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Abstract

The Constitutional Revolution (1905-1911) stands as a decisive turning point
in the evolution of Iran’s modern political thought and press culture. It
marked the emergence of a new political consciousness that challenged the
entrenched structures of absolutism and sought to introduce principles of
legality, representation, and civic participation. The press, as one of the most
dynamic institutions of this period, not only reflected the revolutionary spirit
of the time but also functioned as a central instrument of political
mobilisation. Among the influential journals of this transformative era, Ruh
al-Quds occupies a distinctive place. Under the leadership of Sheikh Ahmad
Torbati Khorasani—known as Sultan al-‘Ulama—this publication became
both a voice of reform and a vehicle for contesting tyranny through religious
and intellectual discourse. Sheikh Ahmad Torbati exemplified the complex
role of the ‘ulama in the early twentieth-century Iranian political sphere. A
scholar of profound religious training and an ardent advocate of
constitutionalism, Torbati bridged the domains of clerical authority,
journalism, and revolutionary activism. His career demonstrates the dynamic
interplay between religion and modernity in the shaping of Iran’s
constitutional thought. As Professor Nafisi and other historians have
observed, the Iranian clergy had long functioned as a pivotal institution in
moments of social and political change, particularly since the Safavid period.
Yet, during the Constitutional Revolution, this institution underwent

1. Received: 07/12/2024; Accepted: 17/01/2025; Printed: 22/01/2025

2 . Department of Political Science, Mashhad Branch, Islamic Azad University,
Mashhad, Iran (Corresponding Author) javanshiriahmad@gmail.com

3 . Department of Political Science, Mashhad Branch, Islamic Azad University,
Mashhad, Iran. adavoudi@mshdiau.ac.ir

4 . Department of Political Science, Mashhad Branch, Islamic Azad University,
Mashhad, Iran. sgazerani@mshdiau.ac.ir

5 Islamic Azad University of Mashhad. alil362zarei@gmail.com



VP YObs) (0035195 Q) ol Slas epgm Js Aol sl (pg3casslins

profound transformation as segments of the clerical class aligned themselves
with modern political principles while others resisted them. Torbati
represented the strand of reformist clerics who interpreted constitutionalism
as a moral and religious imperative compatible with Islamic notions of justice
and resistance to despotism. The Revolution’s intellectual and political
foundations rested upon an uneasy synthesis of modern and traditional
worldviews. While constitutionalist thinkers drew inspiration from Western
models of governance and the rule of law, they simultaneously sought to root
these ideals within indigenous cultural and religious frameworks. Iranian
society, however, lacked a developed political culture capable of sustaining
such a synthesis. The persistence of authoritarian political structures, the
absence of a developmental state, and deep divisions between the elite and
the masses hindered the consolidation of constitutional ideals. Torbati’s
intellectual and journalistic activities must be understood within this context
of transition, where modern concepts of citizenship and governance
encountered the enduring realities of traditional social order. In Ruh al-Quds,
Torbati articulated a discourse that sought to harmonise modern political
thought with Islamic moral reasoning. His writings combined the language
of religious legitimacy with the vocabulary of constitutional reform. Through
a creative redefinition of key theological terms, he endeavoured to transform
religious symbolism into a tool of political critique. For instance, concepts
such as Zill Allah (“the Shadow of God”)—traditionally used to affirm the
divine authority of the monarch—were reinterpreted to expose the
illegitimacy of despotism and to sanctify resistance against tyranny. In doing
so, Torbati contributed to the formation of a hybrid political lexicon that
allowed religious audiences to engage with modern constitutional ideas
without perceiving them as alien to Islamic tradition. Torbati’s engagement
with the press was not merely theoretical but also profoundly activist. Ruh
al-Quds became one of the most powerful voices of the revolutionary press,
promoting public awareness of political rights and denouncing the
conspiracies of reactionary forces. When autocratic elements sought to
subvert the newly established constitutional order, Torbati responded
through impassioned editorials calling for steadfast revolutionary resolve.
His commitment to the cause of freedom and justice was not confined to the
written word. During the royalist assault on the Majlis in 1908 (1326 AH),
Torbati set aside his pen, took up arms, and fought in defence of the
constitutional movement. Captured during the ensuing repression, he was
executed, his body reportedly thrown into a well—a martyrdom that
symbolised the tragic collision between revolutionary idealism and
entrenched autocracy. The historical significance of Sheikh Ahmad Torbati’s
role extends beyond his personal sacrifice. His efforts illustrate the broader
contribution of the press and the clergy to the modernisation of Iran’s
political discourse. By embedding modern constitutional principles within a
religious framework, he facilitated a form of political communication
accessible to wider segments of an overwhelmingly illiterate population.
Although literacy rates at the time barely exceeded five percent, newspapers
such as Ruh al-Quds functioned as oral and communal media, their contents
read aloud in mosques, bazaars, and public gatherings. Thus, Torbati’s
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influence was not limited to the literate elite but reached into the social fabric
of the constitutional movement itself. Nevertheless, the constitutional
experiment soon confronted formidable challenges. Less than fifteen years
after the establishment of the Majlis, political factionalism, foreign
intervention, and the re-emergence of autocracy undermined the
Revolution’s initial achievements. The failure to construct a coherent
hegemonic discourse capable of reconciling religious and modernist
perspectives prevented the consolidation of a sustainable constitutional
order. Yet, the intellectual and moral legacy of figures such as Torbati
endured as part of Iran’s broader struggle for freedom and justice. His life
and writings exemplify the enduring tension between tradition and
modernity—a dialectic that has continued to shape Iranian political
development well into the contemporary period. In conclusion, Sheikh Ahmad
Torbati’s political and journalistic activities during the Constitutional
Revolution reveal the capacity of individual agency and religious authority to
catalyse structural transformation. His fusion of Islamic ethics with modern
political ideals created a distinctive form of constitutional discourse that
challenged  tyranny  while preserving cultural authenticity. The
commemoration of his name in the public spaces of Tehran and Khorasan is
not merely an act of historical remembrance; it signifies the continuing
resonance of his ideas in Iran’s collective political memory. Torbati’s legacy
thus reminds scholars that the history of Iranian modernity cannot be
understood solely through secular narratives of reform but must also account
for the vital contributions of religious intellectuals who, like him, sought to
reconcile faith with freedom.

Keywords: Constitutional Revolution, Constitutional Law, Legal Legitimacy,
Traditional Legitimacy, Democratic Legitima
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