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Original Article

Extended Abstract

Introduction: The Iranian Constitutional Revolution (1905-1911) should be under-
stood not merely as a political upheaval but as a symbolic arena in which competing
social forces struggled to define the meanings of constitutional concepts. Ideas such
as law, freedom, justice, sovereignty, nation, and representation, originally rooted in
Western modern political thought, acquired divergent interpretations when introduced
into Qajar Iran. The three principal social forces—the clergy, theoretical intellectuals,
and instrumental intellectuals—shared a common political vocabulary while assigning
fundamentally different meanings to it. This divergence prevented the emergence of a
common symbolic framework capable of sustaining constitutional institutions. Rather
than producing ideological convergence, these competing interpretations intensified po-
litical fragmentation, culminating in the bombardment of the parliament in 1908 and the
subsequent weakening of the constitutional project.

Methods: Drawing upon Herbert Blumer’s theory of symbolic interactionism, this re-
search conceptualizes the Constitutional Revolution as a process of symbolic interaction
and meaning construction. It employs qualitative textual analysis of Qajar political trea-
tises, contemporary newspapers, and the correspondence of both secular intellectuals
and clerics. The study compares the three intellectual currents through an analytical
framework examining their conceptions of law, attitudes toward tradition and Western
modernity, understandings of the purpose of constitutionalism, and images of the ideal
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political subject. It further investigates symbolic conflicts through a close reading of
debates surrounding the institutionalization of the Divan-Khaneh-ye Adliat (House of
Justice), treating this controversy as a key site of competing political meanings.
Results and Discussion: The findings reveal three distinct projects of constitutional
meaning-making. Theoretical intellectuals interpreted constitutionalism through En-
lightenment rationality, natural rights, and popular sovereignty, envisioning autonomous
citizens as the foundation of legitimate political order. Instrumental intellectuals viewed
constitutionalism primarily as a mechanism for administrative reform, bureaucratic ef-
ficiency, centralized state-building, and national modernization. In contrast, the clergy
advanced the doctrine of Mashruteh-ye Mashru’eh (legitimate constitutionalism), argu-
ing that constitutional institutions and legislation should remain subordinate to Islamic
jurisprudence and the preservation of the Islamic moral order. Consequently, identical
political concepts acquired incompatible meanings across these three discourses. The
discourse of Mashru’eh challenged liberal constitutional principles, while the techno-
cratic orientation of instrumental intellectuals privileged state capacity over participa-
tory constitutionalism. These competing symbolic frameworks prevented the emergence
of a coherent constitutional language and weakened cooperation among revolutionary
forces.

Conclusion: The study argues that durable political transformation requires the simul-
taneous consolidation of institutions and shared symbolic meanings. In the absence of a
common political language capable of reconciling tradition, modernity, and state-build-
ing, Iran’s Constitutional Revolution produced fragmented constitutionalism rather than
a stable constitutional order. The resulting political system combined modern legal in-
stitutions, enduring traditional norms, and an increasingly centralized state, establishing
a pattern that profoundly influenced the evolution of Iranian politics throughout the
twentieth century.

Keywords: Constitutionalism - Symbolic Interactionism - Social Forces of the Consti-
tutional Revolution - Deficit of Semantic Consensus.
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