
 
Religious Democracy in Iran: Discursive 

Analysis of Imam Khomeini’s Political 

Thought 
Mansour  Mirahmadi  

Professor, Faculty of Political Science and International Relation, Shahid Beheshti University, Tehran, 

Iran 

Introduction 

The 1979 Islamic Revolution of Iran was the formation beginning of the pattern of the political system 

in Iran known as the Islamic Republic. Leaving behind the “monarchic order,” the revolution laid the 

groundwork for shaping up a new order defined as “popular order.” So this order is the first 

experience of political life for Iranians outside the “monarchic one.” In such an order, the socio-

political relations of citizen with rulers are regulated by people themselves, who enjoy the right of 

organizing their order. The Islamic Republic established this order in the socio-political life of the 

Iranians in 1979.  

Almost two decades after the advent of the Revolution and the system of the Islamic Republic, the 

model of “Religious Democracy” was introduced. Raising this pattern emanated from the theoretical 

necessities that were felt both at home and abroad. The model was brought up not apart from the 

Islamic Republic but as an extension to it in order to greatly enhance its potentials. Moreover, it 

resulted in various scientific issues and dialogues about the concept of “religious democracy,” its 

potentials, limitations, pillars, and institutions. Questions such as what does it mean? How can a 

political system be religious and at the same time democratic? Isn't it paradoxical? Also, the like 

“were discussed.”  The result of these discussions was the formation of relatively popular literature, 

providing suitable awareness. However, less attention has been paid to the theory in a discursive 

approach. Therefore, in the present article, the discourse formation of religious democracy is 

presented with a brief look at its concept. Clearly, understanding the theory and its deference with 

another type of democracy depends on the understanding of this discourse formation. 

 

Definition of Religious Democracy 

At first glance, it seems that religious democracy is a compound term. Thus, the combination of 

democracy and religion is considered a compatible one and spoken of as religious democracy among 

other types of democracy. However, while democracy is regarded as the pattern of a particular 

political system based on particular political thinking and philosophy, the combination of religion and 

democracy appears to be a conceptual impossibility. Indeed, the incompatibility of secular democracy 



with religion in the modern era is taken for granted according to this view. Since incompatibility with 

Islam is regarded as an integral part of a term, there is no point to discuss its compatibility.  

Given the mentioned incompatibility as to the concept and basis of democracy, the advocates of 

religious democracy have set out to explain the compatibility of democracy with religion, using a 

different approach. In their opinion, democracy relates to the manner of governance of a society 

rather than being a mere socio-political philosophy. This view is based on an approach, which is 

related to a kind of political system and the interpretation of people’s political lifestyle.  

According to this approach and based on Karl Cohen’s view of democracy, some writers have 

analyzed the concept of democracy, by segregating democracy as a method from democracy as a 

value, and considered religious democracy as an acceptable approach. Admitting to the impracticality 

of the principle of “government of the people by the people,” Cohen considers the existence of 

“democratic order” in the political structure of society as the main characteristic of “governance 

based on public participation.” Therefore, Cohen’s definition of democracy is widely accepted today, 

and it seems that the issue of religious democracy should be investigated in light of this version of 

“democracy”  

On the contrary, it seems that it is possible to talk about, instead, of another approach to the 

possibility of the concept of religious democracy. Given the linguistic distinction made between 

‘concept’ and ‘conception,’ various conceptions could be presented from a single concept. In other 

words, every term or expression has a single concept, which could have various conceptions based on 

particular aspects of its concept. These conceptions are multiple and various since they are based on 

different presuppositions and principles. However, because conceptions finally refer to aspects of a 

single concept, they possess a kind of unity. Indeed, conceptions are interpretations that different 

schools of thoughts have presented from facets of a single concept, justified it and its aspects based 

on their acceptable principles, and, as a result, provided a particular definition of the concept in 

question. That is why there is no prejudgment in concept, and its facets do not evoke a particular 

value. 

 

Religious Democracy as an Iranian Discourse 

At the end of the second decade of the Islamic Revolution, religious democracy entered the political 

literature of Iran. Raising the issue of religious democracy in this era derived from the internal and 

external requirements. In this period, the Islamic Republic put forward the theoretical model ruling 

over its political system as a rival model against other models of democracy, especially liberal 

democracy. In such a situation, considerable theoretical efforts were made to explain this model, and 

remarkable literature was compiled and presented. However, discursive analysis has not been done 

much to explain this model. Consequently, the charting out discourse on religious democracy as an 

Iranian discourse is quite significant and would, provides the possibility of comparison with other 

models. 



 

Nodal Point of Religious Democracy 

In every discourse, floating signifiers become meaningful in light of “Nodal Point.” The process of 

finding meaning for signifiers is called articulation. In the act of articulation, signifiers and various 

concepts of discourse become meaningful regarding the nodal point. Therefore, the possibility of 

meaningful understanding of reality in discourse theory depends on articulation . In fact, in such a 

process it is possible to determine the position of signifiers and concepts of discourse, and explain the 

formation process of signifiers and concepts. As a result, in every discourse analysis, first, determining 

the nodal point is necessary, and second, the meaning of other signifiers should be taken into 

account in light of this nodal point. 

In this theory, knowledge of law means knowledge of Islamic jurisprudence, and justice means the 

existence of conditions and states that guarantee the safety of a government and prevent deviation 

from Islam. For this reason, in an Islamic government, the primary objective is the execution of 

Islamic decrees , and jurist stands in a central position to execute and guarantee these decrees. Of 

course, he needs more qualifications such as the ability to manage the society, a good experience in 

management and the like so that he can implement the Islamic ideas. 

Floating Signifiers of Religious Democracy 

As it was mentioned earlier, in discursive course analysis after the explanation of nodal point, the 

explanation of floating signifiers plus their way of formation reveal discourse formation in which 

floating signifiers become meaningful in relation to the nodal point. The main floating signifiers of 

Religious Democracy in the Iranian discourse are: 

People 

The first floating signifier of religious democracy is the people signifier. In religious democracy, people 

are regarded as the first signifier that becomes meaningful based on the outlook of juristic political 

Islam. In this process, people are the central pillar of religious democracy. In fact, in this theory, the 

people’s sovereignty right is recognized, but it is derived from a divine right whereby “the law of 

Islam is known as the cause of liberties and true democracy”. 

Therefore, although divine law forms the essence of the political system, the votes of people is the 

only basis for the formation of the Islamic political system. Imam Khomeini as the leading theorist and 

representative of the process of juristic political Islam in modern Iran asserts, “Criterion is the votes 

of people. Sometimes a nation votes by itself. Other times, it determines a group of people to vote”. 

This statement reveals the role and status of people and their votes, and at the same time, introduces 

the concept of “nation” in the juristic political literature of Iran. The centrality of the nation (being a 

yardstick) is analyzed from various aspects: 

1.      System-Making  



According to the theory of religious democracy, the Iranian nation stands in the position of system-

making. However, as it was mentioned earlier, the meaningful role and status of people rely on the 

nodal point of this theory, which is political Islam and wilayat al-faqih. Although the votes of people 

do not grant legitimacy to Valie-h Faghih or Supreme Jurisconsult – since he enjoys a divine right and 

legitimacy – they provide him with authority to form the government. Imam Khomeini explains this 

role as such, “A jurist enjoys the authority in every aspect [of society]. However, the governance of 

Muslims’ affairs and the formation of government are issues dependent on the votes of the Muslim 

majority, a point, which is also mentioned in the Constitution, and was interpreted as taking the oath 

of  allegiance (بیعت) to the Guardian of the Muslims (Wali Muslimin) after the advent of Islam”  

2.      Decision-Making 

The second field of public participation in the theory of religious democracy is the field of decision-

making and law-making. According to this theory, the votes of people determine the role of 

institutions and the law-making and decision-making organizations. Moreover, the role of people in 

the process of decision-making is explained with emphasis on the concept of consultation (Showra) as 

one of the essential Islamic teachings. Therefore, the votes of people determine the formation of the 

Islamic parliament (Majlis) as the most critical decision-making and law-making institution, and for 

this reason, parliament enjoys a very significant position. In accordance with Imam Khomeini’s view, 

“Islamic Consultative Assembly (Majlis), which supersedes all other institutions of the system of 

Islamic Republic, has particular characteristics of which the most important one is its Islamic national 

identity. It is Islamic since all its efforts are directed at enacting laws compatible with the holy decrees 

of Islam, and it is national because it emanates from the context of people. Today, Majlis is the true 

home of people”  

3.      Implementation 

Public participation in religious democracy is also recognized in the field of implementation of the law 

in addition to system-making and decision-making. Referring to this theory, the president is directly 

elected by the votes of people, which are also determining in the implementation of the laws. 

However, the role of people becomes meaningful in the light of Islam and juristic approach. The 

theory of religious democracy in Iran explains the legitimacy of a presidential body with the 

“confirmation” policy of the Islamic leader or wilayat al-faqih. For this reason, Imam Khomeini writes 

about the presidential confirmation of a number of presidents as such, “Because the legitimacy of 

president must be based on the appointment by the Supreme Guardian (Vali-yi Amr), I confirm the 

votes of the noble people, and appoint him as the president of the Islamic Republic of Iran”  

Law 

Law is one of the most important signifiers in the theory of religious democracy in Iran. According to 

this theory, the socio-political relations between people and government are determined based on 

law. Therefore, the law is considered as the most essential basis of regulating the socio-political life, 

and democracy would not be realized without it. In the discourse formation of religious democracy in 



Iran, the floating signifier of law becomes meaningful in the light of the political Islam as a nodal 

point, so law here is the Shari‘a Law, which is discussed and written in the Jurisprudence. According 

to this discourse, the most advantage of this law is that it is the Divine Law, so is perfect and can 

make the happiness of humankind both here and hereafter. Law becomes meaningful in this theory 

in the following two main areas: 

1.      The Constitution 

Although the constitution of religious democracy in Iran is enacted [by human beings], it receives its 

legitimacy from divine law and Islamic teachings. For this reason, according to this outlook, the 

Islamic Republic as a religious and democratic model is a “state based on Islamic principles; its 

Constitution is Islam, which is the executor of Islamic precepts”. In fact, it is safe to say that with the 

acceptance of the authority of Islam in democracy, Islamic law is regarded as the principal source of 

the Constitution, and is recognized as the source of the socio-political life. Therefore, the policies and 

laws of the country cannot be inconsistent with Islamic law. 

2.      Normal Law 

The compilation of the Constitution based on Islamic law in the theory of religious democracy in Iran 

does not mean the denial of the credibility of human law-making. This theory recognizes the usual 

law-making in political life but interprets its legitimacy in the process of the meaningful discourse 

based on its non-inconsistency with Islamic law. According to religious democracy, law-making as 

planning and regulating laws and rules of political life based on the logicality of people’s 

representatives should not be inconsistent with Islamic law. For this reason, according to the theory 

of religious democracy, “All programs that are carried out in the governance of society in order to 

fulfill the needs of people should be based on divine laws”. 

Political Equality 

The concept of political equality as one of the floating signifiers is put forward in the discourse 

formation of religious democracy. This concept becomes meaningful concerning the nodal point, 

which is the political Islam. Political equality recognizes two types of its kind in the discourse of 

religious democracy: 

1.      Equal Political Participation 

In the discourse of religious democracy, equal political participation is recognized for all citizens. In 

this discourse, the equal role and presence of all Iranians in the formation of various institutions of 

the system of the Islamic Republic are accepted, and every Iranian enjoys an equal right to vote. Of 

course, this type of equality divides citizens into Muslims and non-Muslims in relation to political 

Islam. Non-Muslims of Iran including Zoroastrians, Jews, and Christians enjoy the right of 

participation as religious minorities, although there might be some differences regarding their rights 

and powers compared with those of Muslims. Imam Khomeini explains the status of minorities in Iran 

as such, “Islam has respect for them. We give full rights to all of them. They have the right to have a 



representative in Majlis (Parliament), and freely have their social and political activities, and freely 

practice their own religious rituals. They are Iranians”. 

2.      Equality before the Law 

In religious democracy and the conceptual process of political equality, equality before the law is 

distinguished from equality in law, and at the same time is recognized. According to this outlook, all 

citizens enjoy equal position before the law, although they are not regarded as equal in law. This is 

how democracy is defined: It is the right of all people to express their views about public issues 

through institutions of civil society and participation in state, and this right belongs to all citizens 

based on the principle of equality. 

Freedom 

The notion of freedom is other floating signifier in the Iranian discourse of religious democracy. This 

type of discourse aims to explain freedom in the political arena based on the philosophical and 

discourse bases of freedom, and uses the practice of religious jurisprudence or ijtihad to explain the 

concept of freedom in relation to the nodal point of political Islam. Political Islam basically recognizes 

God’s absolute ownership of the universe and mankind plus negates the domination of people over 

people. According to Imam Khomeini’s viewpoint, “The root and principle of all of our most important 

and valuable beliefs is the principle of monotheism. This principle teaches us that humankind must 

only be submissive before God, and must not obey any human being unless obeying him is meant to 

be obedience to God. From this principle of belief, we learn the principle of human freedom based on 

which no person has the right to deprive another human being or society or nation of freedom”(IRR. 

Cons. CVII). According to this view, freedom is regarded as a divine right for “God has created every 

human being free”. 

Independence 

Independence is one more floating signifier and concept in the Iranian discourse of religious 

democracy. In this discourse, the independence of the Islamic Republic is investigated in relation to 

other political systems. The cultural, economic, and political independence forms the most important 

aspects of this concept, which was introduced from the beginning as the slogan of “Independence, 

freedom, Islamic Republic.” According to this discourse, the achievement of independence relies on 

the negation of any dependence on the Western blocs that existed at the time. For this reason, Imam 

Khomeini asserts, “if we want to be independent and free, we should find ourselves. We are lost. We 

must leave behind …”. 

Conclusion 

The primary aim of this essay is a discursive formulation of Religious Democracy in Iran. Based on the 

linguistic distinction between “concept” and “conception,” Democracy as a concept and Religious 



Democracy as conception can be considered. This essay, therefore, reached the following 

conclusions: 

1. Religious Democracy is a conception of Democracy, so, it can be considered as a rival 
conception against liberal democracy and other conceptions of democracy. 

2. Religious Democracy is a conception that recognizes the authority of “Religion” in the 
“justification,” “analysis” and “explanation” of the components of Democracy, i.e. “collective 
authority” and “public participation.” 

3. Recognizing the authority of “Religion” leads to the recognition of “Political Islam” as the 
“Nodal Point” of the Religious Democracy, so the theory of wilayat al-faqih” will be regarded 
as the basis for the legitimacy of the political system. 

4. The most important “Floating Signifiers “of the Iranian discourse of Religious Democracy are 
People, Law, Political Equality, Freedom, and Independence. The meaning of these signifiers 
will be understood by referring to the Political Islam as the nodal point of the Religious 
Democracy. 

Nowadays in Iran, this kind of Democracy is exercised, and it seems that the most important 

“strategic and political necessity” for Islamic countries is exercising the “Religious Democracy” of their 

own as the alternative for Liberal Democracy in the globalization era. 

 


