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Abstract

This study seeks to uncover the a priori conceptual frameworks through
which the constitutionalist clerics of the Iranian Constitutional Revolution
engaged with and understood the foundational concepts of their time. These
frameworks collectively constituted a semantic system through which key
concepts—such as "law"—were interpreted and comprehended. Anchored in
a foundational principle, namely the “compatibility of religion with the
modern world,” this research assumes the existence of such a guiding
presupposition in the thought of constitutionalist clerics and aims to identify
the semantic system derived from this principle and the propositions upon
which it rests. The conceptual and ideological conflict between the
mashratah-supporters and the mashri‘ah-advocates emerged precisely
from differences in these semantic and conceptual systems, especially in their
fundamental attitudes toward religious law (shari‘a), legal authority,
modernity, and the new socio-political relationships emerging from it. The
constitutionalist clerics, within their semantic framework, regarded the
reconciliation between Islamic law and the modern world as a foundational
principle and as the intellectual and social “background” of their support for
constitutionalism. This marks a crucial distinction between them and the
mashri‘ah advocates, and it defines the locus of their intellectual and
conceptual contention over constitutionalism. At the same time, their
semantic system also rested on the shared premise of the illegitimacy of
political authority during the occultation (ghayba) of the Twelfth Imam—a
view they held in common with their mashri‘ah counterparts. However, the
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texture of their thought diverged from that of the mashri‘ah-oriented clerics
in their conceptual orientation toward the modern world. While the
mashri‘ah clerics viewed the modern world with suspicion or rejection, the
constitutionalist clerics, owing to their differing intellectual engagement with
modernity, saw the solution not in mashrd‘ah, but in constitutionalism and
the rule of law. The rejection of absolutism and the negation of unchecked
sovereign authority formed a fundamental pillar of their conceptual system.
They were intellectually and socially nurtured within the context of the
constitutional movement, and the rupture from absolutist rule and
despotism was of paramount importance to them—a commitment they saw
as binding. It is essential to recognize that their understanding of the concept
of law was grounded in a specific semantic and conceptual system—an a
priori system that must be acknowledged in any interpretation of their
approach to this notion. The fabric of this semantic system reflected their
dual stance—both affirmative and negative—towards governance. In their
affirmative orientation, they endorsed constitutional government as the only
legitimate form of rule during the occultation. In their negative stance, they
emphasized an unequivocal rejection of the absolute authority of rulers. At
the heart of this semantic framework lies the conviction that religion is
reconcilable with the modern world, along with the acceptance of certain
foundational elements of political modernity. This reconciliation and
principled acceptance gave rise to a set of propositions within their
intellectual and semantic system regarding the concept of law—propositions
that provide critical insight into their fundamental orientation toward
constitutionalism. Accordingly, this study finds that the constitutionalist
clerics played a pivotal role in shaping the understanding of the foundational
concepts of their era. Drawing on their political, social, intellectual, and
jurisprudential contexts, they formulated a conception of these ideas—
especially the notion of law—that was largely unprecedented among their
contemporaries. This study, therefore, reconsiders the issue from a different
angle: by exploring the presence of an a priori semantic framework
composed of specific propositions. This semantic system reflects their
essential outlook on modern categories of political thought, with "law" being
one of the most central concepts—arguably the cornerstone of
constitutionalist thinking. This framework is grounded in a core assumption:
the relationship between religion and the modern world. For these clerics,
that relationship was one of compatibility—between Islam and the
intellectual achievements of modernity, such as the rule of law and
constitutional governance—and entailed an acceptance of certain principles
long pursued by Iranian reformists in the preceding decades. By transferring
this intellectual heritage into their own jurisprudential and theological
frameworks, and using the tools available therein, the constitutionalist clerics
formed a semantic system through which they engaged with and interpreted
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foundational modern concepts, particularly the concept of law. As
demonstrated in this study, this semantic system was constructed through
the interlinking of specific propositions: “law as a prerequisite for religious
obligation (al-muqaddima al-wdjiba),” “the exigencies of the time
(mugtadayat al-zaman),” “permissible matters (mubdhat),” “the boundaries
between custom and religious law,” and “the expansion of the scope of law.”
Together, these propositions composed the constitutionalist clerics’ semantic
system and defined their understanding of the concept of law. Any
comprehension of their legal thought must, therefore, proceed through a
recognition of this conceptual framework.

Keywords: Scholars, Law, Constitutionalism, Semantic System.
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