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CrossMark

This study examines the formation and evolution of modernist tendencies in Iran from the era of
the Constitutional Revolution to the Islamic Revolution. Given the nature of the inquiry, the
research falls within the domain of the social sciences and aims to apply its findings to the
broader target society. The methodology is grounded in constructivist and interpretivist
paradigms, allowing the researcher to interact directly with the data and interpret meanings to
address complex societal issues. This qualitative approach, through inductive reasoning,
facilitates the discovery of meaningful patterns in social data. The present study employs the
strategy of critical discourse analysis following the approach of Laclau and Mouffe to investigate
the modernist orientations of six prominent Iranian intellectuals spanning from the Qajar to the
Pahlavi periods: Mirza Malkam Khan, Mirza Yusef Khan Mostashar al-Dowleh, Jalal Al-e-
Ahmad, Ali Shariati, Abdolkarim Soroush, and Mahmoud Dowlatabadi. Sampling in this study
was carried out purposively to effectively analyze the presence or absence of concepts within
texts. The unit of analysis includes the full content of books, speeches, and newspapers related
to the discourse of modernity in Iran. The findings indicate that each intellectual, based on their
historical and social context as well as their religious and cultural beliefs, adopted a distinct
approach to modernity. Malkam Khan, by emphasizing the law as the salvation of Iran, implicitly
endorses the grand narrative of Western modernity. Mostashar al-Dowleh seeks to localize the
principles of modernity within the framework of Islamic Sharia. Al-e-Ahmad characterizes
Western modernity as a disease and a cause of Westoxification. Shariati, by advocating a return
to an Islamic self, aims to present an alternative model to Western modernity. Soroush,
emphasizing religious intellectualism, views modernity as a historical and cultural phenomenon
that manifests in diverse forms. Dowlatabadi, through his novel Kelidar, depicts the impact of
modern elements on rural society, presenting modernity as a complex and multidimensional
phenomenon. This research demonstrates that the discourse of modernity in Iran has not been
monolithic or unified, and that Iranian intellectuals, through their divergent perspectives, have
played a significant role in shaping and directing this discourse.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

The concept of modernity remains a foundational, yet deeply contested theme within the social
sciences, intricately interwoven with shifts in epistemology, ontology, and sociocultural structures across
both Western and non-Western societies. Modernity is not merely a chronological marker but a layered
intellectual and historical condition that has transformed political institutions, social relations, and identity
formations (Delanty, 2018; Giddens, 2023; Habermas & Lawrence, 1987; Touraine & Macey, 1995; Wagner,
2012). The unique encounter of non-Western societies with Western modernity has spurred critical
discourses about authenticity, hybridity, and resistance (Appadurai, 1996; Bakumov, 2022; Chakrabarty, 2000;
Said, 1978). In the context of Iran, modernism emerged in tandem with colonial encounters, sociopolitical
crises, and ideological realignments, particularly during the Constitutional Movement, the Pahlavi
modernization period, and the Islamic Revolution (Fiorespino, 2022; Foran, 2023).

Iran's confrontation with modernity has unfolded through multifaceted phases involving cultural
appropriation, political reform, and identity renegotiation. As a civilization with deep historical and
cultural roots, Iran’s attempts at modernization have sparked internal tensions between traditional values
and Western paradigms (Abrahamian, 2010; Katouzian, 1998; Roy, 2007; Vahdat, 2002). While some figures
endorsed Western progress narratives, others advocated a return to indigenous traditions as a form of
cultural decolonization. Despite a growing body of literature addressing these tensions, much of the
discourse either focuses narrowly on political reforms or lacks comparative sociological depth (Abbaszadeh
Marzbali & Seyyed, 2019; Cronin, 2021; Karimi Haji Khademi & Vahidripour, 2020). Furthermore, existing
Western-centric frameworks often fail to capture the lived complexities of Iranian modernity (Tiryakian &
Rogowski, 2020; Williams, 2020).

The literature reflects two major schools in Islamic modernism: one rooted in idealistic aspirations
of Islamic civilization to attain modernity, and the other seeking to reinterpret Islamic institutions as a
vehicle for addressing modern challenges (Faulkner et al., 2021; Husnain & Hayat, 2021). Iranian intellectuals
have responded with diverse discourses, ranging from liberal constitutionalism and Islamic modernism to
anti-Western resistance and post-revolutionary religious reformism (Bauman, 2000; Castells, 2011;
Durkheim et al., 2016; Weber et al., 1978). This paper aims to fill a gap by exploring and comparing six
intellectual figures across three critical historical periods in Iran—Mirza Malkam Khan and Mirza Y usef
Khan Mostashar al-Dowleh (Constitutional Era), Jalal Al-e Ahmad and Ali Shariati (Pahlavi Era), and
Abdolkarim Soroush and Mahmoud Dowlatabadi (post-Revolution era). By critically analyzing their texts
through the lens of discourse analysis, the study seeks to trace how each constructed, contested, or
synthesized the modern in line with sociohistorical and ideological imperatives.

Methods and Materials

This research employed a qualitative methodology grounded in constructivist and interpretivist
paradigms, facilitating a meaning-centered exploration of complex sociopolitical phenomena. The
primary analytical framework was the discourse theory of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe,
emphasizing articulation, nodal points, and hegemonic struggles. Sampling was purposive and focused on
the full texts of books, speeches, and newspaper articles from the six selected intellectuals. Data were
analyzed using Fairclough’s three-layered model of discourse analysis: description, interpretation, and
explanation. The reliability of the findings was strengthened by transparent, stepwise documentation of
the analytical process and adherence to internal coherence and theoretical relevance.
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Findings

The analysis revealed a range of divergent yet interlinked modernist discourses among the six
intellectuals. Mirza Malkam Khan’s discourse in Qanun constructed “law” as a floating signifier that
linked modern values like justice and progress with salvation. Through strategic equivalence chains and
dualistic tropes (law vs. lawlessness), he endorsed Western modernity under a universalist frame. In
contrast, Mirza Yusef Khan Mostashar al-Dowleh’s Yek Kalameh sought a synthesis of Islamic
jurisprudence with constitutionalism. His attempt to reconcile Quranic tenets with Enlightenment ideals
highlighted a selective, yet tension-ridden, approach to localization.

Jalal Al-e Ahmad’s Westoxification redefined modernity as a cultural pathology—an alienating
force that eroded Iranian identity. His language, steeped in metaphor and popular vernacular, mobilized a
critical, nativist discourse. Ali Shariati extended this critique by proposing a revolutionary re-Islamization
through the concept of “return to the Islamic self,” advancing a normatively charged and ideologically
mobilizing discourse of authenticity and resistance.

Abdolkarim Soroush’s discourse of “religious intellectualism” marked a break from binary
oppositions. Instead of rejecting modernity, he emphasized its multiplicity, arguing for a hermeneutic,
rational reinterpretation of religious thought compatible with democratic ideals. Lastly, Mahmoud
Dowlatabadi’s Kelidar employed literary narrative to depict the rural experience of modernity. Through
symbolic figures and complex interactions, he portrayed modernity as an ambivalent and
multidimensional force, neither wholly liberating nor inherently destructive.

Discussion and Conclusion

The study demonstrates that Iranian intellectual responses to modernity cannot be captured through
a single lens or ideological continuum. The spectrum ranges from enthusiastic adoption of Western ideals
to vehement cultural critique and hybridized reformulations. Figures like Malkam Khan and Mostashar
al-Dowleh, while differing in religiosity, both upheld a form of rationalism and legality that mirrored
Enlightenment assumptions—albeit with varying degrees of accommodation. In contrast, Al-e Ahmad and
Shariati mobilized a reactive and critical stance, viewing modernity as a colonial project and promoting
indigenous alternatives grounded in cultural and spiritual values.

Soroush and Dowlatabadi represent post-revolutionary nuances—moving beyond wholesale
rejection or acceptance. Soroush’s call for pluralism in epistemology and religion emphasized internal
reform and reflexivity. Dowlatabadi’s narrative offered a socio-emotional mapping of modernity’s
grassroots impact, complicating monolithic portrayals of change.

Overall, the research underscores that Iranian discourses on modernity have never been
monolithic. They are historically contingent, culturally embedded, and ideologically diversified. Each
intellectual constructed a unique vision of modernity shaped by their sociopolitical context, institutional
affiliations, and interpretive strategies. Recognizing this plurality is essential not only for understanding
Iran’s past but also for navigating its present challenges in modern governance, identity politics, and
cultural autonomy. The study calls for future inquiries to integrate literary, religious, and sociopolitical
discourses in comparative frameworks, expanding the dialogical space of Iranian modernity beyond West-
centered narratives.
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