Volume 3, Issue 1, Year 2024

1P F Jl (ol 0 lous cpow 0499

Islamic Knowledge and Insight

Examining Religious Governance in the Views
of Mohammad Taqi Mesbah Yazdi and
Mohammad Mojtahed Shabestari

1. Abdolsadegh Ghasemi: PhD Student, Department of Political Science,
Political Thoughts, Tabriz Branch, Islamic Azad University, Tabriz, Iran
2. Ehsan Shakeri khoei*: Assistant Professor, Department of Political
Science and International Relations, Tabriz Branch, Islamic Azad
University, Tabriz, Iran. (Email: ehsanshakeri@iaut.ac.ir)

3. Alireza Esmailzad: Assistant Professor, Department of Political Science,
Tabriz Branch, Islamic Azad University, Tabriz, Iran

o Nl O gucs g S y2o

PRCES) CMG’SM sl 43 ) Cm5£> Iy
(S s AGRD MOX0

il 5 Aoy ¢ ol (slo o bl il &l ple (65573 (s s 1 pasli Golallite )
Ol G e ool 315T
ﬂjati_m“}_,;.\,\)wawglj),u_“g_ﬁf,x;Uf)u_m_.,\:"\_;),-&;ugp,\.r
ehsanshakeri@iaut.ac.ir :¢s S ) 01l 325 oMol

Ol 52 e oDt SU3T o8l €35 ol gl sk 05,8 slind 3315 fomand L le ¥

Abstract

The objective of this article is to analyze and compare religious
governance, its legitimacy, and acceptance in the political views of
Mohammad Mojtahed Shabestari and Mohammad Tagi Mesbah
Yazdi. The central question that this article seeks to answer is: What
are the points of divergence and similarity between the thoughts of
Mesbah Yazdi and Shabestari regarding religious governance? The
research hypothesis suggests that different temporal and spatial
conditions, as well as distinct ideological perspectives, have led to
differing interpretations of religion and religious governance in the
views of Mesbah Yazdi and Shabestari. This study has been
conducted using a comparative approach and Skinner’s
intentionalist hermeneutics method. The data collection method in
this research is documentary and library-based. The findings of the
study indicate that, from Shabestari’s perspective, legitimacy and
acceptance are derived from the people's choice and the
implementation of the rights of all members of society. He
considers democracy to be a system of governance based on the rule
of law. In contrast, Mesbah Yazdi views legitimacy and acceptance
as originating from the sacred lawgiver and endorses Islamic
democracy. Both scholars believe in the concept of Velayat-e Fagih
(Guardianship of the Jurist).
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Religious governance remains a significant subject

of debate in contemporary Islamic political
thought, especially in Iran. This study analyzes and
compares the perspectives of Mohammad Taqi
Mesbah Yazdi and Mohammad Mojtahed
Shabestari  regarding religious governance,
focusing on legitimacy and acceptance. Mesbah
Yazdi asserts that legitimacy is derived solely from
divine authority, and the role of the people is
limited to acceptance rather than determining
legitimacy (Mesbah Yazdi, 2013). In contrast,
Shabestari argues that democratic legitimacy is
essential for religious governance, maintaining that
a government cannot achieve religious legitimacy
unless it first secures political legitimacy through
the people’'s consent (Mesbah Yazdi, 2001). This
study employs a comparative analysis grounded in
Skinner’s intentionalist hermeneutics to examine
how different ideological and historical contexts
shape the interpretations of these two scholars. The
findings reveal that their contrasting views on
democracy, human rights, and the role of the jurist
(Velayat-e Fagih) are deeply intertwined with their
broader  theological and  epistemological
perspectives.
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The theoretical framework of this study is
grounded in the broader discourse on democracy
and Islamic governance, which has been
particularly prominent in post-revolutionary Iran.
Mesbah Yazdi's political thought aligns with a
theocratic model, asserting that governance is
ultimately sanctioned by divine authority and that
the jurist serves as the executor of God's will
(Mesbah Yazdi, 2005). He rejects Western liberal
democracy, contending that a political system
where authority originates solely from the people’s
will is incompatible with Islamic teachings, which
emphasize divine sovereignty over human affairs
(Mesbah Yazdi, 2013). In contrast, Shabestari
promotes a hermeneutic approach to Islamic
governance that seeks to reconcile religious
governance with democratic principles. He asserts
that democracy, as a system that ensures human
rights and legal equality, is not inherently
contradictory to Islamic teachings but instead
aligns with Islamic ethical values (Mesbah Yazdi,
2012). These theoretical differences underscore a
fundamental tension between essentialist and
constructivist perspectives on governance within
Islamic thought.

This study employs a comparative textual analysis
of Meshah Yazdi's and Shabestari's works,
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focusing on their conceptualizations of political
authority, democracy, and human rights. Mesbah
Yazdi argues for a model of governance rooted
strictly in Islamic jurisprudence, rejecting secular
democracy as a valid political system (Mesbah
Yazdi, 2001). He contends that Islamic governance
must strictly adhere to divine law and should not be
subject to changing societal preferences (Mesbah
Yazdi, 2013). Shabestari, however, adopts a
dynamic interpretation of Islamic governance,
emphasizing that religious principles must be
understood in light of historical and cultural
contexts. He posits that democracy is not only
compatible with Islamic governance but also
necessary for achieving justice and equity in a
religious framework (Mesbah Yazdi, 2005). This
hermeneutic approach allows for a nuanced
understanding of how epistemological orientations
influence political conclusions.

The findings of this study reveal that Mesbah Yazdi
and Shabestari hold significantly different views on
the role and scope of Velayat-e Fagih. Mesbah
Yazdi views the jurist's authority as absolute,
deriving legitimacy solely from divine command,
with public participation limited to acknowledging
this authority (Mesbah Yazdi, 2003). This position
aligns with a rigid theocratic framework, where
governance is primarily a means of enforcing
divine law rather than responding to the will of the
people (Mesbah Yazdi, 2015). In contrast,
Shabestari’s  perspective suggests that the
legitimacy of the jurist’s authority must be subject
to democratic validation, thereby limiting the scope
of Velayat-e Fagih to an advisory rather than an
absolute governing role (Mesbah Yazdi, 2012).
This divergence reflects broader debates within
contemporary Islamic political thought regarding
the reconciliation of religious principles with
democratic norms.

The implications of these findings are significant
for understanding the evolving discourse on
religious governance in Iran and the broader
Muslim world. Mesbah Yazdi’s model presents a
rigid framework in which religious authority
remains insulated from democratic influence,

oY

whereas Shabestari’s approach envisions a more
flexible governance model that can adapt to
societal needs (Mesbah Yazdi, 2001). This contrast
illustrates a central challenge in contemporary
Islamic political thought: how to maintain religious
legitimacy while ensuring political inclusivity and
democratic participation. While Mesbah Yazdi’s
model provides theological consistency and
stability, it risks alienating segments of the
population that demand greater political
representation. Conversely, Shabestari’s model,
though more adaptable, faces the challenge of
establishing a firm theological foundation within
traditional Islamic jurisprudence (Mesbah Yazdi,
2013).

In conclusion, this study highlights the ongoing
tensions between divine legitimacy and democratic
governance in contemporary Islamic political
thought. The contrasting perspectives of Mesbah
Yazdi and Shabestari illustrate the broader debate
on how religious governance should be
conceptualized and implemented. While Mesbah
Yazdi’s vision remains deeply rooted in
traditionalist interpretations that emphasize divine
sovereignty, Shabestari’s approach seeks to
reconcile religious governance with democratic
principles. These differing viewpoints underscore
the complexities involved in interpreting religious
authority in modern political contexts and highlight
the continuous evolution of Islamic political
thought in response to contemporary governance
challenges.
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