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Introduction

An influential reading of the Constitutional Revolution has been presented,
according to which constitutionalism is equated with the pursuit of justice, liberty,
and the rule of law. Many intellectual historians also explain the transformations of
this historical period through concepts such as identity crisis, Westernization, and
similar phenomena. According to the present study, concepts such as the pursuit of
justice and liberty—as we understand them today—are not so much present in the
process of the Constitutional Revolution as they are ends retrospectively attributed
to it by historians. Meanwhile, although identity crisis and the desire for
Westernization are present in the constitutionalist discourse, they cannot explain
constitutionalism. Relying on such interpretations leads to a misreading of the
Constitutional Revolution, causing us to understand it as something it was not.
Whether projecting modern ends onto the past or interpreting the phenomenon
through the desires of the agents involved, both approaches stem from the historian's
conception of modernity as an entirely Western phenomenon and from the attempt
to portray Iran as a continuation of the West, progressing along a linear
developmental path. On this basis, phenomena like political despotism and
theocracy gain significance, and the Constitutional Revolution is interpreted as a
struggle against these two forces.

This study, in contrast to such perspectives, problematizes two major events—the
Iran-Russia wars and the spread of deadly infectious diseases such as cholera and
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plague—as central to the explanation of constitutionalism. Thus, it anchors its
analysis in a context under which the dominant political discourse and the symbolic
and semantic order in society collapsed. Emphasizing these two major events does
not mean these were the sole explanatory causes of the Constitutional Revolution.
Rather, they are part of a constellation of causes. So this study is based on a multi-
causal explanation. Further, by examining certain well-known works of Qajar-era
intellectuals, this study seeks to extract the central signifiers of the constitutionalist
discourse and to reconsider the concepts of liberty, justice, and the people.

Research Question(s)

e How did the two Iran-Russia wars and the spread of infectious diseases affect the
idea and occurrence of the Constitutional Revolution?

e What transformations did the semantic and symbolic order governing Iranian
politics and society undergo during the long-term process of constitutionalism?

e What were the fundamental concepts and central signifiers of the constitutionalist
discourse?

Literature Review

Kashi and Kazemi (2014) regard the notion that Iranian [Qajar-era] intellectualism
was an imported idea as reductive, and they establish a relationship between the
Iranian intellectual identity and Iran’s pre-intellectualism intellectual experience:
“Transformations in theological intellectual traditions in the pre-intellectualism era
led to the dominance of a logical form of thought in both theoretical and practical
reason, which created the necessary enabling and constraining conditions for
intellectualism to emerge in Iran as a model of rational and worldly thinking” (Kashi
&Kazemi, 2014: 153).

Azadarmaki and Ramezani (2020) argue that most existing narratives about the
Constitutional Revolution are Orientalist in nature, which inevitably reinforce an
image of Iranian history as a history of despotism and interpret the revolution as a
project against tyranny:

“In the interpretation of modern Iranian history... [an attempt is made] to validate the
assumptions and claims of Orientalism, portraying Iran as the West’s failed Other”
(Azadarmaki & Ramezani, 2020: 2).

Materials and Methods

This study analyzes history through the methods of archaeology and genealogy
developed by Michel Foucault. An archaeological-genealogical understanding gives
primacy to the use of concepts such as multiplicity of ruptures and discontinuities.



31

The multiplicity of ruptures breaks the unity of totality and allows what has been
forgotten to enter history. It replaces the linear, teleological trajectory derived from
the idea of evolution with a sequence of breaks. Discontinuity, in opposition to the
idea of development, brings to analysis events and phenomena that traditional
history conceals in its search for continuity.

An archaeological engagement with history requires the use of documents; engaging
with documents invites confrontation with propositions and the discourse that gives
specific meanings to them. It is necessary to establish a link between
archaeology/genealogy and discourse analysis. In this context, discourse analysis
refers to going beyond subjects and utterances, seeking the rationality that makes
subjects and speech possible.

While genealogy benefits from interpretation, it distances itself from hermeneutics
and sets aside universals in pursuit of objectivity.

Results

The central signifier of the constitutionalist discourse is the regularized government,
not justice or liberty. Constitutionalism revolved around the organization of the
government, not the people. Justice and liberty were employed by constitutionalist
intellectuals with meanings different from our contemporary understanding. The aim
of constitutionalism by justice and liberty was not individual rights, but organizing
the government and society. It was not a desire for Westernization, but rather a
doubt in the legitimacy derived from nobility and blood that led to the Constitutional
Revolution. What replaced this legitimacy was not so much a government of the
people, but rather the oversight and mobilization of a populace expected to serve the
government. Doubts in the rationality of rulership—associated with the nobility of
blood—and the emergence of a government that governs rather than merely rules,
had a direct relationship with the war and the disease.
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