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The Iranian Constitutional Revolution was not only a fundamental transformation in the
political and social history of modern Iran but also a profound reflection of two central popular
ideals: justice-seeking and legalism. Employing a qualitative thematic analysis methodology,
this study examines how these two concepts are interpreted and articulated in Nazem al-Islam
Kermani’s work, Tarikh-e Bidari-ye Iraniyan (The History of the Awakening of Iranians). The
research data were collected through a careful and systematic reading of the text. The findings
indicate that Nazem al-1slam viewed justice-seeking not merely as the driving force behind the
Constitutional Movement and a natural reaction to Qajar tyranny, but as a comprehensive
societal demand. Conversely, he presents legalism as the essential framework for achieving
sustainable justice and establishing a modern political system grounded in national
sovereignty. His perspective is shaped by his intellectual background, particularly his religious
beliefs and lived experience of the Constitutional events, leading him to legitimize these
principles not only from a political standpoint but also within ethical and Islamic
jurisprudential frameworks. A comparison of Nazem al-Islam’s thought with that of his
contemporaries reveals that, while sharing overarching ideals, he adopts a distinctive approach
characterized by a synthesis of modern rationality and a strong emphasis on the people as the
primary agents of change. By focusing on Nazem al-Islam’s narrative, this study demonstrates
how justice-seeking and legalism emerged as central pillars of his intellectual framework in
analyzing the Constitutional Revolution and how his ideas occupy a unique position among
contemporary intellectual currents.
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Introduction

The Iranian Constitutional Revolution was not merely a foundational transformation in the political
and social history of modern Iran, but also a profound manifestation of two central popular ideals:
justice-seeking and legalism. These concepts played a pivotal role in shaping the cultural and
political identity of the Constitutional Movement and became the cornerstones of its vision for a
new political order.

Nazem al-Islam Kermani, both an eyewitness and an active participant in the movement, as well
as one of its earliest historians, meticulously documented the events, documents, and discourses of
the era in his seminal work, Tarikh-e Bidari-ye Iraniyan (The History of the Awakening of
Iranians). Within this text, he articulates a distinctive interpretation of justice and law as
foundational principles of the revolution.

This article addresses three key questions: How does Nazem al-Islam define and represent the
concepts of justice-seeking and legalism in his narrative? In what ways do these ideals manifest in
his portrayal of key figures, events, and transformations of the Constitutional era? And how do his
views on justice and law compare with those of his contemporaries?

By employing qualitative thematic analysis, through systematic line-by-line reading, open and
axial coding, and comparative contextualization, this study demonstrates that Nazem al-Islam
presents justice not only as a religious duty and a reaction to Qajar tyranny, but as a comprehensive
societal demand. At the same time, he frames legalism as the indispensable institutional framework
for achieving sustainable justice and establishing a modern, nationally sovereign political system.
His thought, shaped by religious conviction and lived revolutionary experience, synthesizes Islamic
ethics, modern rationality, and a deep faith in the people as the agents of historical change.

Materials and Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative research design grounded in thematic analysis to investigate the
articulation and interplay of justice-seeking and legalism in the thought of Nazem al-Islam
Kermani, as expressed in his primary historical work, Tarikh-e Bidari-ye Iraniyan (The History of
the Awakening of Iranians).

The main source of data is the complete Persian text of this chronicle. Given Nazem al-Islam’s role
as both an active participant in and a meticulous chronicler of the Constitutional Revolution, his
work serves as a rich first-hand repository of events, discourses, and documents, including
telegrams, royal decrees, fatwas, letters, and proclamations, as well as personal interpretations of
the period.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study demonstrates that Nazem al-Islam Kermani’s interpretation of the Iranian Constitutional
Revolution is fundamentally structured around two interdependent ideals: justice-seeking ( ‘adalat-
khaht) and legalism (ganiin-garayr). Far from treating these as abstract or merely political concepts,
he embeds them within a dynamic, morally charged, and historically grounded framework that
reflects both the urgency of his era and the depth of his intellectual synthesis.
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His narrative presents justice not as a passive virtue, but as an active, collective demand—a
response to systemic oppression under the Qajars and, more profoundly, a divine imperative rooted
in Islamic ethical and jurisprudential traditions. Simultaneously, he positions legalism not as a
technical or procedural formality, but as the essential architecture through which justice becomes
durable, institutionalized, and universally applicable.

Crucially, Nazem al-Islam elevates the people from passive subjects to active agents of history.
His portrayal of the Constitutional Movement is not centered solely on elite negotiations or clerical
decrees, but on the awakening, mobilization, and moral resolve of ordinary Iranians. In his view,
law derives its authority not merely from its content or divine origin, but from its embodiment of
the national will and its capacity to protect human dignity.

This perspective is vividly illustrated in his condemnation of Muhammad °‘Ali Shah’s
bombardment of the Majlis, an act he interprets not merely as a political coup, but as a sacrilegious
violation of the social covenant between ruler and ruled. For Nazem al-I1slam, the Majlis symbolizes
the institutional crystallization of popular sovereignty and legal order; its destruction signifies the
collapse of justice itself.

In conclusion, Nazem al-Islam Kermani emerges not merely as a chronicler, but as a distinctive
political theorist of the Constitutional era. His synthesis of religious ethics, popular agency, and
modern legal consciousness offers a nuanced and indigenous articulation of constitutional ideals
that resists reduction to either Western liberalism or clerical authoritarianism. By centering justice
and law as twin pillars of national revival, and grounding them in both divine mandate and popular
will, he constructs a vision of political order that is at once deeply Islamic and profoundly modern.
This study thus affirms the enduring relevance of Nazem al-Islam’s thought for understanding the
ideological complexity of the lIranian Constitutional Revolution and for reimagining the
relationship between faith, law, and democracy in Muslim-majority societies.
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