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Introduction and Problem Statement

Among various typologies, the nation-state has dominated the international system over the past
few centuries. However, its inability to effectively address contemporary developments, often
stemming from bureaucratic constraints or the over-extension of its role in foreign policy,
frequently undermines its capacity to achieve strategic objectives (Akhavan Zanjani, 2002: 41). A
civilizational state transcends traditional territorial borders, projecting sovereignty based on
comprehensive values derived from its specific civilizational heritage.

Within the Islamic world, the state structure should ideally operate at a civilizational level. Yet,
current realities demonstrate that despite significant potential for civilization-building, the Islamic
world remains beset by crises and has struggled to fully realize its civilizational aspirations. Over
recent decades, Western civilization has established itself as a global, hegemonic force, driving the
homogenization of cultures across both the East and the West.

The Islamic Revolution signaled a departure from Western cultural and civilizational dominance,
marking the potential emergence of a new civilization and a shift in historical trajectories.
Challenging the status quo and advancing toward a new Islamic civilization necessitates a
definitive positioning against the existing Western hegemony (Metawali Emami, 2019).
Consequently, the Islamic Revolution—emerging from the historical tension between the Islamic
world and Western civilization, and leveraging the latent capacity of Islamic tradition to inform a
modern political system—serves as a catalyst for a “new Islamic civilization.”

This research provides the theoretical and strategic framework for transitioning from Western-
modeled state structures—often adopted or imposed globally, including in Iran—toward a
governance model compatible with the spiritual and historical heritage of the Islamic Republic.
Specifically, by examining Article 57 of the Constitution, which mandates that the Leadership
coordinate the three branches of government, this study analyzes the role of the Islamic Republic
in forming and advancing modern Islamic civilization, with an emphasis on the Leader’s
perspectives.

Research Method

his study adopts a qualitative research framework, utilizing documentary and library research
methods for the theoretical component and content analysis for the empirical investigation. To
explore the role of the state in civilization, relevant scholarly literature and foundational documents
were reviewed.

To examine the civilizational state and the Islamic Republic’s position in forming and advancing
a new Islamic civilization from the perspective of Ayatollah Khamenei, 36 speeches delivered
between 2013 and 2018, the five-year period preceding the “Second Step of the Revolution”
declaration, were analyzed. This corpus includes addresses delivered during meetings with
government officials, ambassadors of Islamic countries, participants of the Islamic Unity
Conference, Hajj delegations, and attendees at the annual commemoration of Imam Khomeini’s
passing. The collected data were systematically categorized using content analysis, a methodology
for identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns within textual data, which transforms diverse
information into coherent and detailed findings (Braun & Clarke, 2006)..
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Findings

An analysis of the Supreme Leader’s statements between 2013 and 2018, the period preceding the
“Second Step of the Revolution™ declaration, reveals that a “civilizational state” must possess
characteristics that transcend national territoriality to operate at a civilizational scale. These
attributes include independence, support for the oppressed, resistance against hegemony, robust
public participation, civilizational approaches to domestic and foreign policy, adherence to a
“resistance economy,” prioritization of societal culture, scientific advancement, and managerial
efficiency. Absent these attributes, a state cannot effectively function at a civilizational level.
Ayatollah Khamenei further identifies essential prerequisites for modern Islamic civilization:
adherence to Islamic law, integration of Quranic teachings, the maintenance of unity among Islamic
nations, the comprehensiveness of the Islamic programmatic framework, and the optimization of
internal capacities. The Islamic Republic, by leveraging its internal resources and regional
standing, serves as the nexus for this new civilization. This potential is codified in the Constitution
of the Islamic Republic of Iran (2018). Article 2 stipulates that the state is based on belief in the
Oneness of God (Tawhid), His exclusive sovereignty and legislative authority, the fundamental
role of divine revelation, and the constructive role of resurrection in human evolution (Constitution
of the Islamic Republic of Iran, 2018: 14). This directly aligns with the civilization’s primary
component: adherence to Islamic Sharia. Furthermore, Article 4 mandates that all civil, penal,
financial, economic, administrative, cultural, and political regulations must be based on Islamic
criteria, a principle that governs all other constitutional articles (ibid.: 15). Regarding the necessity
of unity, Article 11 draws upon the Quranic imperative: “Indeed, this nation of yours is one nation,
and I am your Lord, so worship Me.” Accordingly, the government is obligated to base its general
policy on the alliance of Islamic nations and to continuously pursue the political, economic, and
cultural integration of the Islamic world (ibid.: 17).

Independence remains the cornerstone of this civilizational state, a concept repeatedly underscored
in the Constitution. Article 2 explicitly rejects tyranny, oppression, and foreign domination,
promoting equity and justice as foundations for national solidarity. Article 3 reinforces this by
advocating for the total rejection of colonialism and the prevention of foreign influence (ibid.: 14—
15). This orientation extends to the “civilized approach to politics,” particularly in foreign policy.
Article 152 establishes that foreign policy must be anchored in the rejection of hegemony, the
preservation of comprehensive independence and territorial integrity, the defense of Muslim rights,
non-alignment with hegemonic powers, and the maintenance of peaceful relations with non-
belligerent states (ibid.: 53). Finally, Article 154 articulates the principle of “supporting the
oppressed and confronting the arrogant,” asserting that the Islamic Republic promotes human
happiness and justice globally. It mandates support for the legitimate struggles of the oppressed
against oppressors worldwide, while strictly adhering to the principle of non-interference in the
internal affairs of other nations (ibid.: 53).

Conclusion
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Compared to the nation-state, the “civilizational state” encompasses a broader range of variables,
indicators, communication channels, and functions. Functionally, a civilizational state extends
beyond legal mandates to incorporate value-based objectives such as human flourishing, peace,
order, and welfare (Xia, 2013). This is particularly evident in foreign policy, where the state must
integrate its economic and security presence with cultural influence to cultivate cross-border
civilizational credibility. For instance, while Shiite communities (e.g., in Lebanon, Irag, and
Azerbaijan) represent a key element of the Islamic Republic’s civilizational sphere, cultural or
military engagement alone is insufficient. Economic integration is essential to solidify these
connections and ensure mutual sustainability. Although Iran’s military role in countering ISIS and
its cultural support for the Arbaeen pilgrimage in Iraq are significant, field research suggests that
its economic engagement remains limited, hindering the formation of a cohesive triangle of
civilizational relations.

The civilizational state possesses a distinct, expansive guiding ideology and a defined sphere of
“civilizational prestige” (Katzenstein, 2010: 151), affording it greater strategic capacity for
activism within the international system compared to the traditional nation-state. Given the
networked, process-oriented nature of civilization, the civilizational state is better positioned to
leverage its latent capacities. For example, the influence of the Persian language across the region
can be maximized through decentralized networks rather than being restricted to official
institutions or specific geographies. By incorporating this into civilizational layers, a wider array
of societal institutions can participate, thereby activating the full scope of civilizational credibility.
Today, the Islamic Republic of Iran stands at the epicenter of modern Islamic civilization, a
position solidified by the historical developments following the Islamic Revolution. However, the
current administrative structure of the Islamic Republic largely mirrors Western governance
models, prioritizing society-building along Western lines rather than embracing a proactive
civilizational mission. This contradiction between the state’s functional reality and its overarching
civilizational purpose indicates that the Islamic Republic is not fully aligned with its stated
objectives, necessitating a reorientation toward the characteristics of a true civilizational state.
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