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Abstract

This study examines the political and social leadership of Ayatollah Seyyed
Mohammad Tabataba’i during the Iranian Constitutional Revolution (1905-1911). It
investigates how Tabataba’i, despite ideological conflicts among diverse groups—
from conservative clerics to secular intellectuals—managed to perform a trans-
factional leadership role that united the revolutionary front.

Using a historical-analytical approach, this article explores his hybrid leadership
model that fused religious legitimacy with the modern discourse of justice and
reform. By analyzing letters, sermons, and contemporary reports, the study identifies
two major pillars of his success: (1) the creation of a networked communication
structure linking clerics, merchants, and intellectuals, and (2) the application of
symbolic capital to transform moral authority into political power.

Findings demonstrate that Tabataba’i’s innovative strategy of combining Shi‘a
political theology with modern constitutionalism transformed him into a mobilizing
and inspirational leader whose influence extended beyond religious boundaries,
shaping the sociopolitical transformation of Iran.
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Introduction

The Iranian Constitutional Revolution emerged from deep political despotism,
economic stagnation, and intensified foreign intervention by Russia and Britain. The
autocratic Qajar system, devoid of accountability, created systemic corruption and
widespread social discontent. Within this historical context, the ulama (religious
scholars) served as symbolic leaders capable of mobilizing the masses through
religious authority and moral capital.

Among them, Ayatollah Seyyed Mohammad Tabataba’i distinguished himself as
a reformist who transcended traditional sectarian divisions. His intellectual
openness, exposure to new ideas through travels and contacts with modernist
thinkers, and deep religious scholarship equipped him to reinterpret Islamic
principles in the service of political modernization. His leadership reflected an early
example of a religious-political synthesis, promoting both spiritual legitimacy and

national awakening.

Materials and Methods

This research employs a descriptive-analytical method grounded in the critical
examination of primary historical documents, including Tabataba’i’s sermons,
correspondence, and contemporary newspapers, alongside secondary analyses by
major historians such as Adamiyat, Kasravi, and Algar.

The conceptual framework draws upon Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of symbolic
capital and social movement theory (McCarthy & Zald, 1977; Tilly, 1978), to
explain how Tabataba’i converted moral legitimacy into organized political
mobilization.

The study focuses on three analytical levels:

Ideological level — reinterpretation of Islamic justice within a modern

framework.

Institutional level — formation of networks and secret associations for political

organization.

Collective action level — mobilization of urban classes and merchants into a

unified movement.
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Discussion and Results

Findings reveal that Tabataba’i’s leadership was based on a multi-layered alliance
network connecting clerics, merchants, and intellectuals. His rhetoric integrated
traditional Islamic concepts such as adl (justice) and shura (consultation) with
constitutional governance, thus legitimizing modern ideas in religious terms.

The union of Seyyed Mohammad Tabataba’i and Seyyed Abdullah Behbehani,
known as Seyyedain Sanadain, symbolized the moral unity of the revolution.
Together, they founded secret societies (anjomans) that functioned as proto-political
organizations, facilitating coordination between various revolutionary cells.

Moreover, Tabataba’i’s non-violent resistance approach, his insistence on justice
rather than vengeance, and his advocacy for education and constitutional law shaped
the moderate and reformist tone of the revolution. His speeches reframed monarchy
as a system accountable to law and justice, thereby redefining the political
vocabulary of the era.

Through his efforts, religious legitimacy was transformed into a mobilizing force
for social justice, fostering collaboration between diverse social classes and

accelerating the transformation from monarchy to constitutional governance.

Conclusion

Ayatollah Tabataba’i represents one of the most significant examples of integrative
leadership in Iran’s modern history. By combining Islamic ethics with modern
political rationality, he constructed a native model of constitutionalism that
maintained cultural authenticity while advancing democratic reform.

His ability to unite clerics, merchants, and intellectuals within a single movement
demonstrated how traditional structures could be redirected toward progressive
political change.

Tabataba’i’s leadership model-—marked by moral integrity, strategic
pragmatism, and adaptive vision—provided a blueprint for future religious-political
movements in Iran and the broader Islamic world. While his movement faced
internal contradictions between tradition and modernity, his legacy remains a
foundation for understanding the interplay between religion and democracy in
transitional societies.
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