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Introduction

The Constitutional Revolution of Iran (1905-1911) reshaped the political imagination of
a country at the crossroads of empire, commerce, and faith. In a span of a few years,
ideas that had circulated in seminaries, bazaars, coffeehouses, and editorial rooms
crystallized into a new constitutional order and an elected parliament—the
Majles—capable of challenging absolutist rule. This book argues that the revolution’s
novelty lay not only in institutional creation but also in the fusion of law and media:
legal debates were staged as public performances, while newspapers, pamphlets, and
telegraphs became instruments for redefining rights, duties, and sovereignty. The
resulting public sphere was fragile, cacophonous, and transformative.

Our approach is interdisciplinary. We read legal texts alongside headlines, sermons
alongside cartoons, and parliamentary minutes alongside popular verse. Rather than
treating “law” as a sealed domain of jurists, we trace how constitutional concepts were
translated into Persian idioms, argued in mosques and guild halls, and enacted
through procedures—elections, petitions, investigations, and trials—that invited new
forms of participation. Media are not simply the backdrop to these developments; they
are the connective tissue that made constitutionalism thinkable and actionable for a
broad public.

At the heart of this study are primary sources—editorials, proclamations, trial records,
and sections of the 1906 Fundamental Law and the 1907 Supplementary
Laws—presented in new translations and contextualized through close reading. These
sources allow us to recover a plurality of voices: merchants seeking predictable rules
for commerce, clerics articulating a jurisprudence of constitutional restraint, women
activists forming associations and publishing polemics, provincial councils asserting
local autonomy, and satirists scandalizing the powerful with barbed wit. By listening
across these registers, we can see how constitutionalism was built through argument,
organization, and media craft.

The book proceeds from social foundations to legal architectures and then to legacies.
Early chapters reconstruct the coalitions that propelled the movement and the
repertoires of protest—bast, boycotts, and petitions—that converted moral outrage
into institutional pressure. We then follow the drafting of the constitution and its
supplementary laws, analyzing debates over sovereignty, the place of shari‘a, the
meaning of “rights,” and the design of representation. Midway, we turn inside the
Majles to examine procedures, party formations, and the emergence of parliamentary
culture, and we explore the creation of courts and administrative law as arenas where
new norms were tested and contested.

Because the revolution was never only a Tehran story, several chapters move outward

to provincial centers—Tabriz, Rasht, and beyond—where local councils (anjumans)
experimented with novel forms of governance and defense. Transnational currents
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also mattered: ideas, capital, and militants crossed borders, while imperial pressure
from Russia and Britain constrained possibilities and provoked new strategies. The
media of movement—telegraph lines, postal routes, clandestine print—stitched these
geographies together, enabling simultaneous debates over law and legitimacy.

Finally, we assess the long arc of constitutionalism after 1911. The consolidation of the
modern state, waves of centralization, and later revolutions reconfigured institutions
and vocabularies, but they did not erase the legal and political innovations of
1905-1911. Questions forged then—about the sources of law, the limits of executive
power, the role of clerical authority, and the rights of association and
expression—continued to animate public life. By reconstructing how these questions
were first posed and provisionally answered, we gain a clearer view of the possibilities
and constraints that have shaped Iranian politics ever since.

This book speaks to readers interested in Middle Eastern history, legal theory, media
studies, and the comparative study of revolutions. It offers neither hagiography nor
dismissal; instead, it treats the Constitutional Revolution as a complex laboratory in
which concepts traveled, institutions took form, and publics learned to argue under
conditions of risk. If constitutionalism is as much a communicative as a juridical
project, then Iran’s first parliament was born not only from statutes and signatures but
from the persistent labor of writers, readers, organizers, and citizens who made law
legible—and contestable—in public.

CHAPTER ONE: Setting the Stage: Qajar Iran at the
Turn of the Century

At the dawn of the 20th century, Iran, governed by the Qajar dynasty, presented a
complex tableau of ancient traditions, nascent modernity, and encroaching foreign
influence. It was a land of sprawling deserts and fertile plains, vibrant bazaars and
isolated villages, powerful tribal confederations and burgeoning urban centers. The
Qajars, a Turkic dynasty that had come to power in the late 18th century, had
established a relatively centralized state, but their authority often contended with the
entrenched power of the Shi‘i ulama (religious scholars) and the semi-autonomous
tribal khans who governed vast swathes of the countryside. This delicate balance of
power, constantly shifting and renegotiating, would prove crucial in the unfolding
drama of the Constitutional Revolution.

The Qajar state, while claiming absolute sovereignty, operated more as a loose

collection of fiefdoms and spheres of influence than a monolithic entity. The Shah,
residing in Tehran, was theoretically the ultimate authority, but his writ often ran thin
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beyond the major cities. Provincial governors, frequently members of the royal family
or powerful aristocratic clans, wielded considerable power, collecting taxes,
administering justice, and even raising their own armies. Their loyalty to the central
government was often a matter of pragmatism and self-interest, rather than
unwavering fealty. This decentralized structure, while seemingly a weakness, also
allowed for a certain degree of local autonomy and resilience, a characteristic that
would later be harnessed by constitutionalists.

Economically, Iran was a primarily agrarian society, with a significant portion of the
population engaged in farming and animal husbandry. However, the urban centers
thrived on trade, both internal and international. The bazaars were not merely
marketplaces but also vital social and political hubs, where news circulated, opinions
were formed, and grievances found expression. Merchants, organized into powerful
guilds, played a pivotal role in the urban economy and often possessed considerable
social and financial capital. Their connections stretched across the country and
beyond, facilitating the flow of goods, ideas, and even revolutionary sentiments.

The international context was equally, if not more, defining. Iran sat strategically
between the expanding Russian Empire to the north and British India to the south. This
geopolitical reality transformed Iran into a reluctant pawn in the "Great Game," the
Anglo-Russian rivalry for dominance in Central Asia. Both powers exerted immense
pressure on the Qajar government, securing lucrative concessions for everything from
telegraph lines to banking, and often dictating foreign policy. These concessions,
frequently granted in exchange for personal loans to the Shah, fueled popular
resentment and were seen as blatant infringements on Iranian sovereignty.

The internal pressures were mounting as well. Decades of Qajar rule had seen a
gradual erosion of state finances. The Shahs, accustomed to lavish lifestyles,
increasingly resorted to borrowing from foreign powers, particularly Russia and Britain,
to cover their expenditures. This spiraling debt further entangled Iran in the web of
imperial finance and provided foreign powers with leverage to demand further
concessions. The burden of these debts often fell disproportionately on the common
people through increased taxes and customs duties, exacerbating economic hardship
and social discontent.

Culturally, Iran was undergoing a subtle but significant transformation. While
traditional Islamic education remained paramount, new ideas from the West were
slowly percolating into the intellectual landscape. Students traveling abroad,
translated books and newspapers, and the presence of foreign legations and
companies all contributed to a growing awareness of European political thought,
scientific advancements, and legal systems. This exposure, while initially limited to a
small elite, gradually sparked debates about modernity, reform, and the future
direction of the country.
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The ulama, the powerful religious establishment, played a multifaceted role in this pre-
revolutionary landscape. They were not a monolithic entity, but rather a diverse group
with varying political leanings and interpretations of Islamic law. They wielded
immense moral and social authority, acting as judges, educators, and guardians of
public morality. Their pronouncements could sway public opinion, and their networks
extended into every corner of society, from the grand mosques of Tehran and Najaf to
the smallest village madrasas. Some ulama were staunch conservatives, advocating
for the preservation of tradition and resistant to Western influence, while others were
more open to reform, seeing constitutionalism as a means to strengthen Islam and
defend the nation against foreign encroachment.

The urban landscape itself was a crucible of change. Cities like Tehran, Tabriz, Isfahan,
and Mashhad were growing, drawing in people from rural areas seeking economic
opportunities. This urbanization led to new social configurations and the emergence of
a burgeoning middle class of merchants, artisans, and professionals. These groups,
often more literate and globally aware than their rural counterparts, became
increasingly frustrated with the arbitrary rule of the Qajar monarchs, the corruption of
officialdom, and the perceived weakness of the state in the face of foreign
intervention.

The communication infrastructure, while still rudimentary by European standards, was
nevertheless expanding. The telegraph, introduced in the mid-19th century, began to
connect major cities, facilitating faster communication and the dissemination of news.
Although initially serving state and commercial interests, the telegraph would later
become a crucial tool for constitutional activists, allowing them to coordinate protests
and spread their message with unprecedented speed. This new technology, alongside
the growing circulation of handwritten and lithographed newsletters, hinted at the
potential for a more connected and politically conscious public.

The reign of Nasser al-Din Shah, who ruled for nearly 50 years (1848-1896), was a
period of both modernization attempts and increasing foreign entanglement. He
introduced some administrative reforms, sent students to Europe, and even traveled
there himself, bringing back ideas and technologies. However, his efforts were often
half-hearted and ultimately overshadowed by his extravagant spending and
willingness to grant concessions to foreign powers. His assassination in 1896, while
not directly tied to the constitutional movement, underscored the growing instability
and dissatisfaction with the status quo.

His successor, Mozaffar al-Din Shah (1896-1907), inherited a state teetering on the
brink of financial collapse and popular unrest. A generally mild-mannered and often
sickly ruler, he lacked the strong will and political acumen to navigate the turbulent
waters ahead. His reign saw an acceleration of foreign loans and concessions, further
exacerbating public anger. It was under his watch that the various currents of
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discontent would coalesce into a powerful movement demanding fundamental political
change.

The grievances were manifold and deeply felt. There was widespread resentment
against the arbitrary nature of Qajar justice, which often favored the wealthy and well-
connected. The absence of a clear, codified legal system led to uncertainty and
injustice, particularly for those without influence. The Qajar government's inability to
protect its own citizens from foreign economic exploitation and political interference
was a constant source of humiliation and anger. The concept of adl, or justice, a
cornerstone of Islamic governance, was widely perceived to be absent from the Qajar
administration.

Furthermore, the intellectual ferment, though largely confined to educated circles, was
beginning to find wider resonance. Thinkers influenced by European Enlightenment
ideas of constitutionalism, rule of law, and individual rights began to articulate
critiques of absolute monarchy. These ideas were often blended with Islamic concepts
of justice and accountability, creating a unique synthesis that would characterize
Iranian constitutional thought. The stage was thus set for a collision between an
anachronistic monarchy, an increasingly vocal and organized populace, and the
relentless pressures of global imperial competition.

The seeds of revolution were not sown in a single moment but cultivated over decades
through a combination of internal decay and external pressures. The Qajar state,
despite its vast territorial claims, lacked the institutional strength and legitimacy to
withstand the coming storm. The ulama, while traditionally pillars of the social order,
found their authority challenged by modernizing trends and their moral standing
compromised by the perceived corruption of the state. The merchants, the economic
backbone of the urban centers, sought greater security and predictability for their
trade, which the arbitrary Qajar rule could not provide.

This intricate web of social, economic, political, and intellectual factors created a
volatile environment. The seemingly disparate grievances, fueled by economic
hardship, foreign domination, and the desire for justice, were slowly converging. What
was needed was a catalyst, a spark that would ignite these smoldering embers into a
full-blown conflagration, challenging the very foundations of Qajar power and ushering
in an era of unprecedented political and legal transformation. The turn of the century
in Qajar Iran was not merely a chronological marker; it was a moment pregnant with
possibility and peril, a time when the old order was visibly fraying, and the whispers of
a new future were growing louder in the bazaars and coffeehouses of a nation on the
cusp of revolution.
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