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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this article is to examine religious government and the manner of legitimacy and
acceptability in the political views of Mohammad Mojtahed Shabestari. The main question of this article
seeks to answer: What is Shabestari’'s thought and perspective regarding religious government? The
research hypothesis is that temporal and spatial conditions, along with differing ideologies, have led to a
distinct interpretation of religion and religious government in Shabestari’s view. The findings of the study
show that, from Shabestari’s perspective, legitimacy and acceptability are obtained through the people’s
choice and the exercise of the rights of all members of society. He regards democracy as a form of lawful
governance, yet he considers legitimacy and acceptability to be derived from the divine legislator, and
he accepts the notion of Islamic democracy. Furthermore, he believes in the existence of velayat-e faqih
(Guardianship of the Islamic Jurist) within society. The present research is conducted using Quentin
Skinner’s intentional hermeneutic method. The method of data collection in this study is documentary
and library-based.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The necessity of government has been one of

the central problems of political philosophy
since humanity transitioned from primitive
forms of social life into organized
communities, where political order became an
indispensable feature of collective existence.
Throughout history, scholars and sociologists
have recognized that the establishment of
government is an unavoidable requirement,
rooted in human sociability and rational
nature, even though a few exceptional thinkers
such as Saint-Simon and Proudhon in the
nineteenth century flirted with the notion of a
society without government. The structure of
governments and their guiding principles have
varied profoundly, depending on their
underlying epistemological foundations and
views of human nature. If human beings are
conceived merely as material entities, the
ultimate objective of government becomes
providing physical security, welfare, and
pleasure; but if human beings are seen as
creatures with both material and spiritual
dimensions, then political systems are
expected to secure not only material well-
being but also higher moral and spiritual
elevation. Within Islamic thought, this has led
to diverse conceptions of the ideal
government, which have often clashed with
secular perspectives insisting on the
separation of religion and politics. Secular
critics argued that religion is incapable of
governing because its functions are confined to
rituals and moral guidance, and politicizing
religion undermines its sanctity. Yet Muslim
thinkers, from early times, defended religious
government as the most authentic and
legitimate form of political order. The
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differences between traditional clerics and
modern religious intellectuals have produced
sharp debates across Iranian history, visible
during the Constitutional Revolution in the
opposing stances of Sheikh Fazlollah Nouri
and Mirza Mohammad Hossein Na’ini, and
continuing into contemporary times in the
divergent views of figures such as Mohammad
Mojtahed Shabestari. His political thought is
marked by an interpretive approach that
places religion within a hermeneutic
framework and emphasizes democracy,
freedom, and human rights, while rejecting
rigid theocratic models that subordinate
human agency to unchallengeable -clerical
authority (Mousazadeh, 2014; Nouri, 2015).
In reviewing the intellectual background,
research  indicates  that  Shabestari’s
perspectives cannot be divorced from his
historical and cultural context. Scholars such
as Mousazadeh examined human rights in
Islam through a comparative lens, pointing
out that different jurists have approached the
issue with widely varying interpretations
(Mousazadeh, 2014). Similarly, Nouri studied
the human rights concerns of Shi‘a scholars,
comparing the mystical traditionalism of
Seyyed Hossein Nasr with Shabestari’s
modernist orientation, showing that while
Nasr leans on perennialist traditions,
Shabestari critically challenges official
readings of religion and reconstructs theology
for the needs of contemporary humanity
(Nouri, 2015). The method adopted in the
present research is Quentin Skinner’s
intentional hermeneutics, which stresses
recovering the intentions of authors within
their historical and linguistic contexts. By
situating Shabestari’s thought in the broader
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intellectual environment of twentieth-century
Iran—marked by authoritarian monarchy,
revolution, ideological contestation, and
encounters with modern Western
philosophy—the study aims to uncover how
his political theology emerged as both a
critique and reformulation of Islamic
governance. Through this lens, the research
reconstructs the intellectual tradition within
which Shabestari operated, examining the
evolution of his views from his early years in
seminary, through his encounters with
Western hermeneutics during his stay in
Germany, to his later role as a university
professor and critical public intellectual in
post-revolutionary Iran.

Central to Shabestari’s philosophy is his
engagement with hermeneutics, particularly
the German traditions of Heidegger and
Gadamer, which stress the historical and
temporal character of human existence. As
Mehrpour has noted, Shabestari’s
hermeneutical foundation rests on the belief
that human beings are historically
conditioned, and yet, unlike Gadamer, he does
not deny the possibility of shared
understanding across time. Instead, he insists
that common elements of human experience
allow for meaningful interpretation of texts
from past eras (Mehrpour, 1999a, 1999b). This
stance enables Shabestari to reinterpret
Islamic texts in light of contemporary human
concerns, rather than being bound by
traditionalist  constraints. His political
theology places particular emphasis on
freedom as the necessary condition for
genuine faith. Drawing on insights from Nasr,
Nouri, and Omid Zanjani, he argues that faith
and freedom are inseparable, and that coerced
belief is a contradiction in terms (Nasr, 2006;
Nouri, 2015; Omid Zanjani & Tookli, 2007). He
rejects the notion that faith can be
manufactured through propaganda or
coercion, insisting that it must emerge from a
free and conscious decision. This intertwining

of freedom and faith also informs his
democratic theory: democracy is not reducible
to mere electoral participation but requires
genuine freedom of expression, competition of
ideas, and equality before the law (Hashemi,
2009). Shabestari is thus skeptical of claims
that Islamic jurisprudence can serve as the
foundation of democracy, criticizing attempts
to derive a “figh-based democracy” as
incoherent and ultimately authoritarian.

Shabestari’s approach to democracy also
reflects his concern with the limitations of
traditional figh in addressing modern socio-
political realities. He contends that
jurisprudence, by its nature, is a discipline
concerned with ritual, private law, and
superficial acts, and cannot serve as a
comprehensive philosophy of politics. As he
explains, figh neither created institutions such
as elections, insurance, or the abolition of
slavery, nor can it provide frameworks for
modern  governance, development, or
separation of powers (Hashemi, 20009;
Mehrpour, 1999a). Instead, democratic
institutions and concepts such as human
rights must be embraced directly, without
attempting to force them into a distorted
jurisprudential mold. Alavi similarly
emphasizes that opposition to human rights
and democracy within Islamic societies often
stems from political authoritarianism rather
than theological incompatibility (Alavi &
Sadeghi Manesh, 2016). Shabestari goes
further to argue that democracy is a necessity
for Iranian society, not because it was
imported from the West but because the
pluralism of ideas and social demands within
Iran itself requires a democratic structure. He
therefore rejects the dichotomy of Islamic
versus non-Islamic democracy, maintaining
that democracy is a universal mode of
governance that can be contextualized but not
confined within figh. His reflections on
legitimacy reveal his critical stance toward the
concept of divine legitimacy, which he views as



a theological invention designed to preserve
clerical authority. Instead, legitimacy must
stem from the consent and participation of the
people, while divine law cannot serve as a
direct source of political legitimacy (Fadaei
Mehrabani, 2009; Nouri, 2015).

Another critical theme in Shabestari’s thought
is his interpretation of human rights. Unlike
many traditional scholars who sought to
reconcile Islamic law with the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights by selectively
extracting scriptural support, Shabestari
explicitly adopts the human rights discourse of
modernity in its secular form. He maintains
that one can simultaneously adhere to divine
commands and human rights principles, since
both aim to protect human dignity. However,
he also stresses that the very existence of
human rights depends on the recognition of
individuality, which remains underdeveloped
in societies dominated by clericalism,
patriarchy, and authoritarianism. Thus, while
Islamic texts may emphasize moral goals, they
do not provide sufficient structural
mechanisms to secure individual rights. This
reinforces his view that religion alone cannot
prescribe modern political arrangements, and
that interpretation of scripture is inevitably
shaped by the interpreter’s worldview and
intentions (Fadaei Mehrabani, 2009). By
situating human rights within the realm of
human interpretation rather than divine
decree, Shabestari introduces a dynamic
model of religious thought that adapts to
evolving cultural and political contexts. His
reflections on governance further highlight
this perspective: the question is not who
should govern but how governance can be
made less fallible and more accountable. In
this light, government becomes a scientific and
institutional issue, not a theological one.
Ultimately, Shabestari’s intellectual trajectory
illustrates the profound tension between
tradition and modernity in Iranian political
thought. His  hermeneutic  approach

emphasizes that religious texts are not
immutable blueprints for political order but
dynamic sources that must be continuously
reinterpreted in light of historical change.
From his early training under scholars such as
Allameh Tabataba’i and Imam Khomeini,
through his exposure to Western philosophy in
Germany, to his later years as a leading
reformist thinker, Shabestari has persistently
sought to articulate a vision of religion
compatible with democracy, freedom, and
human rights. He challenges both traditional
clerical dominance and secular reductionism,
positioning himself as a mediator who
recognizes the spiritual dimensions of religion
while rejecting its monopolization by
authoritarian institutions. His theory of
democracy underscores participation,
freedom of thought, and equality as essential
conditions, while his critique of divine
legitimacy  dismantles the theological
justifications for unchecked clerical rule. By
integrating hermeneutics, political
philosophy, and Islamic theology, Shabestari
provides a unique framework for rethinking
the role of religion in governance within
contemporary Muslim societies.

In conclusion, the extended analysis of
Mohammad Mojtahed Shabestari’s political
thought demonstrates that his approach to
religious government represents a distinctive
effort to reconcile Islamic spirituality with
modern democratic principles. By
emphasizing hermeneutics, freedom, and
human rights, he shifts the debate from divine
authority to human responsibility, advocating
a political system rooted in popular
sovereignty and ethical autonomy. His
rejection of figh-based democracy and his
insistence on the inseparability of faith and
freedom position him as a critical voice in the
ongoing discourse on Islam and democracy.
Shabestari’s contributions underscore the
importance of contextual interpretation,
highlight the evolving nature of religious
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understanding, and offer a vision of political
life where religion serves as a moral resource
rather than an instrument of authoritarian
control.
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