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Abstract

Legitimacy theories describe and analyze the grounds upon which a system
of governance is deemed entitled to rule with the acceptance and consent of
its subjects. These theories elucidate how a crisis of legitimacy within a
political system can precipitate transformation and change in governance.
From this perspective, the Iranian Constitutional Revolution signifies a crisis
of legitimacy directed against the absolute and patriarchal Qajar rule.
Among the factors prompting the transition from an archaic governance
system to a new one—beyond the weakening of institutional pillars and
deficiencies in governing mechanisms—is the erosion of public acceptance
and belief in the rightful and legitimate authority of the existing regime.
Conversely, a new system replacing an old regime must necessarily provide
justificatory and legitimizing grounds to rationalize this replacement.
Political-legal thinkers, attentive to these justificatory grounds, have
proposed and analyzed multiple theories of legitimacy. The central question
of this article is: which legitimacy theory underpinned the new political
system established by the Iranian constitutionalists? The findings of this
study reveal that an examination of the Constitutional Law and its
Supplementary Fundamental Law indicates that legitimacy in Iran’s
constitutional governance system, in alignment with legitimacy theories, is
compatible with legal and democratic conceptions of legitimacy due to its
reliance on law and the will of the nation. Nonetheless, by recognizing the
institution of monarchy, it simultaneously affirms the traditional notion of
legitimacy within a legal framework. From the standpoint of justificatory
foundations and legitimizing governance, the Iranian Constitutional
Revolution arguably represents the first transition and transformation in
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Iran’s political system that relied less on coercion, military dominance, or
superiority, and more fundamentally on a shift in public attitudes and beliefs
regarding the legitimacy of Qajar monarchic rule. A thorough investigation
of the Constitutional Law and its Supplement as foundational documents
constitutes the primary source for understanding the legitimacy conception
underpinning the new political order. Beyond the political system’s reliance
on the Constitution, which confers a rights-based character to governance,
the principles enshrined in the Constitution and its Supplement embody a
preference for legal and democratic legitimacy theories over other legitimacy
frameworks. The constitution’s emphasis on the legality of the monarchy,
governing institutions, and administration—through the prescription of
law—underscores the legal conception of legitimacy within the
constitutional framework. Furthermore, the primacy of the national will in
founding the political system and the delegation of monarchy by the nation
accentuate the democratic facet of legitimacy in the constitutional order.
Nevertheless, the acceptance of the continuation of monarchy evidences the
constitutional founders’ tolerance toward the old regime or a pragmatic
approach that, unlike revolutions such as the French Revolution, attempts to
preserve elements of traditional legitimacy theories. Moreover, as noted, the
Constitutional Law represents a transition from the traditional-patriarchal
legitimacy of the Qajar era and ancient governance traditions in Iran toward
legal and democratic legitimacies. However, traces of traditional legitimacy
remain evident in two institutions: first, the continuation of the monarchy
institution, which, though transformed from absolute to constitutional
monarchy, persists; second, the institutionalization of divine legitimacy,
manifested in Article 2 of the Supplementary Fundamental Law, known as
the “Taraz Principle,” which guarantees the conformity of governance with
Sharia. On the other hand, although charismatic legitimacy is absent from
the constitutional text, following crises such as the dissolution of the National
Consultative Assembly, the Russian occupation of Iran, and the consequences
of World War | and domestic chaos, the notion of a “reformist dictator” and
the promotion of Reza Khan by certain Iranian elites effectively centered on
charismatic legitimacy. Nonetheless, even advocates of this notion, in their
transition from the Qajar to the Pahlavi monarchy, were compelled to resort
to parliamentary mechanisms and legal legitimacy. In sum, it can be
concluded that the Constitutional Law and its Supplement emphasize three
sources of legitimacy: (1) legal legitimacy; (2) democratic legitimacy, and (3)
traditional legitimacy. This conclusion does not negate efforts to
accommodate other legitimacy sources, such as charismatic legitimacy,
within the constitutional legal framework of Iran.

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