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Abstract

The era of Naser al-Din Shah Qajar (1848-1896) was one of the
most significant periods in Iranian history in terms of the interaction
between religion and state. The ulama played a crucial role in
legitimizing the government during this time, while also resisting
certain state policies. The aim of this study is to examine the
influence of the ulama on the political legitimacy of Naser al-Din
Shah and their interaction with the government. This research
employs a descriptive-analytical method, based on historical
documents, library sources, and scholarly analyses. The findings of
the study indicate that the ulama, on the one hand, contributed to
the stabilization of the Qajar government, but on the other hand,
they opposed the shah during critical moments such as the Tobacco
Protest and certain state reforms. Naser al-Din Shah’s policies
aimed at limiting the influence of the ulama, such as controlling
religious endowments (waqf) and reducing the authority of
religious courts, led to tensions in the relationship between religion
and state. Ultimately, the findings show that the government's
dependence on the support of the ulama enabled this group to have
a significant influence on political and social developments and to
maintain their status as an independent power in society. This trend
gradually paved the way for the broader role of the ulama during
the Constitutional Revolution.

Keywords: Ulama, Political Legitimacy, Naser al-Din Shah,
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The era of Naser al-Din Shah Qajar (1848-1896)

witnessed one of the most intricate interplays
between religion and state in Iranian history, where
the ulama played a pivotal role in legitimizing the
monarchy while simultaneously resisting certain
state policies. The political landscape of this period
was marked by a delicate balance, as Naser al-Din
Shah sought to consolidate his power by garnering
the support of prominent religious figures, yet
aimed to curtail their influence through various
reforms. The ulama, represented by influential
figures like Ayatollah Molla Ali Kani, became
indispensable allies to the Qajar regime, providing
religious endorsements that bolstered the shah’s
authority among the populace. However, this
support was not unconditional; it was contingent
upon the state’s adherence to religious principles,
as any deviation would prompt the ulama to
withdraw their endorsement and challenge the
shah’s legitimacy (Kermani, 1967). This complex
relationship was exemplified during the Tobacco
Protest, where the ulama’s opposition to state-
sanctioned monopolies underscored their ability to
mobilize public sentiment against the monarchy
(Mirza Ali Khan Amin, 1962). The research
highlights that while the wulama’s support
contributed to the stability of the Qajar regime,
their independence and influence posed a constant
challenge to Naser al-Din Shah’s efforts to
centralize power. The dual role of the ulama as both
legitimizers of the state and potential adversaries
created an environment where religious authority
was both a tool for governance and a threat to
autocratic rule.

Naser al-Din Shah’s policies towards the ulama
were multifaceted, oscillating between
accommodation and suppression.  Financial
patronage, allocation of religious endowments, and
participation  in  state-sponsored  religious
ceremonies were strategies employed to secure the
loyalty of the clergy. Conversely, efforts to
diminish the ulama’s influence included the
establishment of modern educational institutions
like Dar al-Funun and attempts to reform the
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judiciary by reducing the powers of religious courts
(Adamiyat, 1999). These measures often led to
friction, as they were perceived as encroachments
upon religious authority. The relationship was
further complicated by the shah’s need to maintain
a semblance of religious devotion, which
necessitated periodic reconciliation with the clergy
(Algar, 1990). Instances such as the confrontation
between Naser al-Din Shah and the Imam Jomeh of
Tehran illustrate the tensions that arose when
religious and political interests clashed. The
ulama’s ability to sway public opinion made them
indispensable yet formidable allies, whose
cooperation was often secured through a
combination of coercion and conciliation. The
study underscores that the shah’s inconsistent
policies towards the ulama were reflective of the
broader challenges faced by the Qajar state in
navigating the complex dynamics of religion and
governance.

The initial years of Naser al-Din Shah’s reign,
particularly under the premiership of Amir Kabir,
set the tone for the subsequent interactions between
the state and the ulama. Amir Kabir’s attempts to
curtail clerical influence while promoting religious
tolerance highlighted the delicate balance required
to maintain stability (Adamiyat, 1999). The
resistance from conservative clerics, coupled with
external influences from British and Russian
interests, underscored the ulama’s significance in
both domestic and foreign affairs. The episode
involving the Imam Jomeh of Tehran’s acceptance
of gifts from foreign diplomats exemplifies the
intersection of religious authority and international
diplomacy (Algar, 1990). The wulama’s
involvement in political intrigues, their role in
social movements, and their ability to galvanize
public support rendered them crucial players in the
political arena. The research demonstrates that the
ulama’s influence extended beyond religious
matters, encompassing economic, social, and
political domains, thereby shaping the trajectory of
Naser al-Din Shah’s reign and the broader Qajar
era.
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Subsequent premiers like Mirza Aga Khan Nuri
and Mirza Hosein Khan Sepahsalar adopted
varying approaches towards the ulama, reflecting
the evolving dynamics of state-clergy relations.
Mirza Aga Khan Nuri’s pragmatic engagement
with the clergy, aimed at bolstering his own
political standing, contrasted with Amir Kabir’s
more confrontational stance (Afshari, 1993). Mirza
Hosein Khan’s administrative reforms, influenced
by his observations of Ottoman modernizations,
faced staunch opposition from the ulama, who
viewed them as threats to their traditional authority
(Adamiyat, 1961). The study reveals that the
ulama’s resistance to state-led reforms was not
merely a defense of religious prerogatives but also
a reflection of their socio-political ambitions. The
interactions between the ulama and the state during
this period were characterized by a continuous
negotiation of power, where religious figures
sought to preserve their influence amidst the shah’s
attempts at centralization and modernization.

The wulama’s role in social and political
transformations during the Naser al-Din Shah era
was profound, influencing key events such as the
Tobacco Protest and the Constitutional Revolution.
Figures like Sheikh Morteza Ansari and Mirza
Hassan Shirazi exemplified the ulama’s capacity to
challenge state authority through religious edicts
and mobilization of the masses (Khaleqi Nejad,
2011). The ulama’s opposition to foreign economic
concessions, their advocacy for social justice, and
their involvement in anti-colonial movements
highlighted their multifaceted influence. The
research illustrates that the ulama’s activism was
driven by both religious convictions and socio-
political considerations, making them central
figures in the discourse on governance and societal
change. Their legacy during the Qajar era laid the
groundwork for subsequent political movements in
Iran, demonstrating the enduring impact of
religious authority on national politics.

In conclusion, the study underscores that the
interaction between Naser al-Din Shah and the
ulama was marked by mutual dependence and
constant tension. The ulama’s support was crucial

\NAl

for the shah’s political legitimacy, yet their
resistance posed significant challenges to his
authority. The Qajar era’s religious-political
dynamics were instrumental in shaping Iran’s
modern history, highlighting the intricate
relationship between religion and state. The legacy
of this period continues to inform contemporary
discourses on political legitimacy, religious
authority, and governance in Iran.
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