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ABSTRACT

Modernity in Iran during the Constitutional era did not emerge as a complete rupture from tradition; rather, it took
shape as a complex, multilayered, and dynamic process of interaction, reinterpretation, and redefinition of religious,
cultural, and social traditions. Confronted with crises of political, social, and economic backwardness, as well as the
experience of centuries of authoritarian rule, Constitutional-era intellectuals sought to establish both theoretical
and practical compatibility between indigenous intellectual and cultural heritage and the demands of the modern
world. These efforts indicate that Iranian modernity, unlike its Western counterpart, was not merely imitative or
unidimensional; instead, it constituted a hybrid, indigenous experience aligned with Iran’s historical, cultural, and
religious context. This article, adopting an analytical—-theoretical approach, examines various interpretations of
modernity in the thought of prominent Constitutional intellectuals and demonstrates that these perspectives can
be categorized into three main currents: the rational—critical current, which emphasized reason and social critique;
the reformist—gradualist current, which regarded tradition as a foundation for reinterpretation and harmonization
with modern values; and the institutional-legal current, which underscored the importance of modern structures,
institutions, and legal frameworks in ensuring the sustainability of change. The findings of the study reveal that
religious and cultural tradition, within these intellectual frameworks, was not perceived as an absolute obstacle but
rather as an element open to redefinition and reinterpretation, capable of serving social, political, and cultural
innovation. Accordingly, Iranian modernity was not only compatible with the preservation of the society’s cultural
and ethical identity, but also enabled the formation of a critical and indigenous modern project.
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EXTENDED SUMMARY

Modernity in Iran during the Constitutional era must be understood not as a sudden rupture with
the past, but as a historically situated and intellectually mediated process shaped by crisis, reflection,
and reinterpretation. The encounter with Western modernity emerged in a context marked by
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political decline, institutional inefficiency, and increasing foreign intervention, which collectively
generated a profound sense of civilizational lag among Iranian elites. This awareness transformed
modernity into a central problem of thought rather than a mere historical condition. Intellectuals of
the Constitutional period framed modernity as both a necessity and a challenge, seeking to reconcile
inherited cultural frameworks with the imperatives of a rapidly changing global order. The
introduction of concepts such as constitutional governance, citizenship, rational administration, and
modern education did not occur in isolation but were embedded within a broader discourse of reform
and renewal. As highlighted in the primary text , the discourse of modernity in Iran was intrinsically
tied to the attempt to produce a form of indigenous transformation that could respond to structural
backwardness without dissolving cultural identity. Thus, the intellectual project of modernity was
simultaneously epistemological, political, and ethical, grounded in the recognition that meaningful
change required both conceptual innovation and contextual adaptation (Amanat, 2004; Milani,
2003).

From a theoretical standpoint, modernity in the Constitutional era can be conceptualized as a
processual and reflexive phenomenon rather than a fixed or universal state. This perspective aligns
with broader sociological interpretations that emphasize the contingent and historically embedded
nature of modern transformations. Rather than representing a uniform trajectory, modernity
unfolds differently across cultural contexts, shaped by local traditions, institutional configurations,
and intellectual engagements. In Iran, this meant that modernity was not imported wholesale but
underwent processes of translation, reinterpretation, and negotiation. The reflexive dimension of
modernity is particularly significant, as it implies that tradition itself becomes subject to critical
reassessment rather than simple rejection. Intellectuals engaged in continuous reinterpretation of
inherited norms, seeking to extract ethical and philosophical elements that could be reconciled with
modern rationality. This dynamic underscores the multiplicity of modernities and challenges any
linear or Eurocentric model of development. The Iranian experience thus exemplifies a form of
“multiple modernity” in which local agency plays a decisive role in shaping the trajectory of change
(Giddens, 1998; Vahdat, 2003).

The historical conditions that enabled the emergence of modernist discourse in Iran were deeply
intertwined with structural crises in governance, economy, and social organization. The Qajar state’s
inability to maintain political sovereignty, coupled with administrative inefficiency and economic
dependency, created an environment in which reform became an urgent necessity. The expansion of
contact with Europe—through diplomatic missions, educational exchanges, and intellectual
translation—exposed Iranian elites to alternative models of governance and social organization. This
exposure did not automatically lead to imitation but rather stimulated critical reflection on the
inadequacies of existing structures. The establishment of institutions such as Dar al-Funun and the
proliferation of print media facilitated the dissemination of new ideas, contributing to the formation
of a public sphere in which political and social issues could be debated. At the same time, the crisis
of legitimacy within the absolutist monarchy intensified demands for constitutional constraints and
rule-based governance. These developments collectively produced a fertile ground for the
articulation of modernist thought, in which intellectuals sought to diagnose the causes of decline and
propose pathways for renewal (Amanat, 2004; Rezaqoli, 1994; Ringer, 2002).

Within this broader context, one of the most influential interpretations of modernity among
Constitutional thinkers was the rational—critical approach, which emphasized the centrality of
reason, critique, and intellectual autonomy. Proponents of this perspective viewed traditional
structures—particularly those rooted in unexamined religious or cultural authority—as obstacles to
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progress, arguing that genuine modernization required a fundamental transformation of
epistemological foundations. Figures such as Akhundzadeh advocated for a radical reorientation of
thought, grounded in rational inquiry and secular critique. For these thinkers, modernity entailed
not only institutional reform but also the cultivation of a critical consciousness capable of
questioning inherited norms and assumptions. This approach aligned with broader Enlightenment
ideals, emphasizing individual autonomy, scientific reasoning, and social critique as the basis for
transformation. However, its radical nature often generated resistance, as it challenged deeply
embedded cultural and religious frameworks, revealing the tension between intellectual innovation
and social acceptance (Adamiyat, 1984; Akhundzadeh, 1970; Milani, 2003).

In contrast to the radicalism of the rational-critical approach, the reformist—gradualist
interpretation of modernity sought to mediate between tradition and innovation through a process
of incremental change. This perspective recognized the enduring significance of cultural and
religious traditions and aimed to reinterpret rather than reject them. Intellectuals such as Talibov
and Malkom Khan emphasized the importance of education, legal reform, and institutional
development as means of achieving modernization without destabilizing the social fabric. They
argued that sustainable change required alignment with societal values and gradual transformation
of existing structures. This approach reflected a pragmatic understanding of social dynamics,
acknowledging that abrupt or imposed reforms were likely to encounter resistance. By framing
modernity as a process of adaptation rather than rupture, reformist thinkers contributed to the
development of a more culturally embedded model of modernization, in which traditional elements
were reconfigured to support new forms of social and political organization (Behnam, 1996; Malkom
Khan, 1976; Talibov, 1967).

A third major dimension of modernist thought in the Constitutional era was the institutional-legal
approach, which emphasized the necessity of formal structures, legal frameworks, and
administrative mechanisms for the realization of modernity. This perspective viewed modernity as
inherently linked to the establishment of rule-based governance, separation of powers, and
accountability mechanisms. Intellectuals advocating this approach argued that without
institutionalization, modern ideas would remain abstract and ineffective. Legal reforms, codification
of laws, and the creation of representative institutions were seen as essential components of a
modern state. This approach also played a mediating role between tradition and innovation, as legal
frameworks could incorporate elements of both, facilitating a smoother transition. Importantly, the
institutional perspective highlighted the practical dimension of modernity, emphasizing
implementation and sustainability over purely theoretical considerations (Malkom Khan, 1946;
Rezaqoli, 1994).

The interaction between these diverse interpretations ultimately produced a composite model of
modernity in Iran, characterized by hybridity, tension, and ongoing negotiation. Tradition was
neither wholly rejected nor passively preserved; instead, it became a site of reinterpretation, where
religious and cultural concepts were rearticulated in light of modern demands. This process enabled
the emergence of a form of indigenous modernity that was both critical and context-sensitive. The
coexistence of rational critique, gradual reform, and institutional development reflects the
multidimensional nature of the Iranian modernist project. Rather than converging into a single
coherent paradigm, these approaches interacted dynamically, shaping a complex intellectual
landscape. The Constitutional era thus represents not a completed transformation but an ongoing
process of negotiation between competing visions of modernity, each contributing to the broader

trajectory of social and political change.
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The synthesis of these intellectual currents reveals that modernity in Iran cannot be reduced to
imitation of Western models or to a purely internal evolution detached from global influences. It is
best understood as a dialogical process in which external ideas and internal traditions intersect,
producing new forms of thought and practice. This process remains incomplete and continues to
shape contemporary debates about identity, governance, and cultural authenticity. The
Constitutional experience demonstrates that modernity is not a fixed endpoint but a continuous
process of reinterpretation and adaptation, in which societies actively construct their own paths in
response to changing conditions.
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