essence of Islam in terms of just action and compassion for the disad-
vantaged, characteristics for which he is praised by all Muslims (Badawi, n.d.).  

Imam Ali was born in the holy city of Makkah 599 A.D., with his father, Abu Talib, being a 
prominent member of the Quraysh tribe. Abu Talib was also the uncle and guardian of 
Prophet Muhammad, in consequence of which he raised the two cousins (Muhammad and 
Ali) as brothers. In turn, as Muhammad was chosen to be the Messenger of God, Ali was 
one of the first to believe him and to embrace Islam (Esposito, 2005). During the harsh 
years of persecution of the Muslims at Makkah, Ali stood firm in his support to the 
Prophet and risked on several occasions his life to save his cousin (Badawi, n.d.).  

Following the Muslim flight from Makkah to Madinah, Ali distinguished himself as a war-
rior in the Muslim armies, accompanying the Community in the historic wars against the 
Makkans at Badr and Uhud (Esposito, 2005). Consequently, Prophet Muhammad praised 
him and he was entrusted with various tasks that were crucial for the Islamic State. His ac-
tive participation in the Prophet‟s dealings, serving in the army and carrying out the Mes-
senger‟s orders and commands, Ali became one of the pivotal authorities in the early Mus-
lim community.  

Hence, following the death of Prophet Muhammad, Imam Ali had considerably strong 
claim for the leadership in being a close assistant, cousin and son-in-law to the Prophet. 
Yet, being absent at the time of caliph-election, Ali was sidestepped and Abu Bakr was 
chosen to lead the community. In light of this, Shia tradition holds that upon being sought 
for the oath of allegiance to the rule of Abu Bakr, something which was seen as essential 
for the unity of the Muslim community, Imam Ali originally declined (Esposito, 2005). This 
is, however, not in accordance with Sunni tradition, but the claimed declination, initially, by 
Imam Ali labelled the Shiites as the refusers, or Rafidi. In consequence, the refusing nature 
of the Shia Muslims has long been key characteristic of this Islamic stream, especially in 
light of their constant minority position14. Nevertheless, according to the Shiites, Ali, being 
sidestepped, chose to withdraw from the political scene and kept detached from it – even 
though serving in the Muslim armies (Vaezi, 2004).  

Imam Ali, however, following the assassination of Uthman (the third Sunni Caliph), was 
invited to assume the position as Caliph in 656 A.D (Badawi, n.d.). The assassination of 
Uthman had serious impact on the community, and a portion of the Muslims turned to Ali, 
the „faithful‟ lieutenant of Muhammad, and urged him to assume the position as Caliph. Ali 
initially turned down this offer, however, but after substantial persuasion with reference to 
his authority, he accepted. He was elected in concordance to the Sunni practices of elec-
tion, and he served, according to the Islamic tradition, allegedly as the truly exemplary suc-

                                                 

14 See section 4.5. The Ulama – Religious Scholars 
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cessor of Muhammad in accordance to the Holy Scripture of the Quran and the practices 
of the Prophet (Sunnah) (Vaezi, 2004).  

Ali‟s rule, despite its dedication to the model of the Prophet, did not survive for long. Two 
opposition forces were to challenge Ali‟s authority only after a few years. The first, headed 
by the Prophet‟s last wife and daughter of Abu Bakr, Aisha, and the second, by the gover-
nor of Damascus Muawiyah15 (Esposito, 2005). It has been argued that the pretext for both 
uprisings were “Ali‟s failure to find and prosecute Uthman‟s murderers” (Esposito, 2005. 
pp.37), yet the main reason seems to relate to the matter of power, which is particularly 
clear in light of Muawiyah‟s “refusal to step down and accept Ali‟s appointment of re-
placement” (Esposito, 2005. pp.38). Despite Ali‟s overwhelming victories over the armies 
of both Aisha and Muawiyah, he was to be assassinated for choosing the straight path of 
Islam in terms of his magnanimous treatment of his enemies in allowing them the process 
of arbitration (Vaezi, 2004). During a prayer at a mosque in Kufa (contemporary Iraq) 
Imam Ali was assassinated by a seceder, or  Kharjite16.  

Despite the early assassination of Imam Ali, he still pertains to an important role in Islamic 
teaching, not only Shiite. His close companionship to the Prophet and his rule in accor-
dance to Islam makes him a revered figure. In his legacy can be highlighted the distribution 
of poor-tax, which relates to his concern for welfare to the oppressed; a concept recurring 
in the rhetoric of Ayatollah Khomeini.  

Nevertheless, being labelled the Commander of the Faithful (Al-Amir al Mu‟minin), the 
Shiites argue that Ali carried the essence of Islam, which continued through his sons and 
the members of the Prophet‟s family (Ahl al-Bayt) (Ismael and Ismael, 1980). Hence, Imam 
Ali pertains to an unmatchable symbolism in Shia Islamic theorizing on the state, particu-
larly in two ways. First, his leadership of the religio-political community is regarded as the 
purest form of Islamic governance, a model, besides the Prophet, to act according to. Sec-
ond, his initial refusal, in Shiite tradition, of Abu Bakr‟s rule and his subsequent distancing 
from the political life constitutes an important notion in Shiite teaching as will be noticed 
further on. In fact, the Alids has ever-since the assassination of their first Imam remained 
largely aloof from politics, in the spirit of Ali himself, in light of the dominant Sunni Is-
lamic governance of the Caliphate.  

4.3 The Post-Ali Imamate 

In the power-vacuum following the death of Imam Ali, the last of the rightly-guided Ca-
liphs, the Shia doctrine of the Imamate assumes an important role in explaining the Alids‟ 
attitude towards political order – an attitude which one can find prominent in the political 
stance of Ayatollah Khomeini.  

The Imamate came to be developed in parallel with the Sunni Caliphate under Muawiyah, 
to whom Ali‟s eldest son Imam Hassan (Second Shiite Imam) had renounced his political 
authority and claim of the Caliphate in order to avoid further bloodshed (Bukhari, 780). 
Nonetheless, the Imamate is the theory of leadership within the Shia Islamic stream, and 
the leader of which is thus known as the Imam. Ali ibn Abu Talib, as previously described, 
was the first of these Imams and was succeeded by his two sons, Imam Hassan and Imam 

                                                 

15 Muawiyah successfully claimed the Caliphate following the assassination of Ali ibn Abu Talib in 661 A.D 
and initiated the Ummayad Caliphate.  

16 Kharjites were a hard-line break-away group from the Shiat‟Ali, and are sometimes referred to as the first 
Jihadist movement. 
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Husayn (Abrahamian, 1991). Yet, before providing an historical account of the post-Ali 
Imamate, which sheds important light upon Ayatollah Khomeini‟s political positioning, a 
more theoretical and omnipotent perspective is in place to facilitate the understanding of 
the Shiites and the Imamate in general, and also the Islamic Republic.  

The Shia Imamate of the post-Ali era can be justly termed „a state within the state‟, as it oper-
ated within the Sunni Caliphate, yet the Shia Imam still worked according to the model of 
Imam Ali as the head of state for the Shiite population. Similar to Prophet Muhammad, the 
Imam was the political and religious leader of this group, and he collected and distributed 
the religious taxes, he issued legal sentences, he led his people into war and attended to all 
kinds of mundane affairs pertaining to the Shia Islamic clique within the larger Sunni Ca-
liphate (Wimelius, 2006). However, despite the very complex history of the Shia Imams, 
the Imamate, stretched over an extensive period of time, moved increasingly towards a 
„spiritualization‟ in order to avoid confrontation with the existing [Sunni] political author-
ity” (Brown, 2000. pp.38). Consequently, already at an early stage, almost immediately fol-
lowing Imam Ali‟s assassination, the Imamate assumed a politically quietist stance by oper-
ating in the shadow of the Sunni Caliphs (Brown, 2000) – a stance which, with few excep-
tions, lasted until the politically ground-breaking Shia-revolution in Iran by Ayatollah 
Khomeini. 

Nevertheless, the legitimacy of the Imam relates to a Shia Islamic religious view that God 
would never leave his chosen people without a leader or a guide (Esposito, 2005). Hence, 
the leadership of the community of believers according to Shia tradition is “vested in the 
Imam, who, though not a prophet, is the divinely inspired, sinless, infallible, religio-political 
leader of the community” (Esposito, 2005. pp. 43). The basic prerequisite for these Imams 
was their membership of the Ahl al-Bayt, the family of the Prophet as extended through 
Imam Ali and Fatema, and they serve hence according to Shia Muslims as the continuation 
of the Prophet as the gateway of God‟s knowledge and teaching – making the Imams the 
models to follow next to the Prophet (Vaezi, 2004). Further, the Imams, being the leaders 
of the Shia community, have been labelled as the guardians of the Shiite portion of the 
Ummah, and also guardians and interpreters of the Islamic message. This guardianship has 
had far-reaching influence on Ayatollah Khomeini, as seen in the following chapter, as it 
permeates his theory of State.  

The guardianship of the Imams was nonetheless derived from the Shiite belief in the neces-
sity of a political leader to reach the ultimate goal of realizing God‟s will, and it all began 
with Imam Ali ibn Abu Talib (Badawi, n.d.). Subsequently, the Imamate, accordingly, was 
passed on to Imam Hassan (Ali‟s eldest son), who steered the Shiites and the Imamate into 
a spiritualization and parallel-state to the larger Umayyad Caliphate. In turn, his brother, 
Imam Husayn assumed the leadership following the assassination of Imam Hassan (on the 
order of the Sunni Caliph), and he rose in rebellion against the Umayyad Caliph Yazid (see 
section 3.5.3 Imam Husayn). The Imamate ultimately ended with Twelfth decedent of Ali. 
The Twelfth Imam is known to Shia Muslims as Al-Mahdi, the Messiah in Shia Islam and 
the expected leader (Imam-e Montazar) who is supposed to return and establish the true Is-
lamic State as intended by God (see section 4.4 Al-Mahdi) (Abrahamian, 1991). 

4.4 Imam Husayn bin Ali 

As a continuation of the account on the Imamate, the most appropriate starting point of 
the historical perspective of the same is Imam Husayn and his martyrdom, especially in 
light of the fact that the events at Karbala produced the final split between Shiites and 
Sunnis. Imam Husayn is the third Imam in Shia tradition, and his legacy has proved to have 
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significant impact on political development within the Shia Muslim community (Badawi, 
n.d.). In the words of Esposito (2005):  

“Husayn and Fatima serve as major male and female religious symbols, on 
whom believers are to meditate and pattern their lives. Husayn‟s martyrdom 
at Karbala on the tenth day (ashura) of the Islamic month of Muharram in 
680 is the paradigmatic event of Shii history. Remembrance and ritual re-
enactment of the tragedy of Karbala is a cornerstone of faith, personal and 
communal identity, and piety for the Shiites. It accounts for the special vision 
and character of Shii Islam as a disinherited, oppressed community, loyal to 
god and his prophet, struggling throughout history to restore God‟s rule and 
a just society”  

(Esposito. 2005. pp.111). 

The importance of Husayn is vividly explained by the quote of Esposito inserted above, yet 
certain aspects of Imam Husayn‟s story need to be highlighted as they have echoed clearly 
within the ranks of Shia political movements (Hjärpe and Persson, 2007). As Husayn‟s 
older brother, Hassan (second Imam), was assassinated, Husayn assumed the role as Imam 
of the Shiites. For long after, Imam Husayn remained aloof from politics, but on the de-
mand of his people he gathered seventy-seven warriors to rebel against the oppressive ca-
liphate of Yazid son of Muawiyah17 (Zubaida, 1993).   

The seventy-seven men faced, however, a massive Sunni army led by Yazid himself at the 
city of Karbala in contemporary Iraq, and despite fierce battle Husayn‟s rebellion culmi-
nated in his own martyrdom. As a result of this uprising in the name of Islam, Husayn‟s 
„passion‟ in the Shiite view has come to symbolize the “historic struggle between the forces 
of good and evil […] and the eschatological hope and belief in the ultimate triumph of jus-
tice over tyranny when the Imam will return at the end of time” (Esposito, 2005. pp.111).  

Further, this motif of martyrdom is applicable to all Shia Imams with the exception of the 
twelfth leader in this line, as all other were assassinated (Zubaida, 1993). In consequence, 
the theme of martyrdom, tyranny, oppression and social justice are interwoven with Shia 
Islam, creating a seamless web of belief, and Imam Husayn‟s rebellion has moreover pro-
duced the conviction that it is a duty of Shia Muslims to rise against illegitimate, tyrannical 
and oppressive governments. In fact, this theme has persisted as a dominant one through-
out Shia history and it became the official pretext for the 1979 Islamic Revolution in Iran.  

4.5 Imam Al-Mahdi 

A third character in the Shia line of the Imamate, in addition to Ali and Husayn, that is sig-
nificantly explanatory of the Shia attitude towards the state is the Twelfth and final Imam18; 
Imam Muhammad al-Mahdi al-Muntazar.  

Operating at a time when all previous Imams had been assassinated or otherwise killed on 
the orders of the Sunni political authority, Imam Al-Mahdi supposedly went into occulta-
tion (Ghayba) in 873 A.D with the promise of reappearance “when the world was rampant 
with corruption and oppression to prepare the way for judgement day” (Abrahamian, 1991. 

                                                 

17 Note: Yazid was the second Caliph in the Umayyad Caliphate, and son of Imam Ali‟s adversary - Muawiyah 

18 “The number twelve indicates the count of imams who were physically present in this world to lead the 
community before the last in the line (the twelfth according to Twelver tradition) left the visible world and 
went into occultation (Ghayba)” (Brown, 2000. pp.15). 
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pp.107). During the immediate period following the seclusion of the Imam, he maintained 
communication with the believers through means of a representative that allowed the 
Imam to still exercise control over his people (Zubaida, 1993). Yet, in the year of 940 A.D, 
a paramount shift took place as communication ceased, which ensued the period of greater 
occultation that has lasted until the present day (Brown, 2000).  

Imam Al-Mahdi has as a result of his „disappearance‟ become a Messianic figure in Shia be-
lief and accordingly also the Lord of the Age (Sahab-e Zaman). His promise of return has la-
belled him the expected leader (Imam-e Montazar) as noted earlier, and his return ”will signal 
the end of time and consummation of the divine plan” (Brown, 2000. pp.38).  

However, the seclusion of the Shiite‟s designated leader has not only paved way for messi-
anic hopes within the Shia ranks. At the same time, the greater occultation of the Imam 
meant that the community of Alids was once again rendered leaderless, a crisis which can 
be argued of even greater proportion than that following the death of Imam Ali (Esposito, 
2005). Who was now to lead the Shiite portion within the larger Muslim Community until 
the return of Al-Mahdi, as the line of infallibles was ended? As shall be seen, Ayatollah 
Khomeini‟s doctrine of Velayat-e Faqih is one of the latest answers to that particular ques-
tion.   

4.6 The Ulama – Religious Scholars 

A future without the infallible leaders rendered the Shiites in an incriminating and prob-
lematic situation, where a fierce debate blew up concerning who had the authority and 
qualifications to fill the position left by the secluded Imam and assume stewardship over 
the Shiites until his return (Wimelius, 2003. Esposito, 1987). The struggle to answer this 
question has often fallen back on the Shiite reverence of religiously knowledgeable men 
such as those constituting the Ulama19. 

The Shia religious scholars were thus referred the question and “after centuries of debate 
and controversy, they gradually assumed one task of the hidden Imam after another” 
(Wimelius, 2003. pp.87), which arguably seems to have climaxed in the revolution in Iran. 
However, the Ulama‟s assumption of the religious leadership seems to display a certain gap 
between intention and actual achievement, as they within their own ranks were both am-
bivalent and divided. Despite their common criticism of the Sunni Caliphate, which relates 
to the refusing (rafidi) characteristic of the Shia stream in general, Abrahamian (1991) points 
out that the “Shia Ulama, unlike their Sunni counterparts, failed to develop a consistent 
theory of State” (Abrahamian, 1991. pp.107). Hence, their main political role was that of 
criticism towards governments, regarding all post-Mahdi governments as illegitimate, yet 
still actively seeking to facilitate Shia dealings with and within these existing non-Shia gov-
ernments. Consequently, the Ulama technically operated with a de-facto acceptance of the 
Sunni Caliphs without openly and publicly embracing them.  

The Religious Scholars and their Stance(s) in Politics 

Nevertheless, the Shia Ulama was and is still not a uniform group as indicated, and they 
have had starkly divergent approaches regarding existing political authorities despite a gen-
eral de facto acceptance. These divergent stances can be categorized as following, a quietist 
stance, an activist stance and an acceptance stance (Wimelius, 2005).  

                                                 

19 Ulama is the terms for Islamic Religious Scholars 
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The first and the historically dominating stance is the quietist one, which meant that the 
Ulama was supposed to remain largely aloof from politics. Standing on the foundation of 
the only legitimate government being that of Al-Mahdi, this stance regarded all post-Mahdi 
government as usurped and thus concluded that the Shiites ought to distance themselves 
from political involvement. Further, the adherents to this stance argued that the Shiites 
ought to operate as a state within the state with their own judicial system and system of 
taxation for instance (Esposito, 1987). Most of the prominent Shia religious authorities 
were adherents to this stance, one of which was Ayatollah Boujaderi of Najaf who was to 
forestall Khomeini‟s political activism until his death.  

The second stance, which can be termed the acceptance stance, relied on and promoted the ar-
gument that “a bad government was better than no government” (Abrahamian, 1991. 
pp.108) and argued that even Ali had in fact accepted the Caliphs before him. This stance 
sought a quite calm positioning, where rebellions and open criticism were seen as unneces-
sary. (Zubaida, 1993) 

Yet, despite these two stances, a third position which is significant despite being adhered to 
only by a marginal group within the Ulama, is political activism. This particular stance 
sought active participation within the political arena, which was not only limited to a few 
minor outburst such as those of the quietist adherents. Instead, this stream regarded the 
political life as the only way to gain influence and attempt at fulfilling the Shia Islamic vi-
sion (Wimelius, 2003). To this stream can be counted Ayatollah Khomeini, who actively 
took the route of politics and revolution as means to reach his envisioned end.  

The Ulama’s Duty of Velayat-e Faqih 

It is thus noteworthy that the Shia Ulama at large regarded their role as apolitical. On top 
of this, there is a theory, which is commonly associated with Khomeini, called the Guardian-
ship of the Jurist, or otherwise referred to as Velayat-e Faqih. Yet, despite common perception, 
this theory was regarded as mainly an apolitical duty for the scholastic elite. The guardian-
ship per se was supposed to involve the safe-guarding of the interest of those unable to do 
so themselves, like widows, orphans, or the insane (Abrahamian, 1991). Ultimately, the 
Ulama were to indulge themselves in the study of religion, attend to religiously judicial 
questions, issue religious advice and statements (fatwas), hold seminars and attend to mat-
ters of Velayat-e Faqih. For a minor portion of the truly exemplary members of the Ulama 
class, the velayat-e faqih also allowed them to temporarily engage in political activity, yet 
only temporarily. However, as shall be seen in the forthcoming chapter, one man was to 
change the entire outlook and definition of the concept of Velayat-e Faqih – Ayatollah 
Khomeini, the charismatic leader of a revolution which rendered Iran with an Islamic Re-
public. 

4.7 Discussion 
The rule of Imam Ali marked the beginning of the crystallization of the Shia Muslims, and 
in particular their belief in a specific line of leaders – the Imams. It has been displayed how 
this line of Muhammad‟s descendants exercised total control over the Shia Islamic com-
munity in both the spiritual as well as the political sphere. The legitimization of this rule 
was derived not only from their kinship with the Prophet and consequentially claimed „di-
vine guidance‟, but also from the Shia belief in the necessity of a prominent leader to reach 
the ultimate goal of realizing God‟s will. Following the death of the first Imam, Ali, howev-
er, the Shia community was forcibly steered into „spiritualization‟ in light of the influential 
Umayyad Sunni Caliphate at the time.  
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Yet, this reorganization of the Shia Islamic leadership did not produce any significant shifts 
in their reign per se, as they continued to rule according to the model of Imam Ali as head 
of state and highest religious authority for the Shiites. The eldest son of Ali, Imam Hassan, 
was the one to steer the community into this spiritualization, but he formed instead a Shia 
Islamic State within the larger caliphate. His death brought the leadership onto his younger 
brother, Imam Husayn. Husayn pertains to an important role in Shia Islamic History as his 
period as ruler gave birth to the dominant themes of martyrdom, struggle against tyranny 
and oppression, and strives for social justice, which are inherent in the Shia Islamic teach-
ing. Imam Husayn‟s revolt against the Caliphate of Yazid has resulted in the Shiite convic-
tion that it is their duty to rebel against perceivably illegitimate, tyrannical and oppressive 
governments.  

The Imamate ultimately ended with the Twelfth decedent of Muhammad through Ali, 
Imam Al-Mahdi. According to Shia tradition, Al-Mahdi went into occultation, yet he will 
upon his return, establish the true Islamic State as intended by God. Awaiting that envi-
sioned future, the Ulama assumed the spiritual leadership of the community, but unlike 
their predecessors they maintained a completely quietist stance towards politics. This is a 
paradigmatic shift following the seclusion of Imam Al-Mahdi, as the Ulama assumed the 
spiritual leadership of the Shia Muslims without assuming the political leadership. Hence, the 
Shia Islamic community was once again without any distinguished political leader. Bearing 
this in mind, a number of aspects within this history of the Imamate are in need of empha-
sis and explanation for the reason of facilitating an understanding of the topics treated in 
the following chapters on Ayatollah Khomeini and the Islamic Republic.  

The Ulama assumption of spiritual leadership drew legitimacy from Ali‟s refusal to legiti-
mate the rule of Abu Bakr as well as from the belief that only after the return of Al-Mahdi 
could a true Islamic State be established. However, Ayatollah Khomeini came to drastically 
re-interpret this belief, as he selectively emphasized certain components in the history of 
the Imamate in order to legitimate his vision and creation of the Islamic Republic of Iran.  

Khomeini came to stress the belief that God would never leave his chosen people without 
a designated leader or a guide, and hence he formed his theory of Islamic governance upon 
the basis of that particular belief. It will be shown that the reinterpretation by Khomeini 
meant that an Islamic State was to be set up prior to the return of Al-Mahdi, which de-
viated from the established religious scholastic interpretation. What is further significant is 
Ayatollah Khomeini‟s dwell upon the motif of martyrdom and the necessity of revolutio-
nary measures against oppressive regimes. Khomeini employed this legacy of Imam Hu-
sayn in his campaign against the monarchy in Iran which led to its final overthrow in 1979.  

Even though the Ulama had assumed most of the tasks of the hidden Imam, Khomeini 
would nonetheless criticize the religious scholars for failing to provide a consistent theory 
of state. Their focus on the study of religion, religious jurisprudence, issuing of fatwas, 
teaching and Velayat-e Faqih was not enough in the view of the Iranian Ayatollah. Instead, 
it will be displayed in the forthcoming chapter how Khomeini reinterpreted and changed 
the entire outlook of the Velayat-e Faqih and politicized it. It will become evident as the 
paper progresses, that Khomeini re-politicized the Shia Islamic leadership, which the Ula-
ma had de-politicized. His alteration and novel theory of Islamic governance shifted the 
apolitical guardianship of incapable individuals to involve a guardianship of an entire na-
tion. Hence, following Khomeini‟s entrance on the political scene of Iran, the safeguarding 
of those unable to do so themselves turned into a safeguarding of the Iranian nation and its 
population. 
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5 Ayatollah Khomeini and His Theory of State 

This chapter deals with the history, theory and revolutionary campaign of Ayatollah Khomeini. The chapter 
will start by providing an historical account of Khomeini, which elucidates the context in which he formu-
lated his doctrine. In turn, this theory will be accounted for in a theoretical perspective, highlighting its basic 
tenets. The final section will present the crucial events in 1979, as a revolution overthrew the former regime 
and paved way for the realization of Khomeini‟s theory of State  

Following the previous chapters‟ development of the Islamic State theory, this chapter will 
deal with the theory of The Guardianship of the Jurist, more commonly known as Velayat-e 
Faqih. This doctrine has following the creation of the Islamic Republic of Iran in 1979 be-
come its guiding principle. However, this theory is of a controversial nature as it stands in 
contrast to the mainstream interpretations of the concept. Yet, the variant which permeates 
the Iranian system and thus dealt with here is the one developed by the Islamic Republic‟s 
father and first leader: Ayatollah Khomeini. Rising to the political scene of Iran in the 1960s, 
the long-exiled Ayatollah Khomeini had over a course of several years sparked a social un-
rest inside Iran. In the late 1970s, he came to lead the revolution that ultimately overthrew 
Shah (king) Muhammad Reza Pahlavi, in the aftermath of which Iran became an Islamic 
Republic. 

This chapter will approach the charismatic Iranian leader in Ayatollah Khomeini by focus-
ing on his pre-revolutionary20 political vision. The first step in this quest will be the provi-
sion of an historical account of Khomeini‟s life and thus also the pretext for his develop-
ment of political ambitions. This account will lead into a theoretical perspective on Velayat-
e Faqih, which led Khomeini to embark upon the revolutionary-campaign for the over-
throw of the Iranian monarchy and pave way for the creation of his envisioned Islamic Re-
public. Hence, the chapter will finally include a presentation of the Iranian revolution in 
1979, which resulted in the ousting of the monarch, the clergy‟s entry into the political 
arena and Ayatollah Khomeini‟s ascent to the office of Iran‟s supreme leader. The final sec-
tion will thus further serve as a bridge into the next chapter dealing with the post-
revolutionary Iranian political system.  

5.1 Ayatollah Khomeini and the Birth of His Vision 

In the small town of Khomein located south of the Iranian Capital of Tehran, Mustafa 
Musawi was born in 1902 into a clerical family. Musafa Musawi, following in his ancestral 
footsteps, quickly began to indulge himself in Islamic studies, which ultimately took him to 
the Iranian city of Qum in 1922 (Ruhollah Khomeini, 2009). The city of Qum was, along 
with the Iraqi city of Najaf, the spiritual capital of Shia Islam and served as the primary 
educational centre of Islamic jurisprudence (Zubaida, 2001). It was here that Mustafa 
Musawi adopted the name for which he is most known today, Khomeini, after his home-
town of Khomein.  

The powerful clerical elite, into which Khomeini stepped, had assumed an important role 
in the Iranian society through their claim of being interpreters of the holy scriptures (Mujtahids). 
Within this class of religious leaders, a strict hierarchy ruled where the lowest ranked were 
the Islamic Scholars (Mullahs), and the highest ranked were the ones who carried the title of 
grand-Ayatollah (Sign of God). A further step in the clerical hierarchy was eligible for the 
Grand-Ayatollah‟s, which meant that they could become Objects of Emulation (Majra-e 

                                                 

20 The Post-Revolutionary perspective will be provided in the next chapter on the Islamic Republic of Iran. 
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Taqlid) for the Shia believers – a title given to those deemed by the believers as most pious 
and most fit to lead the community.  

However, subsequent to his arrival in Qum, Khomeini began his rise through the clerical 
ranks, whereby he was acclaimed Ayatollah in the 1950s. His initial approach to politics was 
at this time still confined to the mainstream Ulama‟s quietist stance, which meant that he 
supported the legality of the monarchy on the grounds of a bad government being better 
than no government. Despite several outbursts of critique against perceived anti-Islamic 
policies of the then-ruling monarch, Khomeini retained to the Ulama‟s reactionary yet ac-
cepting role towards the monarchy and non-Islamic governments (Abrahamian, 1991). 

Yet, in the early 1960s Khomeini was acclaimed Grand-Ayatollah as well as Majra-e Taqlid, 
whereby he assumed a more activist approach towards politics. He emerged on the political 
scene as the most vocal clerical opposition towards the Shah, attacking him for being what 
Khomeini perceived as the “tool of the imperialist-Jewish conspiracy” (Abrahamian, 1991. 
pp.109), nothing more than an American puppet allowing western influences to dominate 
the public sphere in Iran. Khomeini continued to lash out against the Shah during the 1963 
uprising, where he castigated the Shah for his arguably secular and anti-nationalist policies 
(Daniel, 2001). However, this confrontation with the Pahlavi regime climaxed in 
Khomeini‟s arrest and subsequent fifteen-year-period in exile (Keddie, 2003). Yet, by the 
time Khomeini was cast out of Iran in 1964, he had already established a firm base of 
popular support through his resistance of the Shah, his “denaunciation of western influ-
ences and uncompromising advocacy of Islamic purity” (Ruhollah Khomeini, 2009). 
Khomeini had by the time of his exile become a symbol of the resistance against the Shah, 
which played a key role in the Iranian revolution and the consequential toppling of the 
monarch fifteen years later.  

Khomeini was initially deported to Turkey, due to his unwillingness to refrain from the po-
litical affairs, yet the time in Turkey was a brief stop-over before he took up residence in 
the spiritual capital of Iraq, Najaf. However, despite being in exile, Khomeini‟s popular 
support grew as he continued his oppositional campaign against the reign of the Shah from 
Najaf “via declarations and tape cassettes diffused […] by Iranian pilgrims to the holy cities 
in Iraq” (Keddie, 2003. pp.192).   

Yet, his growing support inside Iran is not the only noteworthy aspect from his period of 
residence in Iraq, because it was in fact here that Khomeini developed his new concept of 
the Islamic State. In the early 1970s, he initiated a series of lectures attacking clerics, the 
Shah, and various political actors on the Iranian scene for being out of touch with the po-
litical realities of the time. His lectures went under the name of „the Guardianship of the Ju-
rists: Islamic Government‟, through which Ayatollah Khomeini declared in contrast to his 
earlier views that “Islam was inherently incompatible with all forms of Monarchy” (Abra-
hamian, 1991. pp. 110) and that it was due time for the realization of an Islamic State. He 
made references to Imam Husayn‟s revolt against the illegitimate government of Yazid, 
hence calling upon all Muslims to rise up against monarchy. The particular theory of state 
that Khomeini developed can be regarded as a form of Islamic authoritarianism, but will be 
dealt with further in the next section on Velayat-e Faqih. However, already at this stage it is 
important to note that the doctrine pertained to a paradigmatic shift not only in 
Khomeini‟s political stance but also in Shiite history. The argumentation of the clergy‟s di-
vine right to rule is unprecedented in Islamic history, but Khomeini still insisted on its le-
gitimacy (Keddie, 2003).  

His time in Najaf was one of fourteen years of teaching and agitation, which had tremen-
dous impact on his many Iranian students as well as the Iranian population at large, who 
were in consequence “armed with his analyses of the country‟s [Iran] pathos and problems” 
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(Ismael and Ismael, 1980. pp.610). His continuation of political activities and interference 
in Iranian affairs resulted in a mounting public dissatisfaction with the monarchy in Iran, 
which forced Saddam Hussein to expel Khomeini from Najaf in 1978. In light of this, 
Khomeini turned to the remainder of the Muslim countries in the Middle East, none of 
which would allow him refuge. Instead, Khomeini was surprisingly allowed entry to France, 
something which would affect the development of the constitution of the Islamic Republic 
as shall be seen (Wimelius, 2005). From a suburb outside of Paris, Khomeini persisted on 
his campaign to arouse the Iranian population, which produced an escalation of the social 
unrest that raged in the country (Ruhollah Khomeini, 2009). 

However, before reaching the crucial revolutionary developments in 1979, this account of 
Khomeini‟s life will take a pause in order to delve into the significant development during 
the Najaf period. In Najaf, as indicated, Khomeini developed the major theoretical lines of 
his doctrine on the Guardianship of the Jurist, which holds an essential position in post-
revolutionary Iran. The historical and equally important account of Khomeini following his 
flight to France will continue in the section on the Iranian Revolution (see section 5.2), which 
displays further how Khomeini was able through Islamic rhetoric and agitation to spark a 
popular revolution against the Shah and thus facilitate his own victorious return to Iran as 
the undisputed leader of the Islamic Republic.    

5.2 Khomeini’s Doctrine of State – Theoretical Perspective 

Ayatollah Khomeini has through his position as among the highest religious authorities in 
Iran (Majra-e Taqlid) greatly influenced the international perception of Shia Islam, which in 
fact can be traced back to his transformed doctrine of Velayat-e Faqih. This Khomeini 
dogma constitutes a paradigmatic transformation of the original concept of the Guardian-
ship of the Jurists, into which the Iranian Ayatollah infused the notion of a political rule of 
the Islamic clergy.  

At the essence of Khomeini‟s doctrine stands the belief in an Islamic Government as the 
best temporary solution in the post-occultation era. Khomeini insisted that the Shia Mus-
lims cannot wait for the return of their Imam; instead they have to establish a just Islamic 
State under the banner of the Guardianship of the Jurist. However, this doctrine is a radical 
departure from the mainstream religious establishment, and is arguably based on a logic of 
Islam as understood by Khomeini himself (Abrahamian, 1991). In consequence, incoher-
ence rises as one of the most problematic aspect of the theories of the Iranian Ayatollah.  

Yet, his crystallisation of the religion around political positions has served as the blueprint 
of what was to become the Islamic Republic of Iran. Hence, the doctrine of Velayat-e 
Faqih, which will be outlined in this section, provides the theoretical foundation of Ayatol-
lah Khomeini‟s undisputed reign of the Iranian nation following the „Islamic‟ revolution of 
1979.    

Theological Basis  

The initial step in approaching the Khomeini Doctrine is to discuss its theological basis, 
which is found in detail in the previously established Islamic State Theory and the 
Imamate. Khomeini argues, in similarity with most proponents of an Islamic State, that 
Islam is as much a religion as it is a state. This argument is based on the religio-political 
community established by Prophet Muhammad at Medina, which is often regarded as the 
ultimate proof that Islam must be accompanied by a genuine Islamic State (Keddie, 2001).  
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However, the Shiites, who had previously been ruled by the Imams, stood leaderless 
following the greater occultation of Imam Al-Mahdi. In consequence, the application of the 
tenets of the Islamic State such as the Islamic Law was no longer feasible, which in the 
long-run would result in secular governments that at most would have a mere nominal 
commitment to Islam (Daniel, 2001). As indicated earlier, the religious establishment tried 
in turn to present ideas on how to deal with this dilemma, which resulted in their general 
quietist stance towards politics. Khomeini‟s Velayat-e Faqih is the latest in the long row of 
proposed solutions, which however constitutes a more radical positioning in the matter. 
With the inbuilt belief that Islam requires a state based on its values, Khomeini proposed 
that the clergy ought to become politically active in the pursuit of such a state (Esposito, 
2005).  

In his view, authoritative leadership and ultimate direction of the people is necessary for 
changing society towards a more Islamic one. Khomeini turned against the religious 
establishment within the Shia clique and insisted on the logic of the implementation of a 
genuinely Islamic government. He described vividly how the ideal Islamic society would 
come about through the leadership of a charismatic leader, which would be in line with the 
rule of Ali and the Imams (Wimelius, 2003).  

The history of the Islamic State and the Imamate is hence inherent in the doctrine of 
Velayat-e Faqih. It is arguably so, which has been shown in prior accounts on the Imamate, 
that in Shia tradition the Imams held an all-encompassing authority over the community of 
believers. Khomeini took this argument further and insisted that this authority was in fact 
passed on to the Islamic Jurists; a belief which served as the backbone of Khomeini‟s 
unwavering determination to transform Iran into a clerically ruled Islamic Republic 

(Abrahamian, 1991).  

What can be derived from these aspects of Khomeini‟s doctrine are particularly the 
grounds upon which it relies. Khomeini establishes his doctrine upon both rational and 
traditional grounds, where the former pertains to the doctrine‟s basis in Islamic history 
whereas the latter substantiates the theory through selective historical „evidence‟ (Zubaida, 
1993). The rational aspect of Khomeini‟s doctrine, according to Zubaida (1993), is the fact 
that Khomeini demonstrates that the ruling Jurist would be a continuation of the rule of 
the Prophet and the Imams. At the same time, Khomeini substantiates his theory by 
advancing a selective set of traditions from Islamic history, which he himself regards as a 
confirmation of the necessity and legitimacy of the rule of the Guardian Jurist.  

Deviating from the Views of the Religious Establishment 

The doctrine of Velayat-e Faqih is painstakingly reliant on traditional Islamic discourse, 
with no explicit suggestion of western inspiration. Yet, Khomeini‟s doctrine is still dis-
tinctly different from the mainstream views held by the religious establishment (Iran, 2009). 
The clerical class had, as indicated earlier, confined themselves to a quietist stance and 
voiced only occasional criticism towards the government. Yet, Khomeinism (synonmous to 
his doctrine) is problematic in the way that it draws on the very same history and traditions 
as the mainstream clergies, but still reaches entirely different conclusions – conclusions 
which Zubaida (1997) argues are only possible if Khomeini drew inspiration from the 
western conception of the modern-state. 

However, Khomeini regards Islam as a total way of life, in similarity with most religious 
Shiite scholars, but he dwells on the political nature of the religion which he promotes as 
its most important component (Abrahamian, 1991). The need for the Islamic State is eter-
nal according to Khomeini‟s doctrine, and thus the necessity for its implementation is in-
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cumbent at all times. With this pretext, Khomeini criticized the clerical class for their per-
ceived impotence in the sense of not carrying out their political duties as he saw it, espe-
cially since the Prophet had clearly intended an Islamic State and a clerical assumption of 
leadership in the post-occultation period (Zubaida, 1993).  

One can hence note that Khomeini, who started off with an acceptance of the Iranian 
monarchy, moved into a hostile stance towards the very same state. The theory of Velayat-
e Faqih, which Khomeini developed during his years in Najaf, constitutes a novel position 
in Khomeini‟s relation to the state in the sense of regarding an Islamic State as the solution 
to Iranian „problems‟. Velayat-e Faqih in Khomeini‟s sense of the term holds, however, 
little precedent in Shiite history, because the Guardianship had, prior to his 1970s launch of 
the conception, been apolitically-oriented. In the await of the return of Al-Madhi, a period 
in which most Islamic Religious leaders saw no truly legitimate government, Khomeini 
promoted a legitimate yet interim leadership by the Clergy (Keddie, 2003). The religious 
establishment in Iran had already a prominent and substantially influential position in 
society, whereby the implementation of Khomeini‟s political conception would merely be a 
continuation of an already strong Islamic influence in the public sphere.  

Khomeinism is thus to be recognized as a radical departure from the Islamic Scholarly 
reasoning. Yet, his promulgation of the governance of the just and competent leader (faqih) 
still came to hold a prominent position in the Islamic Republic.  

Political Leadership according to Khomeini 

Having established the theological foundation of Khomeini‟s doctrine, as well as his subse-
quent departure from the traditional viewpoints of the clerical class, it is important to take a 
closer look at the political leadership and structure that Khomeinism proposes.  

The theory of the Guardianship of the Jurist is concerned primarily with the leadership of 
an Islamic State, which its title suggests. This stands in accordance with the traditional Is-
lamic State theory which was outlined in the third chapter, and Khomeini believed that his 
doctrine would serve as a continuum of that theory (Abrahamian, 1991). Khomeini argued 
thus that the leadership ought to be vested in the Faqih, the title of the ruler in his doctrine, 
who is supposed to assume de facto leadership of the community, or de jure stewardship in 
the absence of the twelfth Imam. This person was to be found among the highest ranked 
religious leaders within the Shia Islamic Ulama. 

Drawing its justification and legitimacy from the Islamic history and the Imamate, 
Khomeinism proposes that a charismatic leader, preferably of Alid decent, was to be en-
trusted with the maintenance of the state‟s laws and institutions. The clerical elite of the 
Grand-Ayatollahs would have the duty to appoint this ruling jurist, or primary guardian 
(Vali-ye Faqih), who was supposed to fulfil the qualifications of “total knowledge of the 
law and total justice in its execution” (Zubaida, 1993. pp.147). As previously indicated, such 
qualities were held by the Imams through their claimed divine guidance, and the ruling ju-
rist was thus to hold equivalent qualities. Khomeini argued moreover that because the 
Prophet and the Imams had cared for the functions of government throughout history, so 
was the ruling jurist.  

Furthermore, the faqih is to be recognized as God‟s trustee on earth and the ruler in the 
place of Al-Mahdi. As a result, he was to hold an authority equal to that of the final Imam, 
which in fact meant that he would be of higher rank than all other objects of emulation, a 
controversial component to which Khomeini later added that the ruling jurist in fact stood 
above even the religious practices of prayer and pilgrimage etc. (Killander, 1999). 
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In turn, this came to serve as the official blue print in the selection and outlining of the of-
fice of Iran‟s Supreme Leader following the revolution (even though Khomeini was the 
obvious choice), and it held that on the basis of personal piety, expertise in Islamic Law 
and political awareness, any Majra-e Taqlid could become the Supreme Leader of Iran (Kil-
lander, 1999). The Islamic authoritarianism which Khomeinism hence suggests is however 
according to Khomeini himself not equivalent to any western concepts such as dictator-
ship, authoritarianism nor democracy for that matter. Instead he insists that it is a contin-
uum of the Prophet‟s and the Imams‟ rule in accordance with the divine guidelines of Is-
lam.  

Yet, despite this Islamic vocabulary employed in his rhetoric, it is essential to note 
Khomeini‟s presumption of the modern state and the Iranian nation as the borders for the 
envisioned Islamic State (Wimelius, 2003). The doctrine stands hence upon two blocs of 
theories, the first being the aforementioned Islamic state theory. Yet, the second, which is 
unique for Khomeini‟s reasoning in comparison to other Islamic doctrines, is the modern 
state and its political forces (Zubaida, 1993). As shall be seen below in terms of the revolu-
tion he set in motion, Khomeini relies on the Iranian people as the driving political force 
towards the implementation of his vision. The inherent revolutionary strand in Shia Islam, 
going back to Imam Husayn‟s revolt, is an essential component in Khomeini‟s doctrine 
since it is supposed to allow for the creation of new and fundamentally Islamic institutions 
(Esposito, 2005). 

The people are thus perceived as the driving force in the revolution and ultimate transfor-
mation of Khomeini‟s project of Iran, and it is consequentially so that Khomeinism urges 
for an ideal nation-state in line with the contemporary interpretation of the nation-state 
concept. The Islamic State promoted by Khomeini is one where the achievement of an or-
ganic Islamic society starts with the people.  

What is further significant, in Khomeini‟s doctrine, is the incorporation of the term republic, 
which is otherwise unfound in Islamic history. It displays a duality in Khomeini‟s reason-
ing, drawing not only from the ideas of the Islamic State theory, but also from various 
revolutions throughout the world and in particular that of the French revolution. The in-
clusion of this term substantiates the argument of Velayat-e Faqih‟s radical and novel na-
ture, and it further implies Khomeini‟s fusion of Islamic traditionalism with more contem-
porary political theories of state (Zubaida, 1997). The latter of these aspects would come to 
be increasingly evident in the drafting of the constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran, 
which is presented in the next chapter.  

5.3 The Iranian Revolution 

Before taking on the post-revolutionary political system, however, it is important to take 
into consideration the Iranian revolution. The Muslim world has long been viewed by the 
west through the prism of the supposedly „Islamic‟ revolution of 1979 in Iran, but at closer 
look it seems as if the term Islamic is more cosmetic in regards to the popular revolution 
than a accurate description of what was actually taking place.  

Iran was in a state of social unrest during most of the 1970s as the Shah‟s policies were 
turning increasingly repressive. Demands for political and social change were increasing, 
and most sections of the Iranian population displayed openly their growing discontent with 
the empty promises of the despotic monarch. Thousands of Iranians took to the streets, 
manifesting the regime‟s failure to deliver. However, the spirit of this opposition move-
ment rising out of the Iranian public sphere was not Islamic per se (Keddie, 2003). The op-
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position had the goals of political freedom and the deconstruction of the authoritarian 
monarchy, yet it had not attained any unified organizational structure.  

It is in this context that Ayatollah Khomeini came to play a pivotal role, assuming a posi-
tion of articulator and interpreter of the peoples‟ aspirations (Ismael et al. 1980). The 
Shah‟s identification with the west played into the hands of the exiled Ayatollah, since it 
diminished the secular movements‟ legitimacy in the views of the public and made religion 
seem the most appropriate and in fact only route for the opposition to take (Voirst, 1995). 
From within the already surging social unrest, the Khomeini-supporting clergies rose to 
prominence as they were anxious to take part in the political transformation that was to 
take place.  

Ayatollah Khomeini continued from his exile in Najaf and France to employ Islamic rheto-
ric to further arouse an already volatile opposition against the Shah. The military crack-
down on the opposition with multiple deaths merely fuelled the violent movement as 
“martyrdom played a fundamental role” (Iran, 2009. n.p.) in the predominantly Shiite coun-
try of Iran. As time transpired, Khomeini increased his Islamic propagandizing that “ham-
mered away at the regime on its most visible political, social and economic shortcomings” 
(Abrahamian, 1991. pp.105).  Khomeini was in this sense highly populistic in his rhetoric, 
despite his religious overtones, and he sought via this populist approach to ensure that the 
bulk of the Iranian people would rise up and overthrow of the Shah, whom Khomeini re-
ferred to as the „Yazid of our time‟ (Abrahamian, 1991).  

Khomeini‟s resort to religious populism produced an escalation of the public disarray, 
whereby Islam became the organizational umbrella for the opposition movements against 
the Shah. “Despite all government efforts, a cycle of violence began in which each death 
fuelled further protest, and all protest – from the secular left and religious right – became 
subsumed under the cloak of Shiite Islam” (Iran, 2009. n.p.) and Ayatollah Khomeini. The 
promotion of Islam is thus one of the main reasons for the transformation from an Iranian 
“opposition movement demanding reform, into a resistance movement” (Esposito, 2005. 
pp.184).  

Yet, this resistance was, as indicated, not only comprised of Khomeini-adherents, despite 
them being the most vocal grouping within it. Basically, it was comprised of most groups 
on the Iranian political spectrum: secularists, Islamists, liberals, democrats and even the 
communists were rising up against the Shah (Keddie, 2003). In addition, the lower and 
middle classes joined in the struggle along side the political parties. Hence, it is important 
to note that the Iranian revolution was a popular measure against the monarchy, whereas 
Khomeini and his Islamic views merely provided the unifying glue that held the divergent 
movements together.  

At the end of the day, the severely weakened Shah Muhammad Reza Pahlavi fled Iran in 
January 1979 in fear of his life. Under the official label of a „vacation‟, the Shah flew out of 
Iran never to return; in fact he died the following year in Cairo from cancer (Iran, 2009). 
The last action taken by the Shah before his flight was the setup of a Regency Council to 
rule in his absence, yet under the massive public pressure it proved a futile attempt to save 
the monarchy. Under the cheering of close to 3 million people throughout the streets of 
Tehran, Ayatollah Khomeini arrived in triumph on February 1st, 1979 (Keddie, 2003). The 
symbol of the revolution had returned to Iran after fifteen years of exile, and he had now 
come to be regarded as the symbolic leader that led the Iranian revolution to success. 
However, Khomeini, being primarily seen as a unifying symbol of the revolutionary 
movements, was to take a different turn than expected, as he was in pursuit of realising his 
vision of an Islamic Republic.   
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“Many expert observers and even members of the entourage around Khomeini were 
convinced that his role as an essentially symbolic leader of the revolutionary coalition 
had reached it conclusion [upon his return to Iran]. They fully expected that revolu-
tionary fervor would subside, that Khomeini would gracefully revert to the normal pat-
tern of a prestigious religious scholar offering only moral guidance to political leaders, 
and that the country would be governed by liberal, progressive members of the Na-
tional Front or, alternatively, that one of the leftist movements might take control”. 

    (Daniel, 2001. pp.175)  

This proved to be a grave underestimation of the powerful Ayatollah. The larger clerical 
class inside Iran had originally been rather cool towards his proposal and propagandizing of 
an Islamic State in Iran, but “he was so powerful that when the revolution came, few Irani-
ans opposed him” (Voirst, 1995. pp.67). Khomeini had ensured an „Islamic‟ intellectual 
awakening among the Iranian population as he saw it, and he was thus able to turn around 
a revolution against the Shah into a revolution to establish an Islamic government 
(Wimelius, 2003). Hence, the revolution became a major victory for those who vied to es-
tablish an Islamic State or a state based on religion. Consequentially, the original pretext of 
the popular revolution was consequently marginalized.  

5.4 Discussion 

Ayatollah Khomeini‟s entrance on the political scene of Iran in the 1960s is one of the 
most important events in Iranian history. His re-interpretation of the theory of the Guardi-
anship of the Jurist became the guiding principle of the Islamic Republic, as the clergy was 
to safeguard the Iranian nation and its population. The Iranian Ayatollah was able to, 
through a firm popular support, pave way for the realization of his envisioned Islamic 
State. By employing and emphasizing particular elements in Islamic history, he set in mo-
tion a revolution that ultimately allowed for the clergy‟s entry into the political arena and 
his own assumption of Iran‟s Supreme Leadership.  

Ayatollah Khomeini entered into the powerful clerical elite of Iran, which rendered him 
with a prominent and influential position as the clerics played a key role in the Iranian pub-
lic sphere. His quick rise through the ranks of the clerical establishment was accompanied 
by a gradual shift in his political positioning. He was at first confined to the Ulama‟s quie-
tist stance only to assume a more activist and radical position towards politics upon becom-
ing Grand-Ayatollah and an Object of Emulation.  

Under the title of Majra-e Taqlid, Ayatollah Khomeini wielded greater authority than ever 
before, which gave him a strong base of popular support in his campaign against the mon-
archy. The mythology of Ayatollah Khomeini was thus planted and growing rapidly among 
the Iranians as the oppositional campaign progressed. His attacks on the Shah‟s regime 
were directed at its most visible shortcomings and this merely increased Khomeini‟s sup-
port. It is noteworthy how Khomeini, as the symbol of the resistance, was mythologized 
inside Iran and how his advocacy of Islamic purity and calls for an Islamic solution to 
Iran‟s problems armed the masses in their opposition against the Shah. 

Despite the fact that Khomeini had a novel and radical positioning, the people of Iran 
nonetheless embraced his arguments of Islam‟s inherent incompatibility with all forms of 
monarchy. Khomeini was thus riding on a popular tide of rising legitimacy as he reinforced 
the Khomeini-myth by his Islamic rhetoric and continuous referencing to Imam Husayn‟s 
rebellion against Yazid. Being among the highest religious authorities in Iran, his paradig-
matic politicization of Velayat-e Faqih was thus remaining largely unquestioned by the pub-
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lic. The ostensible Islamic logic allowed for his theory‟s embrace in the country, even 
though it was mainly based on Khomeini‟s personal logic.  

What Khomeini did was to use his authority as Object of Emulation in order to infuse his 
theory into the revolutionary movement against the Shah. His crystallization of religion 
around politics and the call for clerical assumption of power was unprecedented in Islamic 
history, but the selective emphasis on the aspects of authoritative leadership and guidance 
of the people was applicable in Iran as the public already held such a belief. Thus, the doc-
trine‟s basis in Islamic history resulted in a common disregard of the fact that merely a se-
lective set of historical evidence and traditions was used to legitimize it. Iran was evidently 
receptive to Khomeini‟s doctrine, which in fact made them susceptible to the Khomeini 
myth as well. His dwelling on the political nature of the religion and the necessity of a char-
ismatic leader to solve „Iran‟s mounting problems‟ were arguably enough to win him the 
„symbolic leadership‟ of the revolution. Hence, the reinterpretation of the Islamic history 
and the inspiration drawn from modern-state conceptions was overlooked. 

The Khomeini doctrine was in every sense a fusion of Islamic traditionalism with more 
contemporary theories of state, but the support for Khomeini resulted in that his theory 
was regarded as the solution to the Iranian problems. Thus, the people became a key force 
in Khomeini‟s unwavering determination to transform Iran into an Islamic State, as they 
keenly believed in the Khomeini myth.  

Yet, even though the Khomeinist spirit subsumed the revolutionary measures in Iran, it 
needs to be understood that the original pretext was not of an Islamic nature. It is com-
monly argued that the Iranian revolution in 1979 was an Islamic revolution, yet this is not 
an accurate description of this popular uprising. The Iranian population rose in demand for 
political and social change as the monarchy failed to deliver, a public dissatisfaction that 
climaxed in a revolutionary overthrow of that regime. What Khomeini did was to ensure a 
position as the articulator and interpreter of the people‟s aspiration, which allowed him 
through populist rhetoric to make religion seem the only route for the opposition to take. 
This reveals an interesting aspect of Khomeini, as his Islamic propagandizing can in fact be 
seen a mere populist attempt to rally support.  

By employing Islamic rhetoric, stressing the importance of martyrdom, rebellion and the 
necessity of an Islamic State, Khomeini was able to unify the scattered revolutionary 
movements. Yet, despite the Khomeinist mythology permeating the opposition movement, 
the leadership of Khomeini was perceived as nothing more than symbolic. This was how-
ever, a severe underestimation of Khomeini‟s power and influence.  

He had cunningly ensured an „Islamic‟ awakening of the Iranians and was thus able to 
transform a revolution against the Shah into a revolution to establish an Islamic govern-
ment. Khomeini “had a vision of the future of Iran that placed religious leaders at the very 
heart of political life, he had an organization dedicated to making that vision a reality, and 
he had the overwhelming support of the masses of people who had taken effective control 
of the streets” (Daniel, 2001. pp.175). In consequence, the revolution, that had turned Is-
lamic due to Khomeini‟s influential position, was able to bring about a major political tran-
sition; and “because it was Khomeini‟s revolution, it became Khomeini‟s government” 
(Voirst, 1995. pp.67). 

Following the successful revolution, the theory of Velayat-e Faqih was to be written into 
the Iranian revolutionary constitution of the novel Islamic Republic, and it constitutes the 
religious and political precepts upon which that state was to be based. It resulted in the 
clergy‟s entry into the halls of political power, which transformed Iran from a country ruled 
by secular monarchy into a country ruled by fundamentalist Islamic clergies. It ostensibly 
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evoked the original tenets of the Islamic State theory, but faced nonetheless problems of 
paramount nature. The rule of modern-states could no longer be reliant merely upon the 
ideal of a unified community of believers, and neither could government be regarded as 
synonymous to leadership of one man. “When the State acquired institutional and military 
forms distinct from the community, then the ideal relationship shifted to one of rights and 
duties” (Daniel, 2001. pp. 155). This has had distinct effect on the outlook of the new re-
gime in Iran, as Khomeini and the clergy were forced to create political order upon other 
grounds and myths than merely the Islamic State theory.  
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6 The Islamic Republic of Iran  

Chapter 6 will present the political structure of the Islamic Republic of Iran, as it constitutes the result of 
implementing Khomeini‟s doctrine of State in reality. The chapter will hence focus on the constitution and 
the political structure of Iran. It will thus provide the final component in the comparison between the Islamic 
theory of state and Khomeini‟s Iran.  

The revolution in Iran brought about an Islamic Republic; a previously unseen develop-
ment in Islamic as well as Iranian history. At the end of the day, Khomeini, due to his 
prominent role in the revolution, became “the undisputed leader of the clerical establish-
ment that ultimately came to rule Iran” (Voirst, 1995. pp.68). In consequence, he was given 
the mandate to create viable political institutions out of his theoretical vision.  

However, a modern-state could not be reliant on the ideal of a unified Muslim community 
led solely by one man as Khomeini‟s theory largely implies. Hence, the increasingly com-
plex nature of a nation-state forced Khomeini to adapt to the contemporary political reali-
ties, which in turn influenced the Republic‟s constitution and consequential political struc-
ture. Despite Khomeini‟s arguments that the Islamic Republic would constitute a genuine 
succession of Muhammad‟s Islamic State and Imam Ali‟s Caliphate, it has become evident 
that his pre-revolutionary ideal changed as the doctrine was put into practice. In conse-
quence, this has produced wide-ranging debates on the legitimacy of the Islamic regime 
under Khomeini, ultimately questioning the validity of his claims to absolute clerical power 
(Voirst, 1995). In fact, the „Islamic‟ nature of Iran has been itself called into question. 

In attempting to answer this question – whether Iran can truly be regarded as an Islamic 
State – the paper has looked at the Islamic State theory, the concept of the Shia Imamate as 
well as Khomeini‟s theory of Velayat-e Faqih. These three components are essential when 
addressing this question, especially since they are inherent in the Islamic Republic‟s consti-
tutional language and official rhetoric. Yet, the application of an ideal into reality proved 
problematic for the clerical class in charge of Iran following the revolution.  

In light of this problematic situation, which has had substantial effect on the outlook of the 
Islamic Republic, it is vital delve into the political schematics of this state. Thus, the fourth 
and final component in the comparison between Islamic state theory and Khomeini‟s Iran, 
is the post-revolutionary constitution of the Islamic Republic, i.e., the political structure 
that was the result of the exhaustive efforts by the clerical class to turn an ideal into reality. 
As a starting point, the chapter will provide a brief discussion on the Iranian constitution in 
general; whereas the latter part of the chapter provides detailed accounts on the different 
institutions which the constitution produced. These will display both consistency and dis-
crepancies between the Islamic Republic and the Islamic theory of state. 

6.1 The Constitution  

The post-revolutionary constitution of Iran is permeated with Islamic rhetoric, providing 
explicit references to Islamic history and in particular the aforementioned religio-political 
community under the rule of both the Prophet and Imam Ali. Yet, despite the predomi-
nantly Islamic language of the constitution, the political structure of the Islamic Republic 
bears striking evidence of a fusion between Khomeini‟s doctrine and other non-Islamic 
theories of state. In fact, the constitutional structure was “modelled less on the early caliph-
ate than on De Gaulle‟s fifth republic” (Abrahamian, 1991. pp.104), and it has further in-
corporated elements from Iran‟s former constitution of 1906.  

On April 1, Khomeini declared Iran an Islamic Republic, following a national referendum 
in which he gained a ninety-seven percent support from the eligible voting parts of the Ira-
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nian population (Hjärpe and Persson, 2007). Subsequently, an immediate power-struggle 
took place between Khomeinists and the more secular segments on Iran‟s political arena. 
Yet, the prevailing of the former camp resulted in the exclusion from power-positions of 
non-clerical segments in the revolutionary coalition, and the clergy turned to the business 
of drafting a constitution upon which the state and their power would rely (Postrevolution-
ary chaos, in Iran, 2009). The outcome, after fierce debates in the so-called Assembly of 
Experts comprised of the clerical elite, was a constitution that enshrined the “decisive and 
direct role of the clergy and the establishment of the all-powerful office of the Faqih [the 
Supreme Leader]” (Daniel, 2001. pp.190).  

A systematic de-secularization of Iran followed as a process of „islamization‟ accompanied 
Khomeini‟s ascent to the office of the Supreme Leader. In consequence, the political insti-
tutions of the ancien regime were torn down, only to be replaced by their claimed Islamic 
counterparts (Zubaida, 2000). Based on the 1979 constitution, the Islamic Republic saw the 
establishment of a mixed system of government, “in which the executive, parliament and 
judiciary are overseen by several bodies dominated by the clergy” (Constitutional Frame-
work in Iran, 2009. n.p.). As the omnipotent ruler overlooking all political affairs is the Su-
preme Leader, or the Rahbar – the highest ranked among the clerical establishment, who 
carries an equivalent authority as that of the Imams in accordance with the Khomeini doc-
trine.   

However, it is important to note a particular constitutional duality in the Islamic Republic, 
where on the one hand institutions like the Supreme Leader, the Assembly of Experts, and 
the Council of Guardians are Islamically based to a certain extent, whereas the President, 
the Parliament and the Cabinet on the other hand are not. In fact, the latter components 
are modern elements that were exclusively inspired by the highly secular Fifth Republic of 
France (Abrahamian, 1991).  

Yet, as the political institutions bear evidence of such modern and secularists elements, the 
main political actors that hold the most prominent positions are not of this nature. “Iran‟s 
supreme leader, its president, parliament speaker, and top judge are all clerics” (De Bellai-
gue, 2002. pp.2), and so are also the bulk of the members in the upper house of Parliament, 
the Guardian Council as well as the Assembly of Experts. Hence, a monolithic institution-
alization of clerical dominance throughout the Iranian system is becoming increasingly evi-
dent, especially after the expulsion of non-clerics from positions of power in the new re-
gime.  

Nevertheless, religion and Islam is needless to say apparent throughout the constitution, 
where its different articles are supported by Quranic verses (Sura). Already in its preamble, 
the constitution states that it intends to establish an ideal and model society “on the basis 
of Islamic principles and guidelines” (Schirazi, 1997. pp.8). However, in this regard, it is 
significant to remember that the political structure is ultimately based on the secular system 
of France.  

The constitution continues with a highly internationalist and universal language to state that 
Iran is to „prepare the way of a single world community‟ of Muslims, which would come 
about through the continuation of the Islamic revolution domestically and abroad (Schirazi, 
1997). At the same time, the requirements for full citizenship in the Islamic Republic and to 
be allowed to hold political positions, one has to be Iranian (Zubaida in Benin and Stork, 
1997).  

Paradoxes and dualities of similar nature as the above mentioned are consistent throughout 
the entire constitution, which suggests perhaps the incompatibility between Islamic theory 
and a Modern-state. Even so, the Islamic Republic is cemented as the ruling system of the 



 

 

I s  I r a n  A n  I s l a m i c  S t a t e |37 

Iranian nation, where the conservative forces are prepared for any threat towards their 
creation. These dualities are nonetheless significant, as they imply that Khomeini, despite 
his denials, was highly flexible in the political arena. His innovative creation of a system 
based on non-Islamic models is quite unique, especially considering the project of creating 
an Islamic State (Abrahamian, 1991).  

Nevertheless, the Islamic Republic and its 1979 constitution were both approved through 
general referendums of overwhelming support, indicating that that Khomeini‟s vision had a 
massive popular support. This resulted in Khomeini becoming the supreme spiritual and 
political leader of Iran for life, and the clerical elite‟s permanent shift from moral and spiri-
tual guidance into a position of ultimate political power over Iran.     

6.2 Political Structure  

The former section discussed the constitution of the Islamic Republic, and presented the 
pretext for its establishment and provided brief references to the consequential political 
structure in Iran. In turn, this section will direct specific attention to the political institu-
tions, which were brought about in the wake of the establishment of the Republic and the 
constitution.  

The Islamic Republic‟s constitution of 1979 outlined how Islamic law was to govern in 
Iran. The office of the Supreme Leader, namely the Vali-e Faqih in Khomeini‟s theory, was 
enshrined in the constitution as he was to serve as the steward for the hidden Imam and 
the omnipotent ruler over the political affairs (Zubaida, 2000). The Supreme Leader was in 
turn to be elected through indirect popular election. The people elects an Assembly of Ex-
perts comprised of eighty-three clerics of higher rank, who would find the cleric most fit to 
lead the community. Without longer deliberations in 1979, the Assembly of Experts found 
that Khomeini was such a person almost per definition. (Killander, 1999). 

Despite the all-powerful Supreme Leader, however, Iran was to have an executive branch 
in terms of a President ruling in four-year-periods. Further, Iran has a Parliament (Majlis) 
comprised of 290 members that holds the legislative power, and the members are elected 
on universal adult suffrage every four years. The latter institution is however under con-
stant supervision by the Council of Guardians. This institution has the duty to ensure that the 
political decisions and any laws and regulation passed in the parliament are consistent with 
their interpretation of the Religion and of the Constitution. Yet, this particular constellation 
has produced a hostile clash between the Parliament and the Council of Guardians, often 
resulting in a dead lock of political affairs; a problem which Khomeini solved by setting up 
the Committee to Determine the Expediency of the Islamic Order (Schirazi, 1997).  

The political schematics of the Islamic Republic as described above is further clarified by 
the figure 1 below, which bears clear evidence of its complexity and the two parallel systems 
fused into one – the executive, legislative and judiciary institutions on one side, and their 
Islamic „checkers‟ on the other.  

 

(Figure 1) 
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The Supreme Leader of the Islamic Republic 

“… the office and the functions of „the leader‟ (or the leadership council) as ruling au-
thority, is concerned with maintaining the dominion of God, the Prophet and the 
Imams, and is responsible for the „management and leadership of the community‟”  

(Schirazi, 1997. pp.12).  

At the top of the political hierarchy of the Islamic Republic stands the office of the Su-
preme Leader (Rahbar), which is a novel creation in regards to Shia Islamic history. 
Khomeini argued in his theory of Velayat-e Faqih that one man ought to assume the posi-
tion as ruler over the community of believers, if the clerical establishment found him best 
qualified for this position. This leadership was to be regarded as a continuation of the rule 
of the Prophet and the Imams; yet the office of the Supreme Leader of Iran was seemingly 
custom-made for Khomeini alone rather than for the „one found best qualified‟ (Halm, 
1996). Even so, the office of the Supreme Leader is arguably the institution that bears clear 
evidence of consistency with Islamic theory of State. 

Through his assumption of the role as Supreme Leader, Ayatollah Khomeini became the 
steward of the Twelfth Imam and the leader that directly or indirectly controlled the politi-
cal affairs of Iran (Hjärpe et.al. 2007). As indicated, the role of the Supreme Leader is 
unique in relation to the post-occultation era in Islamic History, yet it can easily be re-
garded as a logical continuation of Islamic governance due to its basis in Islamic history 
and the Imamate. This particular logic is probably the reason for its acceptance among the 
public.  

Turning the perspective towards the duties of the Supreme Leader, one can notice that they 
are foremost of supervising nature in the sense of overseeing the political affairs of the 
country in order to ensure its consistency with the „straight path‟ (Schirazi, 1997). The Su-
preme Leader further holds a pivotal role in the presidential elections, as his approval is re-
quired for any new President regardless of electoral outcomes. The Leader is moreover 
supposed to formulate and publish religious verdicts on matters of public importance, i.e., 
issue fatwas, and he holds the prerogative of calling for national referendums whenever he 
deems it necessary (Hjärpe et.al. 2007).  

Further, the Supreme Leader has the authority in a more direct and less supervising sense. 
He can at any time dismiss or appoint different heads of mass medial institutions, and the 
powers of the leader further incorporates the duty of appointing the senior officers of the 
military and the Revolutionary Guards, as well as six members of the Council of Guardians. 
The Leader also holds the sole responsibility for declarations of war, in consequence of 
which he also assumes de facto control over the military in times of war (Velayat-e Faqih in 
Iran 2009). Furthermore, he holds the ultimate power to dismiss the President, along side 
with the fact that he exercises indirect control over the legislative branch via his control 
over the Council of Guardians (Schirazi, 1991). In sum, the role that Khomeini assumed 
was one which could sidestep any political institution, and due to this influential role in 
every political arena within Iran, the Supreme Leader is an all-powerful leader over the Is-
lamic Republic (Killander, 1999).  

This unique and powerful institution is of course not open for every Iranian. Instead, if a 
man was to assume this position, he was required to fulfil the qualifications as outlined by 
the constitution (Esposito, 2005). The constitution, in article 109, describes that the person 
that is eligible for this office needs to be highly educated in Islam. He was required to be 
recognized as an Object of Emulation (Majra-e Taqlid), which renders him with the quali-
ties of high morals and beliefs in regards to Islam. The person seeking the office of Su-
preme Leader was additionally supposed to surpass everyone else in knowledge of the Is-
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lamic Law, at the same time as excellent political awareness was regarded as an essential at-
tribute. Furthermore, his leadership skills, administrative skills and intelligence were impor-
tant components that the Assembly of Experts had to consider as they would elect the Su-
preme Leader over the Islamic Republic. The latter institution - the Assembly of Experts - 
however, wields the power to dismiss the Supreme Leader if it deems him unable to fulfil 
the outlined duties incumbent upon him. (Hjärpe et.al. 2007) 

Nevertheless, following the proclamation of the Islamic Republic, Khomeini became the 
Supreme Leader of Iran, backed by significant public support. However, as Khomeini died 
in 1989, the clerical elite faced a problematic future, especially considering that the office of 
the Supreme Leader was tailor-made for Ayatollah Khomeini alone (Voirst, 1995). Who 
was now to assume this position, nowhere could a man of Khomeini‟s charisma and au-
thority be found. No religious leader had equivalent popular support as that which ulti-
mately brought Khomeini to power. In consequence of this seemingly impossible task, the 
power-elite in Iran decided to „amend‟ the constitution in order to fit it to the contempo-
rary political reality that was brought on by the death of Khomeini (Schirazi, 1997).  

The second republic, which it has commonly been referred to because of the constitutional 
amendments of 1989, sought to adjust itself according to the political situation and trans-
ferred power from the Supreme Leader to the President. This revised and adjusted the con-
stitutional framework of the Islamic Republic, in order to ensure a model that was no 
longer merely created by and for Khomeini (Killander, 1999). Besides the limitation of the 
power of the Supreme Leader, the 1989 amendments further revised the qualifications of 
the Supreme Leader. The religious prominence was now diminished as a requirement, 
whereas the political awareness factor became crucial. This move has in scholastic circles 
been argued as an action to facilitate the election of Ayatollah Ali Khamanei, the successor 
of Khomeini (Hjärpe et.al, 2007; Schirazi, 1997; Abrahamian, 1991). 

The Council of Guardians 

The Council of Guardians is ”the function of the authority entrusted with the task of 
examining the resolutions passed by the parliament. This authority is to establish 
whether the resolutions are contrary to Islamic principles and ordinances, and to de-
clare them invalid if such is the case.”  

(Schirazi, 1997. pp.12) 

The next political institution that is important to consider is Council of Guardians, an insti-
tution that holds significant power within the Islamic Republic. The Council of Guardians 
pertains to a central position in the Republic‟s political structure, as it has the function of 
guarding the Islamic principles and ordinances on the political arena (Hjärpe et.al. 2007). 
This particular institution is a legacy from the Iranian constitution of 1906, where a com-
mittee of Shia clerics was set up in order to oversee the legislative process. 

The council is comprised of twelve individuals, half of which are appointed by the Supreme 
Leader and the remainders are nominated by the Head of the Judiciary in cooperation with 
the Parliament (Killander, 1999). The former six, which are appointed by the Supreme 
Leader, are experts in the teachings of the Divine Law (Shariah), whereas the latter are Is-
lamic Jurists who have particular expertise in specific areas of these Islamic Laws. These 
twelve individuals must be open to interpreting the Islamic teachings in light of contempo-
rary situations, which means that they have to be highly skilled in their study of the law in 
order to judge the „Islamicness‟ of any legislative resolutions and at the same time be able 
to determine the different laws‟ applicability in the Islamic Republic (Hjärpe et.al. 2007). 
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Hence, the Council of Guardians can to a great extent be regarded as “the upper legislative 
house” (Deliberative Bodies in Iran, 2009).  

The Council of Guardians‟ primary duty is the supervision of Parliamentary activity, in par-
ticular that of the passing of resolutions. Its task is thus to approve or dismiss the bills pro-
duced in the parliament, on the grounds of consistency or inconsistency with the Islamic 
principles and ordinances outlined by the constitution (Schirazi, 1997). The Council further 
has the duty of supervising elections and national referendums. In this sense, the Council 
of Guardians are to determine the eligibility of the individuals seeking seats in the parlia-
ment, and those running for Presidency as well as those trying to be part of the Assembly 
of Experts. Ultimately, the Council of Guardians have the ability to block any candidate 
seeking positions in the elected institutions of the Islamic Republic on any grounds they 
deem appropriate21. 

The President 

“The President is the head of the executive and he exercises executive power along with 
the Council of Ministers [(the Cabinet)], whenever the powers in question are not re-
served for the leader.” 

(Schirazi, 1997. pp.16)   

The third political institution in question is that of the President of the Islamic Republic, 
who after the 1989 constitutional amendments was promoted from mere ceremonial duties 
to wield real power – making him the second-highest ranked official in the Republic (Schi-
razi, 1997). This institution is one of which is exclusively based on the French Fifth Repub-
lic, even though the President in Iran would be elected on four-year-terms whereas the 
President of France was elected for seven-year-periods according to the 1958 constitution 
(five-year-periods after 2002).  

Nevertheless, every candidate running for President of the Islamic Republic has to have 
prior approval from the Council of Guardians, which means that the candidate has to meet 
the requirements of religious qualifications (being Muslim and preferably a cleric), moral 
piety, Iranian nationality, and conviction to protect the continuation of the Islamic Revolu-
tion (Schirazi, 1997). This scrutiny has often been a way for the regime to ensure candi-
dates of similar conviction as themselves, which would strengthen their positions as well as 
allow for a substantiation of the Islamic State in accordance to the Khomeinist doctrine.  

Once approved by the Council of Guardians, the President is elected by universal adult suf-
frage. Upon electoral victory, the President seeks the approval of the Supreme Leader be-
fore assuming the position as the head of the executive branch of the government (Hjärpe 
et.al. 2007). The president is according to the constitution responsible for the implementa-
tion of the constitution, and is thus attending to “the day-to-day administration of the gov-
ernment and the implementation of laws enacted by the legislature” (The Presidency in 
Iran, 2009). The President carries a further responsibility for nominating the individuals to 
comprise the Council of Ministers (the Cabinet), and he is also required to appoint a hand-
ful of members to the Committee to Determine the Expediency of the Islamic Order.  

Yet, despite these constitutional directives incumbent upon the President, the real power is 
nonetheless vested primarily in the Supreme Leader who attends to all matters of security, 

                                                 

21 Prior to the Presidential race in 2005, the Council of Guardians approved only 8 out of 1014 registered 
candidates. 
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defence as well as major issues of foreign policy. This indicates that presidential powers are 
limited by the Supreme Leader, to which can be added the clerical dominance and the con-
servative forces inside Iran – an aspect that became increasingly evident as the reformist 
President Khatami was continuously blocked either by the Supreme Leader or by the con-
servatives (Abrahamian, 1991). Any reform in Iran is under constant conservative scrutiny, 
where any activity deemed suspicious is met by patrol. The President is thus constantly in a 
difficult position, where national interest is not always equal to conservative and Khomein-
ist interest.  

The Parliament and the Council of Ministers 

The Parliament, also known as the Islamic Consultative Assembly (Majlis-e Shura-ye Eslami, or 
Majlis), is comprised of 290 individuals, primarily clergies, who are elected through univer-
sal adult suffrage every four years. This political institution is, along with the Council of 
Guardians, a legacy from the Iranian constitution of 1906, but it was further modified ac-
cording to the parliamentary role in the Fifth Republic of France. 

The primary duty of the Majlis is to initiate and pass the laws of the Republic, a duty which 
however comes down to a more interpretative nature since the divine laws ruling in Iran 
are already given by the Holy Scripture of the Quran. The Parliament is hence responsible 
for making explicit laws out of the vague legal directives found in the Quran. In this regard, 
in terms of formulating laws, the Parliament has also a marginalized duty of creating laws 
that pertains to the religious minorities (Dhimmis) in Iran22 – but these laws are not in-
cumbent upon the Shia Islamic Majority, who is only bound to follow the laws of Shariah 
(Hjärpe et al. 2007).  

Nevertheless, as indicated, the Majlis is largely limited by the Council of Guardians, whose 
duty is to approve or disapprove the laws passed in the parliament. Further in terms of the 
Iranian Majlis, it wields in fact the power of Presidential and Ministerial impeachment, 
which however would need extraordinary circumstances to ever be exercised. An additional 
duty, however, which does not require such extraordinary circumstances, is the parliamen-
tary approval of the Council of Ministers (the Cabinet) nominated by the President (Schi-
razi, 1997).  

The Council of Ministers in turn serves as the head of the Parliament as well as the right 
hand of the President. The council enjoys the support of the Parliament to deal with mat-
ters of defence, security, foreign policy, as well as various domestic issues of contemporary 
relevance. However, this responsibility is shared with the President, and it is further limited 
by the influence of the Supreme Leader in all these affairs of „grave importance‟ (Hjärpe 
et.al., 2007).  

A further notable aspect in terms of both the Parliament and the Council of Ministers is 
their election on the basis of personal qualities, where any political party-affiliation is non-
existent. The official reason for this non-party system is in particular because the Islamic 
Republic itself is an ideological creation, whereupon the competition between party-
ideologies is unnecessary – the Islamic Republic is based on one ideology, and there is thus 
no room for other ideologies (Hjärpe et.al. 1997). In addition, the protection of religious 
minorities in terms of the parliament has been solved by a reservation of a limited number 
of seats that are exclusive for the Christians, Jews and Zoroastrians.   

                                                 

22 The religious minorities are only constituted by three approved monotheistic religions of Christianity, Juda-
ism and the Persian religion of Zoroastrianism. All other religions are forbidden in the Islamic Republic. 
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The Committee to Determine the Expediency of the Islamic Order  

The Expediency Council is a body in the Islamic Republic set up by Khomeini that 
would have “the task of assessing what was in the interest of the state… The mem-
bers of this council were chosen by Khomeini, as were their tasks and powers. So that 
legislations would not be blocked because of disagreements between parliament and the 
Council of Guardians, the [Expediency Council] was given the power to make a fi-
nal decision in disputed cases” 

(Schirazi, 1997. pp. 64) 

In 1988, nine years after the establishment of the Islamic Republic, its was becoming in-
creasingly evident that the Parliament and the Council of Guardians often collided with 
one another, which caused a dead-lock in the legislative affairs of the country. In conse-
quence, Khomeini set up a committee that was to ensure the expediency of the Islamic or-
der, which its very title suggests. Yet, what has inspired this particular institution remains 
unclear, since no counterpart can be found in the Fifth Republic nor in the 1906 Consitu-
tion, but it seems as if it was put into place to serve the interests of the Supreme Leader i.e., 
Ayatollah Khomeini. Nevertheless, this institution was given overriding powers over both 
the Parliament as well as the Council of Guardians – making it a powerful unit in and of it-
self (Schirazi, 1991).  

The committee was to be comprised of hand-picked members from the guardian council 
along with other prominent religious, social and political figures in Iran. Like most political 
institutions in the post-revolutionary political system, the members in this committee were 
prominent members of the clerical and religious establishment (Zubaida, 2000). In light of 
their authoritative stance brought on by their religious and political knowledge, their duty 
was to arbitrate between the Parliament and the Council of Guardians in the event of a 
dead-lock. Furthermore, due to this arbitrative function, the Committee supervised the ac-
tivities of both the Council of Guardians and the Majlis, whereby it reported and gave ad-
vice to the Supreme Leader on the basis of these activities (Deliberative bodies in Iran, 
2009).  

The Assembly of Leadership Experts 

“The Assembly of Leadership Experts determines who will be the Leader or mem-
bers of the Leadership Council, and can dismiss him/them should he/they no longer 
be capable of fulfilling the duties or no longer possess the necessary qualifications for 
exercising the office of leadership.”  

(Schirazi, 1997. pp.14) 

The Assembly of Leadership Experts, or simply Assembly of Experts, is an institution of 
the Islamic Republic that assigns, supervises, and wields the ultimate power to impeach the 
Supreme Leader of Iran (Deliberative bodies in Iran, 2009). This assembly was established 
by the 1979 Consitution and it is comprised of 83 clerics directly elected by popular vote, 
non-clerics are not eligible for positions in the Assembly (de Bellaigue, 2002). When run-
ning in the elections for the Assembly, all candidates are scrutinized in the same way as the 
President and the Parliamentary members by the Council of Guardians (Schirazi, 1997).  

The primary duty of this institution is as previously indicated to find a person among the 
clerical establishment that is deemed fit to lead the community, and this function was initi-
ated upon the death of Ayatollah Khomeini in 1989. However, if the council against all 
odds would fail to find such a person, they can appoint a small leadership council that 
would assume the responsibilities of the Supreme Leader (Schirazi, 1997). 
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The Armed Forces and the Revolutionary Guards 

“The ideologically oriented army is not merely responsible for the defence of the na-
tion‟s borders but must assume the burden of the ideological mission, i.e., the holy war 
to spread the rule of God‟s law throughout the World” 

(Schirazi, 1997. pp.10) 

In the Islamic Republic of Iran, the armed forces are split into two camps, where the regu-
lar military is complemented by the so-called Revolutionary Guards (Pasdaran). The latter 
is primarily concerned with defending the regime personnel and ensuring the continuation 
of the ideological mission of the Islamic Revolution (Schirazi, 1997). The former has simi-
lar duties as any regular army around the world, and is thus concerned with defending the 
Iranian borders.  

Once again, one can notice an interesting duality inherent in the structure of the Islamic 
Republic. Similarly, an equal duality can be recognized in the Police-forces of Iran, where 
the regular Police are complemented by a religious police force that focuses on the „crimes 
against Islam‟ (Hjärpe et.al. 2007). Nevertheless, the Pasdaran and the regular forces stand 
under direct control of the Supreme Leader, who appoints the superior officers within 
these institutions. This facilitates his leadership in the event of war, and it further ensures 
that he can easily employ the Pasdaran-forces to crack down on opposition movements.  

6.3 Discussion 

In the aftermath of the publicly acclaimed „Islamic‟ Revolution, Ayatollah Khomeini and 
his clerical disciples consolidated their power in the strikingly novel creation of the Islamic 
Republic. The consequential widespread interest in Iran has however been largely charac-
terised by bafflement and incomprehension as Khomeini‟s system is evidently a complex 
hybridization of Islamic and non-Islamic elements. 

Ayatollah Khomeini emerged as the immensely popular and charismatic head of the new 
Iranian regime, and he was to rule Iran along with the clerical establishment under the ban-
ner of Velayat-e Faqih. Yet, Ayatollah Khomeini‟s pre-revolutionary theory of state proved 
increasingly difficult to translate into viable political institutions, and the change of 
Khomeini‟s ideal Islamic governance was inevitable as it was put into practice. In conse-
quence, the sole reliance on Islamic state theory or its reinterpreted version as outlined by 
Khomeini proved complicated in the contemporary political world. Thus, new ground and 
myths were forced to be infused in the new Iranian regime, other than the already underly-
ing non-Islamic presumptions of the Khomeini doctrine.  

Hence, the „Khomeini-myth‟ came to serve as a pillar of legitimization for the rule of the 
clergy, yet the constitutional structure was lent not only from the Iranian constitution of 
1906 but notably also from the Fifth Republic of France. This development produced a 
constitution strikingly marked by inherent dualities, where Islamic rhetoric and referencing 
to Islamic history was merely serving as a cloak for the largely non-Islamic political struc-
ture.  

Following the overwhelming support in the national referendums, Khomeini and his disci-
ples began to replace the former institutions with what they claimed to be genuinely Islamic 
ones. However, the mixed system of government in Iran bears evidence of the contrary, as 
the institutions were to a large extent either replicas of the French Republic or resumptions 
of former Iranian components of the 1906 constitution. The Supreme Leader was in fact 
the only original invention in the Islamic Republic, yet this office constituted instead a radi-
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cal departure from the established Shia views. Ultimately, the Islamic nature of Iran be-
comes evidently questionable. 

Nevertheless, the hybrid form of government in Iran is one in which the executive, the par-
liament, and the judiciary are supervised by several institutions argued to ensure the consis-
tency with their interpretation of Islam and the constitution. Yet, these Islamic „guardians‟ 
are not the only noteworthy aspects of the regime, particularly as the Islamic Republic 
bears evidence of a monolithic institutionalization of the clerical dominance. What the af-
termath of the revolution brought about was the decisive and direct role of clergy on Iran‟s 
political arena, as all prominent political figures in the Islamic Republic including the Su-
preme Leader, the President, the parliament speaker and the top judge are all clerics. Thus, 
the new regime‟s personnel are comprised of Shia Islamic clerics, whereupon the non-
clerical elements have been marginalized. 

The apparent synthesis between Islamic and non-Islamic elements makes the Islamic Re-
public an enigma, where its complexity and contradictory nature has resulted in a continu-
ous struggle between its Islamic guardians and the strictly political components. The Is-
lamic rhetoric of establishing an ideal and model society on the basis of Islamic principles 
and the internationalist language of exporting the revolution across the region, stands in 
contrast to the infused western conceptions and the predominant reliance on the Iranian 
nation. The parallel systems of non-Islamic institutions and their „Islamic‟ supervisors seem 
in fact to make the Islamic Republic even more controversial and contradictory. 

This dualism continues as the Supreme Leader‟s ostensible consistency with the historical 
leadership of the Imams, serving as the steward of the hidden Imam and thus as a con-
tinuation of that rule, is arguably placed in a different light as that office was custom-made 
for Khomeini alone. Further, as hinted earlier, the parallel system in the political structure 
has produced an „Islamic‟ supervision of institutions like the President and the Parliament, 
which have no precedent in Islamic history as they are innovations dependent on modern 
political assumptions. 

As a result, the Islamic Republic bears evidence of Khomeini‟s innovativeness and flexibil-
ity on the political arena. Khomeini‟s reinterpretation of Islamic history and Islamic state 
theory in forming a government created for himself is an interesting fact, especially consid-
ering that it was acclaimed as a project of creating an Islamic state. This particular fact has 
further rendered Iran in a stagnant position as the clerical dominance hampers the political 
expediency, especially since they safeguard „Khomeinist‟ interest that are not always in line 
with national interests. This raises the question anew, if the Islamic theory of State is in-
compatible with the assumptions of modern-states. The very fact that the Islamic Republic 
is permeated with inherent dualities, where Islamic theories and motifs are clashing with 
national interests and non-Islamic institutions, forces one to question if Iran, despite its 
seeming total containment within traditional Shia Islamic discourse, is justly labelled „an Is-
lamic State‟? 
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7 Interconnection: Islamic State Theory and Iran 

Based on chapters 3 through 6, the following section consists of a discussion concerning the investigated topics 
and their interconnectedness – highlighting relevant areas in terms of consistency and inconsistency between 
Khomeini‟s theory and state and its claimed Islamic basis. The chapter will thus answer the question of 
„how are the Islamic State Theory and the Islamic Republic interconnected?‟  

As the thesis has provided the crucial steppingstones of the ideal Islamic State, the Shia Is-
lamic Leadership and Khomeini theory and state, superficial similarities have been detected 
between the two models of Islamic governance in terms of rhetoric, personnel and leader-
ship. Yet, this stand in stark contrast to the crucial differences between the Islamic State 
Theory and the Islamic Republic of Iran. In terms of the nature of Khomeini‟s theory and 
later Republic, there are several significant links to the Islamic State theory, but parallel 
connections with various non-Islamic ideas are simultaneously proving evident throughout 
the Khomeini Dogma as well as the political system of Iran.  

This is an aspect of high controversy, in particular since the Islamic Republic claims its 
foundation solely in the Islamic State theory. It seems nevertheless that the latter was re-
interpreted and diluted by Ayatollah Khomeini as he took into consideration the contem-
porary political realities. Hence, his doctrine and state bear strong evidence of a synthesis 
between Islamic and non-Islamic elements, which calls into question whether Iran can be 
regarded as a true Islamic State. This chapter will hence recapture and explain Khomeini‟s 
historical reinterpretation, his leadership, the hybrid form of government in Iran and the 
religious populism he employed, which will yield a conclusion if Ayatollah Khomeini‟s pro-
ject of Iran is justly labelled the „20th century counter-part of the original Islamic State un-
der the Prophet‟.  

7.1 A New Shi’a Islamic Doctrine: Historical Reinterpretation 

The concept of political Islam rests upon the conviction that Islam is an all-encompassing 
teaching, which renders religion intertwined with both politics and state. This perception is 
derived from the seventh-century Arabia, a time in which the community of Muslim be-
lievers constituted a religio-political „state‟ led by the Prophet followed by the Imams23. This 
era has come to be regarded as a Golden Age in Islam, since it was the point in history when 
the community was arguably the closest to a realization of God‟s intended Islamic State. 
Hence, a glorification of this era is apparent Muslim faith, which in turn has resulted in a 
vision of the restoration of this „original‟ Islamic State. For the Shia Muslims dominating 
Iran, this vision is to come true when their „Messiah‟, Imam Al-Mahdi, reappears to con-
summate God‟s ordinances. Until then, the Shia Muslims and the clerical establishment be-
gan to practice political quietism.  

After centuries of confinement to this approach, however, the Shia Islamic community saw 
the rise of Ayatollah Khomeini and the implementation of an Islamic Republic in Iran – a 
state claimed by Khomeini as the continuation of the Islamic State under the Prophet. The 
Ayatollah promoted his theory of The Guardianship of the Jurist, which source can be “attrib-
uted to the rule of the Prophet and the Imams” (De Bellaigue, 2002. n.p.). To this extent, 
Khomeini‟s theorizing displays an Islamic character as he drew legitimacy from the ideal-
ized era in Islamic history and claimed the community-state of the Prophet as the model 

                                                 

23 As the thesis concerns the Islamic Republic of Iran, where a Shia Islamic interpretation dominates, the 
Imams are presented as the successors of the Prophet. The Sunni Muslims argue instead that the Caliphs 
were the successors.  
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for creating a state in Iran based on Islamic law (Bakash, 1989). In fact, the rule of the 
Prophet and the Imamate were important components that the Ayatollah employed in his 
rhetoric and claimed as “documentary evidence for the necessity of clerical rule” (De Bel-
laigue, 2002. n.p.).  

Hence, Ayatollah Khomeini‟s legacy, in terms of his doctrine and State, can be regarded as 
Islamic in its nature, as it is based on the Quran and the traditions of the Prophet as the 
source of laws and guidance for the Muslim believers. Yet, Ayatollah Khomeini‟s proposal 
of an Islamic State based on his theory was nonetheless considered radical by the clerics in 
Iran, who largely refuted it. This cool response is most likely grounded in the complexity of 
Khomeini‟s doctrine, as he in fact reinterpreted Islamic history in conjugation with secular 
themes.  

In consequence, the theory of Velayat-e Faqih and the Islamic Republic, though in princi-
ple Shia Islamic, is far from a consensual idea sprung from the Islamic thinkers and the 
clerical establishment inside Iran (Voirst, 1995). Instead, they need to be regarded as the 
products of Ayatollah Khomeini, who reformulated the Shiite attitude towards the state 
and created the ideology of the new Islamic regime. The Ayatollah deviated from the main-
stream clergy by turning the Shia Islamic teaching on its head. Khomeini introduced a 
“militant assertion of Iran‟s Islamic identity, a conviction that only through a return to re-
ligion can Muslims end the humiliation and exploitation of their societies by the west, and a 
belief that Islam can successfully be applied to the problems of governing modern socie-
ties” (Bakash, 1989. n.p.). This clearly opposed the clerical establishment‟s quietist position-
ing in regards to politics, and it was in every sense comparably radical.  

Be that as it may, only a divergence from the view of the religious establishment does not 
suffice as evidence of Khomeini‟s deviation from the Islamic state theory. Yet, the intro-
duction of modern and secular political-elements does in fact suggest such a digression. 
Ayatollah Khomeini is in this perspective a prime example of a „new‟ branch of Islamic 
theorists who “creatively deploy selected elements of the Islamic tradition [and State-
Theory] combined with ideas, techniques, institution, and commodities of the present and 
recent past, to cope with specifically modern predicaments: political, social, economic and 
cultural issues that emerged in the Middle East” (Beinin and Stork, 1997. pp.4) as a result 
of European and Global developments.  

7.2 Ayatollah Khomeini versus the Imams 

The controversial divergence from the mainstream clergy through the novel doctrine of 
clerical rule resulted in a Khomeinist echo in and around the Middle Eastern region. In 
turn, the legitimacy and genuine Islamic nature of Khomeini‟s Velayat-e Faqih became in-
creasingly questioned. At the epicentre of this criticism, however, the notion of the Faqih 
seemed invulnerable in light of its ostensibly deep roots in Islamic State Theory. 

During the era of the Imamate, one man served simultaneously as the head of state and 
highest religious authority – the Imam. His task was to guard the community and assist the 
believers in all aspects of religio-political nature (Zubaida, 1997). By virtue of their pseudo-
divinity24, their religious knowledge, and the obedient support from the believers, the 
Imams became regarded as irreplaceable for the Shiites and were thus undisputed in their 

                                                 

24 Shia Muslims believe that the Imams, being part of the Family of the Prophet, were indirectly appointed by 
God. Since the Prophet was directly chosen by God to be the final messenger on earth, Shia Muslims argue 
that the Imams also carry such a divine-approval. 
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leadership. This scenario bears striking resemblance with the rule of Ayatollah Khomeini in 
Iran, who enjoyed massive popular support, extensive religious and jurisprudential knowl-
edge, and he came to be regarded inside Iran as the mythologized Imam Khomeini25 (Abra-
hamian, 1991).  

Yet, despite these similarities, the fundamental difference is that the Imams were given the 
authority to rule, whereas Khomeini created and ultimately seized that authority. The spiri-
tual and political charisma of Khomeini was a characteristic of his own creation, which re-
inforced the growing Khomeini-myth in Iran. Similarly, the office of the Supreme Leader, 
which in fact holds a logical resemblance with the role of the Imam, came to require the 
“theological expertise, political flare and popularity that Khomeini himself had laid down as 
criteria for the Islamic Leadership” (De Bellaigue, 2002. n.p.). In this sense, Khomeini pro-
duced the circumstances to legitimate his rule over Iran: a popular mandate, a pledge of al-
legiance from the Iranians26 as well as a popular acknowledgement of his pseudo-divinity – 
all of which was in line with the rule of the Imams (Beinin and Stork, 1997). 

Khomeini‟s leadership seems hence to be both consistent with at the same time as it is con-
flicting with the rule of the Prophet and the historical Imamate. This duality is exemplified, 
on the one hand, by the fact that Khomeini‟s reign of Iran can be attributed to the Islamic 
government of which he was the architect and to the constitution that vested an enormous 
power in him (Bakash, 1989). On the other hand, both Ayatollah Khomeini and the Imams 
were the apexes of their communities and both ruled with an almost limitless authority. By 
the same token, Khomeini and the Imams shared the common ground of „rule by divine 
mandate‟, and they had accordingly a powerful impact on their respective Muslim commu-
nities in general (De Bellaigue, 2002). The facts are thus indicating both consistency and in-
consistency in terms of the leadership, which are to a large extent cancelling each other out.  

However, to be able to accurately judge the Islamic nature of the Supreme Leader in Iran, 
two more aspects needs to be taken into consideration, where the first is Khomeini‟s ad-
justability on the political scene and the second is the constitutional amendments of 1989. 
The former, which has been hinted to a degree in the discussion, relates to the fact that 
Khomeini was as relentless in the pursuit of an Islamic State as he was determined to main-
tain sheer power. This paper has shown on several occasions how Khomeini was capable 
of setting aside his principles in order to preserve his vision and the Islamic Republic 
(Bakash, 1989). This particular characteristic of Khomeini obviously raises the question of 
his motives and intentions concerning an Islamic State.  

The second and final point that needs to be highlighted pertains to the qualifications of the 
Supreme Leader, which were altered in 1989. During Ayatollah Khomeini‟s time, despite 
them being shaped to fit the Ayatollah specifically, the requirements were carefully outlined 
in the constitution to ensure a consistency with the qualities of the Imams (Schirazi, 1997). 
Yet, the 1989 constitutional amendments led to a downgrading on this particular point, 
which led to a political triumphing over religion. Prior to these amendments, the Supreme 
Leader was both the highest religious and political authority of Iran, which was in line with 
the role of the Imams and indicated a consistency with the Islamic State Theory. However, 
subsequent to the alteration of the constitution, this consistency was lost as religious and 

                                                 

25 Ayatollah Sayyid Ruhollah Khomeini is claimed to be a descendant of one of the Shia Imams, hence the ti-
tle “Sayyid” that is given to those regarded as descendants of that family.  

26 The Imams ruled after a pledge of allegiance of the believers, and Khomeini‟s pledge of allegiance was the 
97% support in the national referendum on the implementation of an Islamic Republic.  



 

 

I s  I r a n  A n  I s l a m i c  S t a t e |48 

political leadership was separated to facilitate the succession of Ayatollah Khomeini 
(Zubaida, 1993).  

The emerging question is hence whether the constitutional amendments removed whatever 
legitimacy the Islamic Republic had, especially as Khomeini largely gained authority and 
support through his significant religious status. The dilution of the office of the Supreme 
Leader might in fact be a dilution of the „Islamic‟ legitimacy of the state and mandate for 
clerical rule. In consequence, the death of Ayatollah Khomeini in 1989 has made it increas-
ingly difficult to sustain the Iranian conviction of the Velayat-e Faqih as the best temporary 
solution in the post-occultation era (Voirst, 1995).   

7.3 Fusion of Two Worlds 

The crucial importance of understanding the Islamic State theory is based on the fact that it 
illuminates the Islamic Republic of Iran. Khomeini‟s reinterpretation of history, his leader-
ship and the fusion of Islamic and non-Islamic concepts would not have been detected nor 
understood if Khomeinism had not been judged through the prism of the Islamic State 
Theory. Thus, placing the Islamic State and the Islamic Republic side by side is a necessity 
to determine if Iran is an example of an Islamic State. Bearing this in mind, the discussion 
will now focus on the Islamic Republic in specific and try to display some of the crucial ar-
eas of consistency and inconsistency.   

Ayatollah Khomeini argued subsequent to the victorious revolution, that his Islamic Re-
public was not only an example of an Islamic State but that it even surpassed the historical 
community-states in Arabia. His discourse and propagandizing on this point went as far as 
claiming Iran as the true succession of Imam Ali‟s Caliphate. This would imply that Imam 
Khomeini regarded his creation as having incorporated all basic tenets of the glorified Is-
lamic State. However, this is to a large extent unconvincing as the Islamic Republic displays 
a clear synthesis between the Islamic world and western political thought (Abrahamian, 
1991).  

Sovereignty 

If one begins by considering the location of sovereignty in both models, one recognizes 
that the sovereignty is two-fold in both cases – the sovereignty of God and the sovereignty 
of the community of believers. Yet, the Islamic Republic is prone to granting sovereignty 
to the Islamic jurists, or more specifically to the Supreme Leader, which ultimately negates 
the sovereignty of the people. This suppression of popular will is further exemplified by the 
pre-electoral scrutiny of candidates to various offices, which centralizes the power to the 
clerical elite. Ultimately, a shift is apparent in the Islamic Republic, away from the personal 
piety and faith promoted by the Islamic State theory to favouring political reliability and re-
gime-loyalty (Zubaida, 1997). In consequence, the aspect of sovereignty displays inconsis-
tency between Iran and the Islamic State, despite superficial similarities.  

Adaptation to modern predicaments 

Further superficial similarities are detected as one delves further into the Islamic Republic 
of Iran. Overall, the Islamic Republic is in similarity with the Islamic State a paternalistic 
government based on the divine law, and they share the goal of Islamizing the State, society 
and culture. However, the „Islamic‟ authorities in Iran are often adapting their activities as 
well as their discourse to more practical and contemporary political realities than strictly 
following the model of the Islamic State theory (Zubaida, 1997).  
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This adaptation is also found in Khomeini‟s theory and his creation of the Islamic Republic 
as a whole. There is a clear dualism housed in these two Khomeinist conceptions, where 
western nation-state elements are given an Islamic cloak. The fusion between two worlds is 
thus becoming increasingly apparent, as the mixture of Islamic rhetoric and western state-
politics are inherent in Khomeini‟s reasoning. As a result, the synthesis is more or less an 
ideological mish-mash, which the title illuminates clearly – Islamic and Republic (Islamic and 
non-Islamic) (De Bellaigue, 2002).  

Iran vs. Universal Muslim Community 

As indicated earlier, dualism is found everywhere throughout both Khomeini‟s theory and 
the political system of the Islamic Republic. A particular dualism can also be found in the 
rhetoric of the Islamic Republic in relation to the community of believers. It has previously 
in the thesis been presented how the Shiites place great emphasis on the reappearance of 
their „messiah‟, his future consummation of God‟s will and the fact that a universal Islamic 
State will be implemented upon his return. This is an aspect which Iran has sought to in-
corporate, as religion enters the discourse of government and the pursuit of exporting the 
Islamic Revolution is an underlying theme in the constitutional language. Yet, inherent in 
Khomeini‟s reasoning is the Iranian Nation, the vanguard of the Islamic Revolution. 
Hence, the Islamic State‟s belief in a universal community of believers stands in contrast to 
the Islamic Republic‟s primary promotion of the Iranian nation. Even though Iran tries to 
become more universal in its approach, its isolated situation in world affairs merely under-
scores the importance of protecting the Iranian nation rather than the universal community 
of believers (Schirazi, 1997).  

Two Systems Fused into One 

In light of this, many critics have claimed that Khomeinism is largely nationalist, and it has 
been argued that much of the activities in Iran are unprecedented in Islamic history. Inter-
estingly enough, Former President of Iran Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani is claimed to have 
said: “where in Islamic history do you find parliament, president, prime minister and cabi-
net of ministers? In fact, eighty percent of what we now do has no precedent in Islamic his-
tory” (Abrahamian, 1991. pp.104). Former President Rafsanjani hence reinforces the argu-
ment of the Iranian system being a synthesis of two worlds, as it clearly admits the Repub-
lic‟s deviation from Islamic State Theory.  

This dualism as well as digression is further exposed by the Islamic Republic‟s parallel sys-
tems for protecting their interpretation of „Islamic order‟. On the one hand, the institutions 
in the political system that are based on the French Fifth Republic constitute a major di-
gression from the Islamic State theory, whereas the second part on the other hand are 
comprised of „Islamic‟ supervisory-institutions in place to protect the Islamic order. Former 
President Rafsanjani‟s quote described how inconsistent the former institutions are with 
the Islamic State theory, which hence leaves the discussion to consider the supposedly „Is-
lamic‟ institutions of the Republic.  

The institutions in question, apart from the Supreme Leader, are the Council of Guardians, 
the Expediency Council and a multitude of revolutionary organizations. The Council of 
Guardians serves as the primary protector of the regime‟s interpretation of „Islamic‟ order 
and their main task is the supervision of the legislative affairs through an Islamic prism. 
This duty, despite being handled by the Imams in history, is evidence of an Islamic intention 
by the regime in Iran. Yet, a shift has taken place within the Islamic Republic where piety 
and faith has been replaced by regime-loyalty, and this particular shift is apparent in the 
Council of Guardians – especially in terms of the pre-approval of candidates for presidency 
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and parliamentary positions. Thus, the Council‟s activities are to be considered question-
able in terms of their genuine Islamic nature. 

Similar „Islamic‟ activities are nevertheless found in the Expediency Council as well, which 
suggests that there is a Guarding of the Islamic order on the political arena of Iran via the 
Council of Guardians, the Expediency Council and of course the Supreme Leader. Like-
wise, on the societal and public arena, there are additional guardian-elements. The revolu-
tionary guards and the religious police are actively supervising the society to enforce the Is-
lamic norms in the public sphere. Ultimately, the Islamization of politics and society, which 
both models intend, is apparent in the Islamic Republic of Iran. Yet, the coercive imposi-
tion of regime-norms in Iran remains an issue of controversy, but it will remain unad-
dressed in this thesis since it is a topic confined within Islamic jurisprudence and thus tack-
led only through their methods of analogical reasoning.  

Clerical Dominance 

Be that as it may, the Islamization of the society and the political arena is largely a result of 
the consolidation of clerical dominance in Iran. Following Khomeini‟s revolution, and ul-
timate creation of the Islamic Republic, the clerics entered into the halls of power. “They 
hold the principal offices of the state and dominate the parliament, the judiciary, the revo-
lutionary organizations, and the state security apparatus. They watch over the technocrats 
and laymen who run the ministries. They conceive and formulate the ideology of state. 
They decide issues of foreign policy. The clerics, as Khomeini‟s personal representatives, sit 
in almost all major government organizations.” (Bakash, 1989. n.p.). This indicates a reli-
gious governance of Iran, which would to a certain extent result in the Republic‟s consis-
tency with Islamic State theory and the basic tenets therein. Yet, in the eagerness of main-
taining power and preserving what Khomeini created, the clerics are often setting aside 
these basic tenets of the Islamic State theory despite the claim of utter obedience to it. This 
became evident after the death of Imam Khomeini, the main source of legitimacy for the 
Islamic Republic and rule of the clergy, as the clerical establishment was forced to redefine 
their source of legitimacy to govern. In consequence, the Iranian public has begun to ques-
tion the validity of absolute clerical rule and the “logic of rooting a political system in relig-
ion” (Voirst, 1995. pp.64). 

7.4 Religious Populism  

The discussion has so far dwelled on the aspects of Khomeini‟s historical reinterpretation, 
the leadership issue and the hybrid governmental structure of the Islamic Republic. These 
have indicated significant dualities inherent in Khomeini‟s theory and in the Republic, 
where a fusion between Islamic and non-Islamic elements is apparent. It can be noted from 
the foregoing sections that the form of political structure in the Islamic Republic resembles 
in its fundament that of other nation-state, and “that the political field of contest, though 
Islamic in its discourse is animated by much the same sort of factors of interest and ideol-
ogy as prevail elsewhere” (Zubaida, 1997. pp. 113). Of course, various elements in 
Khomeini‟s doctrine and the Republic are consistent with the Islamic State theory includ-
ing the discourse and personnel of the Iranian government.  

Yet, there is an another aspect that has been briefly mentioned in the thesis, which eluci-
dates further Khomeini‟s fusion of two worlds and his deviation from the Islamic State 
theory. This aspect is in fact populism, which in Khomeini‟s case was a unique kind of reli-
gious populism. In this regard, Khomeinism is in part and parcel similar to the kind of 
populism as seen in the third world (Abrahamian, 1991). “His resort to populism was evi-
dent in the Iranian Revolution, as he inevitably emphasized cultural, national and political 
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reconstruction – a trait evident in almost all populist movements of the 20th century” 
(Abrahamian, 1991. pp.107). In fact, this trait of cultural, national and political reconstruc-
tion was evident in some of the most important revolutions in history, such as the Russian 
and the French. Yet, Khomeini‟s uniqueness in this sense is his reasoning‟s embedment in 
Shia Islam. 

However, despite this reliance on religion, Khomeini‟s populist approach is significant pre-
cisely because it drastically reinterpreted the Shia Islamic history and its attitude to the State 
in order to fit his own intentions. Hence, in spite of the religious origins and inflections in 
Khomeinism, its ultimate synthesis between two worlds places both Khomeini‟s theory and 
his Islamic Republic in a very different light than the one in which it is commonly per-
ceived. 

7.5 Concluding Discussion 

Ayatollah Khomeini was met by rapturous greetings from several million Iranians as he re-
turned in triumph to Iran to claim the leadership of the revolution he had ultimately set in 
motion. The Ayatollah had given the Iranian revolution its Islamic identity, and he was to 
rule the „Islamic‟ government of which he was the architect for ten years through his sup-
posed sanctity. The old and fragile character that had returned from exile bridged two 
worlds and brought radical change to Iran. 

In the euphoric moment upon Khomeini‟s return, he held in his hands the political initia-
tive to determine Iran‟s future, and he came to power with a vision. “He wished to create 
an Islamic State modelled on the community of the Prophet established in seventh-century 
Arabia, a community based on Islamic law and ruled by the clerics” (Bakash, 1989. n.p). At 
its epicentre would stand the Faqih as the steward of the twelfth Imam, empowered to de-
cide any issue in public life. Ayatollah Khomeini‟s powerful impact on the worldwide Mus-
lim community is unquestionable, especially considering the rise of a multitude of Shia 
revolutionary movements in the Middle East and particularly in Lebanon. Yet, his vision 
has been proven an impossibly ambitious one, as the transition produced significant digres-
sion from its original intentions (Zubaida, 1993).  

Be that as it may, the Iranian revolution and the Islamic Republic are and will continue to 
be closely identified with the person and myth of Ayatollah Khomeini as he was the Faqih 
par excellence, the one man whom the entire structure of Iran was implicitly designated. The 
image of Khomeini in Iran is one of unshakable consistency, a man relentless in pursuit of 
his goals and regarded as the ultimate saviour of the country (Bakash, 1989). Thus, his leg-
acy is at once colossal, but it is nonetheless confusing, complex and highly baffling.   

The leadership of the Islamic Republic was one of great force and talent in the form of 
Khomeini, and the common perception of Iran as the embodiment of the real and original 
Islamic State was continuously reinforced by the regime. Yet, as this paper has displayed, 
this obscures the fact that behind the religious rhetoric and symbolism promoted by the 
Iranian regime, the political structure and practices remains largely unrelated to religion. In 
fact, the Islamic nature of Khomeini‟s republic - the ultimate realization of his doctrinal vi-
sion – was hampered by the quest of turning an ideal into reality. This is a problem evident 
in most post-revolutionary nations, as an idealistic lore is forced to become reality after a 
successful grasp at power by the opposition. In Iran, the result was an achievement far 
from what was promised (De Bellaigue, 2002). 

The ideal of a Muslim community that constitutes the state and a leadership that was to be 
vested in a just Islamic jurist proved unfit for modern-states. The clerical establishment was 
thus forced to absorb ideas from outside the Islamic framework, which resulted in a des-
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potic one-party state, where clerical hard-liners dominate the political arena. An authoritar-
ian philosophy governs in Iran, where the electoral system is merely cosmetic as the gov-
ernment controls who enters the elections (Voirst, 1995). Thus, the Islamic vision of 
Khomeini was arguably dwarfed as the clerics quickly turned to safeguard power rather 
than ensure Islamic governance (Bakash, 1989).  

The one aspect of the Republic that was ostensibly Islamic from the outset, the Supreme 
Leader, was in fact equally infatuated with the interest of safeguarding power. Ayatollah 
Khomeini was capable of setting aside the Islamic principles in favour of power-
maintenance. This is an aspect relating again to the problematic transition from an ideal to 
reality, as Khomeini had to institutionalize and cement his own myth in Iran in order to 
gain the authority needed to be the Supreme Leader – a task proving far from given and far 
from easy in post-revolutionary Iran (Keddie, 2003).  

In light of this, one can note the emergence of an overarching problem, which faced Iran 
as well as Khomeini - the Islamic theory‟s seeming insufficiency. The synthesis of western 
and Islamic elements, as embodied in the term Islamic Republic, seems to imply an early rec-
ognition of that insufficiency by Khomeini and his disciples. It can thus be interpreted as if 
Khomeini saw the limitations of Islamic State theory in addressing current problems, 
whereby he incorporated the underlying modern-state conceptualizations noticeable in his 
doctrine (Voirst, 1995). Hence, despite the regimes persistence of arguing the Islamic Re-
public‟s sole base in the Islamic theory of state, one can conclude that it is a product of 
Ayatollah Khomeini that is best understood in terms of a fusion between Islamic funda-
mentalism and modern, non-Islamic, political ideas. 

What has been publicly acclaimed as the ideal-nation-state based on Islam is in fact a novel 
innovation dependent on modern political assumptions cunningly cloaked in Islamic terms. 
The exponents that are Islamic are so in the sense of the regime‟s arguments of its deriva-
tion from Islam‟s original sources. Yet, one cannot but notice that the selective set of Is-
lamic evidence that Khomeini emphasised are a construction in line with his desired con-
clusions. As a result, the Islamic regime is officially operating within the boundaries of Is-
lamic tradition, yet behind that Islamic cloak the Republic operates within non-Islamic po-
litical paradigms in line with what one can see throughout the western world (Zubaida, 
1993). It is also the case that the personal piety and the glorified solidarity of the commu-
nity of Muslim believers, which the regime tends to promote as their basis, are inescapably 
insufficient in providing a systematic condition of power of Iran. What this has brought 
about is a complex system of government in which Islamic and non-Islamic conceptions 
are synthesised (Abrahamian, 1991).  

Yet, at the end of the day, Ayatollah Khomeini was an innovative man who, despite being 
hampered by the problematics of turning an ideal into reality, successfully justified this 
largely un-Islamic political structure as the best temporary Islamic solution in the await of 
Al-Mahdi‟s return. In turn, relying on the hybrid form of government he had created, 
Khomeini was able to Islamize the political field of contest and ensure that the ultimate Is-
lamic nature of Iran was reliant less on the administration as it was on its Islamic personnel. 
Thus, Khomeini‟s republic can, arguably, merely be regarded as an „Islamic‟ Republic if one 
elevates the fact that Islamic justification and rhetoric is the final and ultimate criterion of 
legitimacy of a political position in the country, which has consequentially yielded a gov-
ernment by the Shia Islamic clergy. 
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8 Concluding Remarks 

This chapter presents conclusions of the study and the final reflections of the author. 

The event that above all others focused the world attention on Iran was the „Islamic‟ revo-
lution of 1979. It brought to power the late Ayatollah Khomeini, who after his ascent to 
the supreme leadership of the country claimed an endeavour to transform the „westernized‟ 
Iranian nation into an Islamic State. The recent quest for nuclear energy has once again di-
rected the international attention to Iran, and the scrutiny of the regime that claims legiti-
macy in Islam has been rekindled.  

The rise of Ayatollah Khomeini shook the solid foundation of world politics, and forced 
the international community to reformulate their policies towards the Middle East. The 
Iranian regime imposed after the 1979 revolution placed Ayatollah Khomeini and Iran at 
the heart of international politics, and produced the wave of Islamic fundamentalism which 
repercussions are currently evident. Ayatollah Khomeini succeeded in one blow to change 
the world‟s perception of religious fundamentalism by using Islam as a revolutionary tool 
for overthrowing a monarchy and to impose what has been commonly perceived as an „Is-
lamic‟ regime in Iran. 

Yet, even though the Iranian revolution placed Islamic politics firmly on the international 
community‟s agenda, it is arguably the case that the Islamic nature of Iran has been taken 
for granted as Khomeini‟s revolution suddenly situated Islamist radicals within the realm of 
political possibility. In light of this, the thesis has operated within that largely obscured as-
pect of the Iranian regime and it has called into question its claimed Islamic nature. 

By placing Ayatollah Khomeini and the Islamic Republic side by side with its argued basis, 
the thesis has revealed superficial similarities but ever more crucial aspects of digression. 
The late Ayatollah Khomeini resorted to a unique kind of religious populism to set in mo-
tion the revolution that ultimately brought him to power. In turn, based on a selective set 
of „evidence‟ derived from the Islamic history, he was able to legitimize a regime that came 
to rely on his personal reinterpretation of the religion and his own mythic persona. This 
displays the very fact that Khomeini was a unique and innovative character in the contem-
porary stream of Islamic fundamentalists in the sense drawing on traditional sources and 
forms of reasoning to reach novel conclusions.   

All things considered, Ayatollah Khomeini, despite being hampered by the problems posed 
by transforming his doctrine into reality, successfully justified an un-Islamic political struc-
ture as the best temporary Islamic solution in the await of Al-Mahdi‟s return. What this 
study has shown is that by relying on the hybrid form of government of which he was the 
father, Khomeini‟s endeavour to Islamize government and society in Iran has produced 
that the clerics are controlling the highest echelons of state, administration, as well as pub-
lic life. The political processes are hence couched in religious terms even though they take 
place within seeming replicas of western institutions.  

Thus, the results of this thesis arguably displays that Khomeini‟s republic can be regarded 
as an „Islamic‟ Republic merely if one elevates the fact that Islamic justification and rhetoric 
is the final and ultimate criterion of legitimacy of a political position in the country, which 
has consequentially yielded a government by the Shia Islamic clergy. Yet, to finally conclude 
whether Iran is an Islamic State, this paper has only scratched the surface of a deep and 
complex issue. What the thesis has indicated is that the political field of contest in Iran has 
been Islamized and that the personnel controlling the government are of an Islamic nature. 
At the same time, the study has also displayed that behind that Islamic cloak, the Republic 
is reliant on non-Islamic elements in terms of its political structure and the administration 
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of the state. What has been found is a considerably disputable correlation between Ayatol-
lah Khomeini‟s Iran and the history of the Islamic State. It can thus be concluded that Iran 
will remain a source of contention simply because the Iranian model of Islamic governance, 
created by and for Khomeini, arguably diverge significantly from the original Islamic teach-
ings that it claims as its sole basis. 

Iran stands now at the crossroads, as the Islamic legitimacy previously drawn from Ayatol-
lah Khomeini‟s religious excellence has to be reformulated. The clerical establishment is 
forced to seek new grounds for legitimizing their rule of Iran, and the question remains for 
how long they will be able to sustain an „Islamic‟ regime relying on Ayatollah Khomeini‟s 
legacy. Hence, it is due time, considering the indications of this paper and the pursuit of 
renewed legitimacy by the clerics, that the established label of Iran as an Islamic State needs 
serious reconsideration.  

 

 



 

 

I s  I r a n  A n  I s l a m i c  S t a t e |55 

References 

The reference list is divided into sections of Literature, Journals and Articles, Internet Sources and Consult-
ing Sources. When page-references are not presented, the source refers to the entire publication and not only 
specific pages. 

Literature: 

Ahmed, I. (1996) State, Nation and Ethnicity in Contemporary South Asia. London: Pinter.  

Ayubi, N. Hashemi, M. and Qureshi, H. (1995) Islamic State in Esposito, John. (ed.) Ox-
ford Encyclopedia of the Modern Islamic World, vol.2, pp.318-325.  

Beinin, Joel. And Stork, Joe. (1996). Political Islam: essays from Middle East Report.  Berkeley: 
University of California Press.  

Blank, Jonah (2001). „Historical Background: The Roots of the Faith‟ in Mullahs on the 
Mainframe. Islam and Modernity among the Daudi Bohras. (University of Chicago Press) pp.13-52 

Brown, Carl. L. (2000). Religion and State: the Muslim Approach to Politics. New York: Colum-
bia University Press.  

Daniel, Elton. L. (2001). The History of Iran. London, Greenwood Press. pp.175-263. 

Esaiasson. P., Giljam. M., Oscarsson. H. and Wängerud. L. (2003). Metodpraktikan: Konsten 
att Studera Samhälle, Individ och Marknad. Stockholm: Nordstedt Juridik. p.303-315 

Esposito, John. (1983) Voices of Resurgent Islam. New York: Oxford University Press.  

Esposito, John. (1987) Islam in Asia: religion, politics, and society. New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press. pp.3-53 

Esposito, John. (2005). Islam: The Straight Path. 3rd edition. New York: Oxford University 
Press 

Halm, H. (1996). Shi‟a Islam: From Religion to Revolution. Princeton, Nj: Markus Wieners 
Publishers.  

Hjärpe, Jan. and Persson, Sune. (2007).  Den Islamiska Republiken Iran In Lindahl, Rut-
ger.(ed.) Utländska Politiska System. Lund: Dialogos AB. 

Keddie, Nikki. R. (2003). Modern Iran roots and result of the Revolution. New Haven: Conn Yale 
University Press.  

Killander, Magnus. (1999). Världspolitikens Dagsfrågor: Vägval för Iran. Utrikespolitiska Insti-
tutet. Kalmar: Sund Tryck. 

Schirazi, Asghar. (1997). The Constitution of Iran: Politics and the State in the Islamic Republic. 
Translated by John O‟Kane. New York: I.B.Tauris & Co Ltd.  

Vaezi, A. (2004). Shia Political Thought. London: Islamic Centre of England.  

Wimelius, Malin. (2003). On Islamism and Modernity: Analysing Islamist Ideas on and Visions of 
the Islamic State. Statvetenskapliga Institutionen, Umeå Universitet.  

Zubaida, Sami. (1993). Islam, the people and the state: political ideas and movements in the Middle 
East. London: I.B.Tauris & Co Ltd.   

Zubaida, Sami. (1997). Is Iran an Islamic State in Beinin and Stork (ed.) Political Islam: essays 
from Middle East Report. Berkeley: University of California Press. pp.103-120 



 

 

I s  I r a n  A n  I s l a m i c  S t a t e |56 

Journals and Articles: 

Abrahamian, E. (1991). “Khomeini: Fundamentalist or Populist?” New Left Review. pp.102-
110 

Bakhash, S. (1989). “What Khomeini Did” Foreign Affairs. Vol.36, No.12. July. pp.1-8 

De Bellaigue, C. (2002). “Who Rules Iran?” Foreign Affairs. Vol.49. No.11. June. n.p. 

Ismael, J.S. and Ismael, T.Y. (1980), “Social Change in Islamic Society: The Political 
Thought of Ayatollah Khomeini” Social Problems. Vol.27, No.5. June. pp.610-617 

Viorst, M. (1995). “The Limits of the Revolution” Foreign Affairs. Vol.74. No.6. pp.63-68 

Encyclopædia: 

Constitutional Framework, in Iran. (2009). In Encyclopædia Britannica. Retrieved 2009-06-
01 from Encyclopædia Britannica Online: http://search.eb.com/eb/article-32220 

Deliberative Bodies, in Iran. (2009). In Encyclopædia Britannica. Retrieved 2009-06-01 from 
Encyclopædia Britannica Online: http://search.eb.com/eb/article-230057 

Iran. (2009). In Encyclopædia Britannica. Retrieved 2009-06-01 from Encyclopædia Britannica 
Online: http://search.eb.com/eb/article-230057 

Post-Revolutionary Chaos, in Iran. (2009). In Encyclopædia Britannica. Retrieved 2009-06-
01 from Encyclopædia Britannica Online: http://search.eb.com/eb/article-230080 

The Iranian Revolution, in Iran. (2009). In Encyclopædia Britannica. Retrieved 2009-06-01 
from Encyclopædia Britannica Online: http://search.eb.com/eb/article-32189 

The Presidency, in Iran. (2009). In Encyclopædia Britannica. Retrieved 2009-06-01 from En-
cyclopædia Britannica Online: http://search.eb.com/eb/article-230056 

Velayat-e Faqih, in Iran. (2009). In Encyclopædia Britannica. Retrieved 2009-06-01 from En-
cyclopædia Britannica Online: http://search.eb.com/eb/article-230055 

Audio Programs: 

Badawi, J. (n.d.) Islam in 176 hours. Retrieved 2009-03-16 from Reading Islam: 
http://www.readingislam.com/english/Islam176Hours/main.asp 

Figures: 

Figure 1. Political System of Iran: retrieved 2009-06-09 from 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/nol/shared/spl/hi/middle_east/03/iran_power/img/navigation.gi
f 

 

http://search.eb.com/eb/article-32220
http://search.eb.com/eb/article-230057
http://search.eb.com/eb/article-230057
http://search.eb.com/eb/article-230080
http://search.eb.com/eb/article-32189
http://search.eb.com/eb/article-230056
http://search.eb.com/eb/article-230055
http://www.readingislam.com/english/Islam176Hours/main.asp
http://news.bbc.co.uk/nol/shared/spl/hi/middle_east/03/iran_power/img/navigation.gif
http://news.bbc.co.uk/nol/shared/spl/hi/middle_east/03/iran_power/img/navigation.gif


 

 

I s  I r a n  A n  I s l a m i c  S t a t e |57 

Appendix - Clarifications 

Word List:  

Ahl al-Bayt –  “Family of the Prophet”; the Shia religious leaders, the Im-
ams, are part of this family as they are the descendant of Ali 
and Fatema (the Prophet‟s Daughter).  

Alid(s) –    The Alids is synonymous to Shia Muslims. See Shi‟at Ali 

Ayatollah –    “Sign of God”; title of a high-ranking Shi‟a Religious Leader 

Caliph –  The successor of Prophet Muhammad according to Sunni 
Muslims 

Dar al-Islam –   “Abode of Islam”; Islamic Territory under the Islamic State 

Dhimmi –   “Protected” or covenanted people; non-Muslim citizens in 
an Islamic State 

Faqih (pl. Faquha) –   Legal expert; Islamic Jurisprudent 

Fatwa –   legal opinion, pronouncement or decision by an Islamic Re-
ligious Scholar 

Fiqh –    Islamic Jurisprudence 

Hajj –     Muslim Pilgrimage to Makkah 

Imam –  “Leader”; In Shi‟a Islamic teaching, Imam refers to the suc-
cessors of the Prophet, descended from Ali, who governs as 
a divinely inspired religio-political leader of the community 
of Muslim believers.  

Islam –    Submission or Surrender to the Will of God 

Majlis –   Iranian Parliament 

Majra-e Taqlid –   “Object of Emulation”; highest religious ranking in Shi‟a Is-
lam, whose interpretations should be followed.  

Mullah –    Local, lower ranked, religious leader or preacher 

Shah –    Iranian word for King 

Shariah –    Islamic Law 

Shia –     See Shi‟at Ali 

Shi’at Ali –  “party of Ali”, the Muslims who belong to the party of Ali 
are known as the Shia Muslims, and they believe that the 
Prophet designated Ali and his descendants as the rightful 
successors of leadership over the community of believers 

Shura -    Consultation 

Sunnah –  the Practice or exemplary behaviour of Prophet Muhammad 
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Tawhid –   Unity of God; monotheism, and God‟s absolute sovereignty 
over the Universe 

Ulama –    religious scholars and experts, the clerical establishment 

Ummah –    The Muslim Community 

Velayat-e Faqih –   “Guardianship of the Jurist”; government by the religious 
authority, the just jurist 

 

Who’s Who – Important Names in the Thesis:  

Abu Bakr -  The First of the Rightful Guided Caliph, i.e., the First of the 
Successors of Prophet Muhammad. 

Abu Sufiyan –   The Leader of the Tribes of Makkah, and the adversary of 
Prophet Muhammad  

Ayatollah Khomeini –   Supreme Leader of Iran following the Iranian Revolution of 
1979. He reigned over Iran for 10 Years until his death in 
1989. Besides the revolution, he is famous for his radical 
reinterpretation of the Guardianship of the Jurist and Shia Is-
lamic history.  

Imam Ali ibn Abu Talib –  “Ali son of Abu Talib”; First Shia Imam, cousin and son-in-
law to Prophet Muhammad 

Imam Al-Mahdi –  Shia Islamic „Messiah‟; The twelfth and final Imam accord-
ing to the Twelver Shia tradition. He is allegedly in hiding, or 
occultation for an indefinite future, but will upon his return 
consummate God‟s plan.  

Imam Hassan –   The eldest son of Ali Ibn Abu Talib and second Shia Imam 

Imam Husayn –   The youngest son of Ali ibn Abu Talib and third Shia Imam 

Muawiyyah –   Son of Abu Sufiyan, first Caliph of the Umayyad Caliphate 
and the adversary of Imam Ali.  

Prophet Muhammad –   The Prophet of Islam; God‟s final messenger on earth ac-
cording to the Islamic faith 

Rafsanjani –   Former President of the Islamic Republic of Iran, a long 
time disciple of Ayatollah Khomeini 

Umar -   The Second of the Rightful Guided Caliph 

Uthman –    The Third of the Rightful Guided Caliph 

Yazid –   Son of Muawiyyah, second Umayyad Caliph, and the adver-
sary of Imam Husayn. He is the man who lured Imam Hu-
sayn to Karbala, and ensured his martyrdom.  


