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Introduction

This book is a collaborative effort by the lecturers of the 
Department of International Relations, University of Darussalam 
Gontor. As editor, I gather my collegues at the Department to 
contribute chapters to the book. The response was encouraging. 
By March 2021, we were able to gather ten chapters. One major 
limitation of the book is the absence of a central theme that links 
all its chapters.

In our contemporary age, which is fundamentally different 
in many ways, from the situation of the humanity during those 
past centuries - especially with the growth of Western ideological 
‘globalization’ through satellite channels and internet and the 
intellectual, technological, economical and political influence and 
negative effect that this ‘globalization’ has on the Ummah, this 
ensures as Muslims, the need to have a fundamental review of 
general contemporary globalization, especially, at the International 
Relations arena. For, this globalization is born under the shade 
of those distortions and unpleasant practices and pressures. 
The reviews to these phenomena should be comprehensive and 
include all that relates to civilizational vision of the Ummah, its 
past methodologies of life and all the heritage laws relating to 
these methodologies.
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While making these reviews, its essence should be properly 
understood. The Qur’anic principles and their goals should be 
returned to, through an awareness that is religious, intellectual, 
social and structural, so that the Ummah’s thinking and its laws 
and orders will keep pace with new human cultural evolutions 
and their potentialities and challenges under the name of 
‘globalization’. Through lively and informative exercise of 
independent judgment, the Islamic fundamentals could be defined, 
its goals could be clarified and its discourse could be reformed so 
that confusion could be avoided and fundamentals are not mixed 
with secondary matters, and the discourses, laws, and orders are 
not put in conditions, forms and expressions that are not suitable 
with the current reality of the Ummah and this age. It will be 
possible for Islamic discourses on International Relations, to 
always achieve the goals of the Qur’anic guidance and aspirations 
of the human nature irrespective of the difference in times and 
places.By addressing the specificities of particular regional and 
historical situations in Africa, the Middle East, and Asia, this 
special issue highlights the dynamic and heterogeneous nature of 
contemporary identifications of globalization. Contributors of this 
book have successfully examined globalization as its engagement 
with the state, business and economics, security, history, fashion, 
and guided imagination from Islamic point of view.

This book is an acknowledgement of contributions of the 
Department of International Relations to the department and 
progress of this University.

Finally, we dedicate this book to our students, the real source 
of our pride and inspirations.

Ali Musa Harahap
Siman, Ponorogo
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Democracy in Iran?
Genealogy of Wilayat al-Faqih as an 

Existing Political System in Iran
Sofi Mubarok

Introduction

It seems clear that history has shown how Islam actively 
and simultaneously plays in the dynamics of world politics. 
Since the time of the prophet and khulafa’ alraashidin with Medina 
as the center of government and the constitution of Madina as 
its base, until the fall of the Ottoman Empire in 1924, Islam has 
always had an important position in the dynamics of global 
politics. Interestingly, even after the collapse of the Ottomans 
Caliphate, Islam has always been considered in the constellation 
of international politics. Independence movements in several 
Muslim countries after the collapse of the Ottomans in 1940s and 
1950s, the emergence of Muslim thinkers with their progressive 
ideas about Islam and politics, and the growth of Islamic political 
movements that have strong ideological roots and a significant 
role in defending Muslim interests in the international world are 
some real examples of that role.
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As a result, Islam has always opposed by many civilizations in 
the world. For instance, after the 9/11 attack, Muslims were percept 
as terrorists or at least supporters of terrorism. It can be read in the 
book of Deepa Kumar, Islamophobia and the Politics of Empire, 
how the perception of the western about Islam and Muslims is 
even worse. Many Muslim countries also considered -by liberal 
democracy measurement- as non-democratic countries. M. Steven 
Fish, in his article entitled Islam and Authoritarianism concluded 
that what is, in reality, show that Muslim countries are markedly 
more authoritarian than non-Muslim countries, and to him, the 
station of women links Islam and democratic deficit. Otherwise, 
the current political system is not only liberal democracy or 
Illiberal democracy (democracy with less values).  There are many 
systems exist even develop and remain in peace. For instance, 
the kingdoms, sultanate, communism, socialism etc. One of the 
well-known non-democratic country is Iran, whom develop their 
unique political system based on their religion and culture. This 
system is 40 years old since it emerged in 1979, and even many 
direct or indirect attack on this system and the country, Iran and 
its political system Wilayat al-Faqih still exist presently. 

Religious Roots of Wilayat al-Faqih

Wilayat al-Faqih (Guardianship of Islamic Jurist) is a Shiite 
political system implemented in Iran since the 1979 revolution by 
Ayatullah Ruhullah Khomeini. This system requires the fuqaha 
(religious scholars) to establish a state during the Ghaibah Al Kubra 
period, namely the absence of the 12th Shi’ite Imam from 329 H to 
the present. So, the highest authority in Iran is not the president, 
but Wilayat al-Faqih, led by a faqih or Jurist who is considered just 
and knows the problems of his time. Wilayat al-Faqih is a system 
which only implemented only in Iran, and it has long religious 
(Shia) historical roots.
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Shi’a is one of the sects in Islam which has followers of 
approximately 10-15% of the total Muslim population of the world. 
This flow is commonly found in Iraq, Iran, Yemen, and several 
regions in central and southern Asia. Within the Shi’a itself, there 
are several different schools, for example, the Shiite Twelvers, 
Ismaili, Zaydis, Alawites, and Druzes. This paper focuses on the 
discussion of the Shiite Twelvers which is the main teaching in the 
Islamic Republic of Iran and is the embryo of the emergence of 
Wilayat al-Faqih. For simplicity, all the words Shia/Shi’a, Shiite/
Shi’ite, Shiism/Shi’ism after this, will refer to Shia Twelvers.

Shiite Twelvers is one of the largest Shiite schools today. 
Its followers are scattered in several countries such as Iran, Iraq, 
Lebanon, and Bahrain. This school believes the twelve priests of 
the Ali lineage who had been divinely appointed from birth. Ali 
and his eleven descendants were considered by the Shiite to be the 
Twelve Imams who had the highest authority in the Shiite religious 
structure. Currently, only the Imam has the authority to interpret 
religion. All rely on the Imam in all matters, from religious, social, 
political issues, and so forth. This further confirms the conception 
of Imamate in the Shi’a school. Sayyid Mujtaba Musavi Lari, a Shiite 
fiqh scholar, believes that Imamate is a form of God’s government. 
So, he is God’s command in his appointment, as is the case in 
prophethood. Because God chooses who He wants among His 
servants. But there is a major difference between Prophethood and 
Imamate. Prophethood is the establishment of the treatise, while 
Imamate is the guardian of this treatise.

The position of an Imam in the Shiite tradition is very important, 
even the center of their teachings. So, it is not surprising that when 
their twelfth Imam was invisible (hiding), the Shi’a experienced 
a religious crisis and practically lost the figure of their religious 
policies. The departure of the Imam eventually led to a debate about 
the role of the jurists who represented the position of the Imams, 
especially regarding whether they might conclude religious laws. 
The emergence of jurist in the religious role as a representative 
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of the Imam has begun since the occultation of the twelfth Shiite 
Imam. As they believe, Muhammad bin Hassan Al-Asykari went 
through two periods of occultation. In his first occultation, as the 
mouthpiece of the Imam the priest was appointed four scholars to 
deliver Imam’s message. They are respectively Uthman ibn Said 
al-Amri, Muhammad ibn Usman al-Amri, Al-Husaini ibn Ruh 
an-Naubukhti, and Ali ibn Muhammad as-Samiri. After the Imam 
underwent the second Ghaibah, a debate arose about the role of 
the cleric in making decisions on sharia laws. Two main schools of 
thought emerged about the inference of religious laws in the Shi’a 
tradition after the departure of their Imam, namely the traditional 
school (Akhbari) and the rationalist school (Ushuli). Akhbari is 
those who hold that the legal approach must be through historical 
channels, in this case, the exclusive history through the Imams 
to the Prophet Muhammad and rejects rational principles. That 
is, everything must be returned to history. Whereas the Ushuli 
group are those who accept and even develop rational principles 
in understanding the Qur’anic and Sunnah texts and conclude the 
laws from both sources.

The debate above inspired Al-Hilli to formulate the ijtihad 
theory in Shiite. Difficult or even impossible to find similar 
works before the Al-Hilli in the Shiite tradition. Al-Hilli’s work is 
considered to be a starting point for understanding and developing 
ijtihad, especially for adherents of rationalist understandings. The 
definition of ijtihad in the Shia view was also first introduced 
by Al-Hilli who stated that Ijtihad according to fuqaha was an 
attempt to deduce shar’i laws. So, issuing sharia law from sharia 
arguments is ijtihad. This is because the process of inferring sharia 
laws is based more on thought and not solely from the end of texts, 
including those in the form of qiyas or others. So, qiyas in this form 
can also be called ijtihad.

Al-Hilli’s idea was firmly rejected by traditionalists, who 
in principle rejected the role of ratio in making sharia law. They 
reasoned that this concept was never known in Shia. They are 
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worried that if the Shia adopt this new concept, it will be like suicide, 
considering that this concept was the object of attack and criticism 
from the Shiites to the Sunnis who first used it. This would also 
adversely affect their theological beliefs, which believed the sole 
authority after the Prophet rested with the Imams. Meanwhile, 
the clerics from the Ushuli circles defended this concept and even 
developed it. In this concept of ijtihad, they adhere to the taswib 
doctrine, namely that all mujtahids who disagree with each other 
are true because Allah SWT does not set definite general laws in 
areas that require ijtihad. This second opinion has a great influence 
on Shiite society.

The dynamics of thought above do not necessarily make 
the Shiites flourish. They even experienced an era where the 
scholars were not sensitive to social problems. In fact, all other 
responsibilities and powers of the Prophet were transferred to 
the cleric, except for the privilege of receiving God’s revelation. 
The scholars at that time only focused on religious matters and 
gave religious edicts. The clerics were preoccupied with religious 
rituals, which in the end put aside social problems that occurred in 
the community. This is understandable given the Shiite tradition 
is indeed close to many rituals such as the Sufis, which makes 
them social apathetic, especially political. But over time, the Shi’a 
scholars, especially in Iran, began to explore the social problems 
of society. This was especially true in the period of the Safavid 
dynasty which opened the opportunity for the cleric to emerge 
and become a very important and influential social force in Iranian 
society. This then generated the concept of Marja ‘taqlid, which will 
describe further.

Political Origin of Wilayat al-Faqih in Iran

Shi’a scholars began to appear in public since the ascension 
of the Safavid dynasty as ruler of Iran at the beginning of the 
16th century. Before the Safavid dynasty came to power, Iran was 
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relatively ideologically controlled by Sunnis. During Safavid time, 
the Twelver Shiites were made the state’s official religion. As proof 
of the start of the application of Shiism as the official state religion, 
the names of Shi’ite Imams are always mentioned in Friday 
sermons and the printing of coins is stamped with Shi’ite slogans. 
There is no doubt that the enactment of the Shiite Twelver in Iran is 
the most prestigious and enduring of Safavid achievements.

It was in the Safavids era that the embryo of the Islamic 
government of Wilayat al-Faqih was formed in Iran. Although the 
role of the cleric at that time was not as significant as in modern 
times, the Shi’a clerics began to be able to identify themselves who 
did not only play a role in the religious world but also had an 
obligation as holders of social moral control of society. At this time, 
the Akhbari group emerged and controlled all religious lines. Some 
consider that this period was the time of the Akhbari scholars. 
However, that does not mean the Ushuli group has no place; they 
were able to survive the onslaught of intellectual opposition from 
the Akhbari group. Their strongholds were the works of mujtahids 
such as Hasan bin Zain al-Din al-Amili (died 1602), Ahmad bin 
Muhammad al-Ardabili (died 1585), Ali bin Husayn al-Karaki 
(died 1534) and Baha al-Din al-Amili (died 1631). Most of them 
have a better relationship with power compared to the scholars 
from the Akhbari circles. In other words, the closeness with the 
authorities makes the Ushuli group able to develop their scientific 
traditions calmly and have the authority that is recognized by the 
state.

The authority of the cleric at this time was simply derived 
from their more knowledge of the Shi’ite doctrines which became 
the official state religion. Furthermore, the scholars at that time 
legitimized their authority with ideological grounds, certainly 
not in conflict with the Safavid government law: in the period of 
the twelfth Imam’s sermon, all questions about religious behavior 
had to be decided on an ongoing basis by mujtahids who had 
competence in the field of Islamic law and juridical methods (fiqh 
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and ushul fiqh) and be able to do legal conclusions independently 
(ijtihad). Lay followers are required to consult with mujtahid and 
“imitate” their example, a practice known as taqlid. Initially, this 
taqlid idea did not run smoothly; the opposition of the opposition 
groups led by the Akhbari was very strong. However, with the 
support of the authorities, the clerics elite from the Ushuli group was 
given more authority and power. In fact, the scholars were given 
important positions to administer waqf administration, donations 
from Safavid nobles, and khums and several other religious 
funds. The scholars were also given positions as shaikh al-Islam 
(now Imam Friday). However, at this time the true position of the 
power of the clerics’s policy was still struggling in the shadow of 
ideas and seeking influence. The scholars are still struggling with 
issues of inter-group debate, Sunni-Shi’a, traditionalist-rationalist. 
Ideas also only appear in religious matters, not yet touching social 
problems. The role of the cleric began to appear active when the 
Safavid dynasty collapsed.

The collapse of the Safavid dynasty in 1722 was followed by the 
waning of Shiite disputes with Sunnis. This allows the Shi’a scholars 
to concentrate on the application of existing ideas, especially on the 
issue of the method of interpreting the law (ijtihad) by clerics from 
the Ushuli group. A pragmatic Ushuli scholar Muhammad Baqir 
Bihbihani openly gave authority and authority to the mujtahid to 
establish juridical rules when the primary source (history) did not 
provide it. The Akhbari group also started implementing ijtihad 
even though it was limited. Legitimacy in this concept is based 
on the absence of choice except for ijtihad in order to broaden the 
scope of the science of jurisprudence in the Imam’s period. The 
collapse of Safavid brought opposition between tribes in Iran. 
Eventually, the Qajar tribe emerged victoriously and rose as the 
new rulers of Iran. The leadership of the Qajar dynasty (1796-1834) 
did not change the positions of the cleric. Positions for the cleric 
were retained. The weakness of the Qajar administration system, 
given that they are nomadic tribes who have no experience in 
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running a government, makes the role of the clerics even greater. 
This shows that the influence of the cleric of the great Ushuli 
circles and the strong consolidation and rapid development of 
the political power of the Qajar dynasty both strengthened each 
other’s historical course.

The development of Ushuli scholars in the Qajar dynasty 
was influenced by their ability in the administration of education 
and justice. In organizing education, scholars have full control 
and power over the existing education apparatus. In the judicial 
system which is divided into two, ‘urf and sharia, the clerics have 
authority in the sharia justice. If the ‘urf court is only limited to the 
problems of criminal resistance against the state and the like, the 
sharia court held by the cleric oversees the problems of civil law 
and disputes. The significant authority possessed by the Ushuli 
clerics had a large influence on society. This is evident from the 
increase in the number of Ushuli mujtahid scholars from only five 
at the beginning of the 19th century to more than one hundred at 
the end of the Qajar dynasty. At this time the clerics occupied a 
very strategic position so that it was easier to develop and carry 
out their thoughts practically. At this time also, the institution 
of Marja Taqlid was established. It is a relatively new concept 
as a development of the Ushuli version of the ijtihad doctrine. 
This institution gives a very significant influence in the future, 
especially regarding the role of the clerics in a social community 
and its relationship with society.

The concept of Marja ‘taqlid was officially institutionalized in 
1846 when Shaikh Muhammad Hasan Najafi (died 1850) became 
the only source of reference for the Shiite community. Najafi has 
pledged itself as an ‘absolute (Mutlaq) and perfect (Tamm) Marja 
which means the highest hierarchical position of the Marja’. This 
concept has never been known before or rather does not contain 
significant significance in the period before the Qajar dynasty. The 
concept of Marja ’was previously only known as a collection of 
traditions/history as termed by Astarabadi as Marja’ al-Shi’a. The 
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establishment of the Marja ‘taqlid institution further strengthened 
the position of the clerics at the time, who had already gained 
economic power from the control of public religious funds such 
as khums and zakat, court confiscated funds from transactions 
of prohibited and ownerless goods, endowments, and proceeds. 
bazaar, However, the momentum of the concept of Marja ‘only 
came in the period after Najafi, who was spearheaded by a Marja’ 
named Hassan Shirazi. Shirazi practically brought the concept of 
Marja ‘to enter actively in the socio-political world, something 
that has never been done before, which only dwells on matters 
of religious doctrines. For example, when a massacre was carried 
out by Abd al-Rahman, a British royal stooge, against Hazira (one 
of the Shiite groups in Afghanistan), Shirazi who disagreed with 
the action sent a letter to and the Queen of England in an attempt 
mediating the protection of Shiite minorities in Afghanistan. This 
is the beginning of the role of the cleric in the practical world of 
social politics.

The maximum of the role of the clerics when it was a massive 
tobacco boycott in Iran as a rejection of the tobacco monopoly 
by the British. This incident began when Nasr al-Din Shah gave 
a concession to G.F. Talbot in March 1890 to monopolize the 
production, sale, and export of tobacco which was in force for 
fifty years. This agreement was clearly detrimental to the people, 
especially traders who suffered heavy losses due to this monopoly. 
In response to public unrest at the time, Shirazi issued a fatwa 
forbidding buying, selling tobacco, and also smoking in protest at 
the monopoly policy. This fatwa received a very large response in 
the community and there was an anti-tobacco boycott movement 
in Iran. Finally, in 1892, Nasr al-Din Shah paid some compensation 
to a British company to revoke this tobacco concession permit.

The anti-tobacco fatwa above has enormous implications for 
the development of the social status of clerics in Iran. Cleric is no 
longer interpreted as holding only the power of religious authority, 
but also in social, even political matters. Shirazi succeeded 
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in building the image and trust of the community in the Marja 
institution ’which had been built before, even expanding its reach. 
Shirazi is known as laying the foundation of the role of ilama in 
the political field, which finally culminated when the Iranian 
revolution led by Ayatullah Khomeini succeeded in occupying 
the most important position in the modern Iranian government. 
Shirazi was also considered to elevate the degree and authority of 
the Marja fatwa ‘as well as covering socio-political issues.

This movement continued in the years that followed. Marja 
Institute ’significantly increased the trust of the community. The 
Marja ‘after Shirazi seems to be inspired by the role that has been 
carried out by the Marja institution’ they have formed. One proof 
is the role played by Khurasani when pushing the success of the 
Iranian people in the action of the constitutional revolution in 
1906-1911. This is done in order to uphold a sense of community 
justice. At that time, traders and workers were nervous about the 
rapid influx of cheap foreign goods. Not only that, but Khurasani 
also made important breakthroughs. For example, fatwas on the 
legality of banks, the military, and education issues. Not only in 
social and economic matters but Khurasani’s fatwa also touched 
on political issues, even at its peak. He called for a rebellion against 
Shah Muhammad Ali and forbade people to pay taxes to the 
oppressive regime. This fatwa overthrew the Shah and replaced 
him with his young son. This shows once again that the existence 
of the Marja institution really has a big impact on Iran.

During the Qajar dynasty, the role of the cleric seemed to be the 
determinant of all policies. They have a central role in the political 
scene in Iran. The ups and downs of public trust in the government, 
as well as in the opposition, did not change the slightest view 
and public confidence in the cleric. Muhammad Mosaddeq said, 
“Under the Qajar kings, the foreign states could not sign a contract 
with Iran without the agreement of several groups of ministers, 
cleric and influential dignitaries. This usually required time and 
money without any guaranteed result.” However, the authority 
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of the cleric did not always run smoothly. Intellectual resistance 
from traditionalists is still happening. Also, the collapse of the 
Qajar dynasty and the rise of Reza Khan to become Shah in the 
new dynasty in 1921 became a separate test for the scholars. The 
new dynasty, called the Pahlavi dynasty, has a motto of Western-
style modernization and centralization of power. He followed the 
modernization model in the style of Mustafa Kamal in Turkey. This 
Western modernization project is clearly at odds with the ideas of 
the cleric group. Reza Shah even wants to return Iran to its past 
culture and change Iran’s name to Persia. In almost every line of 
ideology, politics, social, and culture, Shah Reza always attacks the 
power and rights of the cleric. Not only that, under this regime, the 
control of education and justice which during the Qajar dynasty 
was controlled by cleric was revoked. However, the castration 
of the role of the cleric did not go smoothly. The community 
continues to side with the Cleric. However, it is evident that there 
were very few breakthroughs made by the clerics in this era, which 
were caused by pressure from the regime which was very hard 
and sometimes used military forces.

In 1941, Reza Shah resigned from his position and left Iran. 
This was due to the massive invasion carried out by the Soviet 
Union from southern Iran and Britain from the north. This alliance 
of two forces finally occupied Iran which then lost its sovereignty 
until the end of the Second World War. Reza was overthrown and 
replaced by Shah Muhammad Reza who was still inexperienced. 
The rise of the new Shah led to differing views among scholars. 
Some of them support and others refuse. A prominent Marja 
‘Ayatullah Burrujirdi became one of the strongest supporters of 
the Shah. He even obstructed the activities of the clerics opposing 
the regime and proposed the formation of a constituent council to 
strengthen the power of the Shah.

The divisions between the cleric made their strength weaken. 
The disunity was still ongoing when Muhammad Mosaddeq, prime 
minister of the Shah Reza era, conveyed the idea of ​​nationalizing the 
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Anglo-Iranian Oil Company (AIOC). Although at that time there 
was a fatwa that supported nationalization and was influential in 
society, its influence was not as strong as the anti-tobacco fatwa. 
You could say, at this time there was no unity of opposition forces 
from the clerics. However, in the late 1950s, the unity of the cleric 
was re-awakened, triggered by the White Revolution, particularly 
in land reform and women’s suffrage. The scholars agreed not 
to approve the program, which was then followed by the wider 
community. Inevitably, the unity of the cleric brought significant 
resistance to the Shah’s government. The influence of the call of the 
clerics led to massive and bloody protests in 1963 and marked the 
return of the authority of the Marja institution. The demonstration, 
supported by Ayatullah Ruhullah Khomeini, would later bring 
major changes to Iran. This incident was an embryo for the fall 
of the Shah 16 years later, after the 1979 Islamic revolution and 
the beginning of the Islamic government era. Cleric authorities 
ultimately did not only dwell on the outside or become supporters 
of power; that authority goes deeply into the core of Iran’s politics 
in the Wilayat al-Faqih system. The government is ruled by them.

The Emergence of Wilayat al-Faqih

In the Wilayat al-Faqih system, the jurist plays an important 
role in an Islamic government, arguing that only they can be trusted 
and have qualifications, both in terms of moral integrity and in 
carrying out religious and social tasks. With such qualifications, 
it is believed that God’s laws will be well realized, and the purity 
of revelation can also be well guarded. In the concept of the 
reign of Wilayat al-Faqih, the jurists have authority as guardians, 
interpreters, and implementers of God’s laws. It is obligatory for 
the jurists to enforce the prescribed government, both collectively 
and individually, for the implementation of Islamic laws and the 
protection of Islamic territorial boundaries. Such a government is a 
true and just Islamic government. However, there is no hierarchical 
level that indicates that one jurisprudence is superior to another or 
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that one has more territoriality than another.

As the holders of the authority of the Imams, the jurists have 
the responsibility and duty of continuing the prophetic mission as 
the task carried out by the Imams. The most important political 
aspect here is how to create a just government based on God’s 
law. On that basis, then in the reign of Wilayat al-Faqih, there is 
no separation between religion and politics. Substantially both 
contain the same mission and purpose, which is to create a just 
order based on God’s law. According to Ayatollah Khomeini, the 
separation of religion and politics, as well as the demand that the 
cleric should not interfere in social and political matters, is part of 
the propaganda of imperialism. He condemned the scholars who 
were reluctant to involve themselves in social and political matters. 
They are considered by Imam Khomeini as people who reject the 
obligations and missions delegated to them by the Imams.

In its implementation, this system began with a referendum 
held on April 1, 1979, resulting in 99 percent of the total electorate, 
choosing to set up the Islamic Republic of Iran. The referendum 
was attended by twenty million participants from twenty-one 
million total voting rights holders. This is certainly very convincing 
for the government to be formed, 99 percent support is a form 
of community approval for the implementation of the Islamic 
system in Iran. From this result, a debate which had previously 
arisen about what system was best for Iranians was answered. It 
also agrees Khomeini’s statement which states that, “What the 
nation wants is an Islamic Republic, not one word more and not one 
word less. Not just a Republic, not a democratic Republic, not a 
democratic Islamic Republic. Do not use the word ‘democratic’ to 
describe it. This the Western style.” 

This referendum became the basis for the general election for 
a constituent body of 73 people with the name Majles-e Khebregan 
(Assembly of Experts), who would later be tasked with drafting 
the Islamic Constitution. The document contained 175 chapters of 
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40 amendments added after Khomeini’s death. In this document, it 
is stated that this document will remain in effect until the return of 
Mahdi. The Preamble emphasized faith in God, Divine Justice, the 
Qur’an, Judgment Day, Prophet Muhammad, the Twelve Imams, 
the return of the Hidden Mahdi, and, most notably, the concept 
of the Wilayat al-Faqih conceived by Khomeini. One form of 
legislation that forms the basis of the Wilayat al-Faqih system is the 
1979 Constitution which adopted Ayatollah Khomeini as Wilayat 
al-Faqih, Marja Taqlid amma and the leader of the revolution 
(Article 107). While Article 109 contains the special skills of leaders 
or the Leadership Council, namely: (1) Meeting the requirements 
in terms of scholarship and policies that are essential for 
religious leadership and fatwa issuance, and (2) socially oriented, 
courageous, capable and have sufficient expertise in government.  
The 1979 Constitution gives the highest state authority and ends to 
the Wilayat al-Faqih/the Guardianship of Islamic Jurist (if there is 
no Wilayat al-Faqih).

When compared with democracy (although this concept 
was rejected by Khomeini), this Constitution, however, has some 
similarities with democracy, for example in general elections. 
General voters - defined as all adults including women - are 
given the secret and direct voting power to elect the president, the 
Assembly, the provincial and local councils and the Assembly of 
Experts. The age of the voters which was originally sixteen years 
was later reduced to fifteen years, and then rose again to sixteen 
years in 2005. From this, it appears that, constitutionally, Iran is a 
democratic country despite its different name and shape.
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Figure 1. Chart of the Islamic Constitution

From the chart above, the President, the Legislature, and 
the Assembly of Experts are directly elected by the people. The 
president is elected every four years and is limited to only the 
last two periods. The president is defined as the chief executive 
and the highest official authority after the Supreme Leader. The 
Legislative, also elected every four years, are described as people’s 
representatives. Whereas a Supreme Leader is chosen by Assembly 
of Experts which consists of 86 jurists. Members of this assembly 
are elected by the people for an eight-year term. Not only voting, 
but this assembly also oversees the behavior of the Supreme Leader 
and has the authority to dismiss Supreme Leader if it violates 
religious teachings. Supreme Leader also appointed the head of 
the Supreme Court to be the supervisor of three courts: the general 
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court (the case of ordinary citizens), the revolution court, and the 
military court. Finally, the Supreme Leader has full authority to 
command war.

Conclusion

From the explanation above, the Iranian constitution has 
covered at least some elements of democracy in the political 
system of the Wilayat al-Faqih. Fareed Zakaria in his article in 
foreign policy entitled the Rise of Illiberal Democracy revealed that 
since a century ago when talking about democracy in the West, 
the meaning was always liberal democracy, not the other. Liberal 
democracy according to him is a political system marked not only 
by free and fair elections, but also by the rule of law, separation 
of powers, and the protection of basic rights of speech, assembly, 
religion, and property. But the problem is, there is never a concrete 
measurement of how far the element goes. Some studies related to 
the ranking of democracy, such as those conducted by Freedom 
House, for example, only examine people’s perceptions, not the 
contents of their constitution, for example.

This is certainly important for future research; the problem 
is that liberal democracy and its values ​​appear to be over-
enforced in certain countries. See, Middle Eastern countries, 
Iraq and Afghanistan for instance, which continue to suffer were 
the consequences of a failed democratization process led by the 
United States. And see also, how Singapore, with its system that 
is not liberal democracy, has never been questioned, in fact, there 
has been almost no discussion about the application of liberal 
democracy in Singapore. This led to the question, is democracy 
or liberal democracy can objectively be the only determination of 
successful of the states? Is liberal democracy can being the only 
measurement of the state welfare and happiness of the population? 
Therefore, Iran with its Wilayat al-Faqih which has lasted 40 years 
in 2019, is one concrete example of how a system that originates 
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from the cultural and religious treasures in Iran can survive and 
grow despite pressure from the US embargo. From this point on, 
discussions about the political system going forward certainly do 
not end with democracy, but also elaborating on other alternatives 
that can be better at managing society and the state. Of course, 
not only in the realm of academic discussion but also to the real 
implementation such as the Wilayat al-Faqih system in Iran.
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