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This study aims to conduct a comparative analysis of the relationship between
religion and democracy in the political thought of Davood Feirahi and Mahdi Haeri
Yazdi, seeking to uncover the epistemological and methodological roots of their
divergent perspectives. It systematically examines their respective attitudes toward
formulating alternative political models to the theory of the Absolute Guardianship
of the Jurist (Wilayat al-Faqih), while critically evaluating and comparing their
strategies for articulating a religious framework of democracy. Employing an
analytical and comparative method, this research investigates their approaches to
the nexus between jurisprudence (Figh) and governance, explores the status of
democracy within their theoretical frameworks, and delineates the fundamental
distinctions between their views. The primary finding indicates that the central
divergence between Feirahi’s theory of “Democratic Jurisprudence” and Haeri’s
theory of the “Proprietary Agency of the Commons” (Wikalah Malikan-i Musha)
originates from their differing definitions of jurisprudence and its relation to
political authority. The overall conclusion demonstrates that while Feirahi
conceptualizes jurisprudence as a sociopolitical discourse capable of democratic
reconstruction and views the state as an institution regulable by democratic
jurisprudence, Haeri categorizes politics within practical philosophy (Hikmat-i
Amali), defining legitimate government through contractual representation
(Wikalah) rather than guardianship (Wilayah), with a central emphasis on intrinsic
rationality and justice.
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Introduction and Problem Statement

The central inquiry of this research concerns how a modern concept such as democracy, which
originated and evolved within the liberal intellectual tradition of thinkers such as John Locke, can
be systematically reconceptualized within traditional Islamic epistemic frameworks, specifically
political jurisprudence (Figh al-Siyasi) and practical philosophy (Hikmat-i Amali). More
fundamentally, this study interrogates the extent to which these distinct traditional disciplinary
contexts have shaped the nature and architecture of the political models of religious democracy
proposed by Muslim thinkers in response to liberal democratic paradigms.

Research Purpose

This study aims to conduct a critical and comparative examination of the nexus between religion
and democracy in the political thought of Davood Feirahi and Mahdi Haeri Yazdi. It seeks to
delineate the epistemological, jurisprudential, and philosophical foundations upon which each
thinker conceptualizes the compatibility, scope, and limitations of reconciling Islam with
democratic principles. Furthermore, the research investigates their theoretical convergences and
divergences regarding political legitimacy, the role of Sharia, individual liberty, and public
participation, thereby offering a more nuanced understanding of the theoretical capacities of
Islamic political thought when engaging modern paradigms of governance.

Research Questions and Hypotheses

The primary question of this study is: What structural consequences does the methodological
distinction between political jurisprudence and practical philosophy entail for formulating a
democratic model of religious political thought in the works of Feirahi and Haeri Yazdi? The
central hypothesis posits that in Feirahi’s jurisprudential paradigm, the synthesis of religion and
politics relies on reconstructing ljtihad through modern rationality and contemporary exigencies,
whereas in Haeri Yazdi’s philosophical framework, intrinsic human reason and popular consent
form the primary normative foundations of legitimate governance.

Literature Review

Existing scholarship on the relationship between religion and democracy in the thought of Feirahi
and Haeri Yazdi has rarely adopted a systematic comparative perspective, focusing instead on
independent descriptions, analyses, or critiques of each thinker. Although certain scholars, such as
Javad Tabatabai, have independently critiqued the theoretical foundations of both thinkers, others,
including Sadegh Haghighat and Abdolvahab Farati, have focused exclusively on Feirahi’s
conceptualization of democratic jurisprudence. Conversely, critics such as Mohammad Momen
Qomi and Davood Mahdavizadegan have challenged Haeri Yazdi’s political theory through
traditional jurisprudential and philosophical counterarguments.

Methodology

This study adopts a comparative analytical approach, utilizing systematic comparison to identify
the epistemological convergences and divergences between the two theoretical frameworks.
Through this method, the fundamental premises, core arguments, and structural implications of
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both theories are critically examined, culminating in a comprehensive comparative model. Data
collection relies on documentary and archival research. Accordingly, the primary source material
comprises the published books and scholarly articles of Davood Feirahi and Mahdi Haeri Yazdi,
supplemented by peer reviewed secondary literature and authoritative critical studies addressing
their political thought.

Research findings

1. Shared Theoretical Ground:

The primary convergence between both thinkers lies in three central areas: the inherent right of
popular sovereignty, the critique of historical hereditary monarchies, and the recognition of the
social contract within Islamic history. Both scholars affirm popular sovereignty as an inherent,
natural entitlement of the citizenry. This shared commitment leads them to reject historical Islamic
autocracies as illegitimate regimes founded merely on coercion and dynastic inheritance.
Furthermore, both emphasize the contractual foundation of governance, conceptualizing the
classical institution of allegiance (Bay 'ah) as an early Islamic manifestation of the political social
contract between the ruler and the ruled.

2. Epistemological and Disciplinary Foundations:

The fundamental divergence in their theoretical foundations stems from the disciplinary distinction
between political jurisprudence (Figh al-Siyasi) and practical philosophy (Hikmat-i Amali). Feirahi
anchors his democratic discourse in political jurisprudence, seeking to democratize the internal
mechanisms of Sharia. In contrast, Haeri Yazdi adopts a philosophical and normative approach to
governance, situating political, constitutional, and state concepts strictly within the domain of
practical reason.

3. Methodological Orientation:

A critical distinction between the two theories concerns their methodological paradigms. Feirahi
employs a contextual, historical, and genealogical reading of jurisprudential texts to uncover
suppressed democratic possibilities. Haeri Yazdi, conversely, relies on rationalist, analytical, and
philosophical deduction to justify political legitimacy, utilizing traditional jurisprudential concepts
such as common ownership (Milkiyyat-i Musha) purely as illustrative analogies rather than
normative doctrinal sources.

4. Foundations of Political Legitimacy:

The basis of political legitimacy constitutes another substantial difference between the two
thinkers. Feirahi contends that legitimacy in Islam is neither purely divine nor static, but rather
emerges from the discursive interaction among power, knowledge, and historical textual
interpretations. Within this framework, he regards the classical juridical distinction between right
(Haqqg) and ruling (Hukm) as the methodological gateway to democratic jurisprudence, arguing
that rights belong inherently to the people while rulings serve as institutional instruments to
regulate them. Conversely, Haeri Yazdi derives political legitimacy from contractual
representation (Wikalah), which is rooted in the natural and indivisible ownership of citizens over
their territorial commons.
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5. The Nexus Between Religion and Politics:

The relationship between religious authority and state apparatus represents a profound conceptual
cleavage. Feirahi advocates for a structural integration between religion and politics, maintaining
that politics in Islam is not an autonomous secular sphere, but rather an integral component of the
broader religious social order. Conversely, Haeri Yazdi defends a functional distinction between
the two domains. In his framework, the primary purpose of divine religion is spiritual purification
and otherworldly salvation, whereas the organization of socioeconomic and political affairs falls
within the sovereign jurisdiction of practical reason and collective rationality.

6. Approaches to the Wilayat al-Fagih:

The final axis of distinction concerns their critical engagement with the doctrine of the Absolute
Guardianship of the Jurist (Wilayat al-Fagih). Feirahi seeks an internal reform of the concept,
proposing that any viable notion of juridical guardianship must be systematically harmonized with
the participatory, rational, and constitutional mechanisms of the modern state. Haeri Yazdi, on the
other hand, advances a rigorous philosophical and deontological critique, fundamentally rejecting
the notion of political guardianship. He argues that extending Wilayah over rational adults without
their contractual consent implies inherent political subjugation, which fundamentally violates both
the axioms of practical reason and the inalienable natural rights of human beings.

Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that both thinkers are deeply committed to the democratic
ethos, each endeavoring to construct a coherent model of religious democracy that harmonizes
foundational Islamic tenets with the exigencies of the modern world. While their theories share
foundational commitments, namely recognizing the inherent right of popular sovereignty,
critiquing historical hereditary autocracies as illegitimate paradigms, and reinterpreting early
Islamic allegiance (Bay’ah) as an primary social contract, they diverge substantially in their
epistemological and disciplinary orientations.

Political jurisprudence (Figh al-Siyasi) is fundamentally grounded in revealed textual sources,
comprising the Quran, the Sunnah, consensus (Ijma), and juridical reasoning. It operates within the
normative parameters of Sharia, deriving its authority from the divine origin of legal rulings, with
its primary objective being the determination of the religious obligations and normative boundaries
of political action. Consequently, due to its strict textual fidelity, political jurisprudence typically
exhibits structural rigidity, functioning primarily to delineate the minimal boundaries and
proscriptions of Sharia.

In contrast, practical philosophy (Hikmat-i Amali) is grounded in autonomous human reason,
philosophical inquiry, and historical experience, operating upon the rational discernment of justice
and the public good. It derives its normative legitimacy from collective human rationality and
public welfare (Maslahah) rather than direct scriptural revelation, aiming ultimately at the
realization of earthly justice, virtue, and human flourishing. Owing to its reliance on rational
deliberation and adaptive expediency, practical philosophy demonstrates greater structural
flexibility, responsiveness to evolving spatio-temporal contexts, and an inherent capacity to
formulate optimal and efficient systems of modern governance.
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