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ABSTRACT

The National Consultative Assembly was only one of the outcomes of the Constitutional Revolution and, indeed, its most
significant achievement. For the people of Iran and the Iranian religious minorities—referred to by political figures of that period
as the “various nations”—this achievement heralded the promise of a bright future. A parliamentary seat for Jewish
representatives could have enhanced their political power within the framework of the Constitutional Constitution; however, no
conspicuous record of their performance has been preserved in the pages of contemporary Iranian history. The obscure and
largely unknown character of the first elected Jewish representative to the National Consultative Assembly, Azizollah Simani (or
Simanian), the reasons for his withdrawal from participation in the first term of the Assembly, and the subsequent acceptance
of representation on behalf of the Jews by Ayatollah Behbahani are subjected to historical scrutiny in the present study. The
research method is descriptive-analytical and draws upon books, scholarly articles, and historical documents related to the
Jewish minority, although such sources are extremely limited and present significant challenges for the historian. The findings
indicate that most studies in this field have been intra-minority in scope, and even these limited works have described the social
and political dimensions of Azizollah Simani’s life in a highly general and repetitive manner, attributing his withdrawal from the
National Consultative Assembly to restrictions, attitudes, and deterrent policies on the part of the Muslim majority. The absence
of sufficient historical documentation complicates historical judgment; nevertheless, based on the available sources, it can be
concluded that the reasons for Azizollah Simani’s withdrawal were not directly related to the Iranian Muslim majority. Rather,
the potential and actual political incapacity of the Iranian Jewish community, together with its conservative and cautious
disposition, led Iranian Jews to appoint one of the two leading constitutionalist clerics, Ayatollah Sayyid Abdollah Behbahani,
as their representative to the National Consultative Assembly, thereby paving the way for the participation of Jewish
representatives in subsequent parliamentary terms.
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EXTENDED SUMMARY

This study examines the personality and performance of Jewish representatives in the First Term of
the National Consultative Assembly within the broader context of the Iranian Constitutional
Revolution, emphasizing the structural conditions under which religious minorities entered
parliamentary politics for the first time. The establishment of the National Consultative Assembly
constituted the most tangible institutional achievement of the Constitutional Revolution and
symbolized the transition from autocratic rule to a nascent constitutional order grounded in
representation and legality. For Iran’s recognized religious minorities—referred to by contemporary
political elites as the “various nations”—the constitutional moment signified not merely symbolic
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inclusion but the theoretical possibility of structured political participation within a codified legal
framework. Yet, despite the formal recognition of minority representation, the historical record
regarding the first elected Jewish representative, Azizollah Simani (or Simanian), remains obscure
and fragmentary. Prevailing narratives, often produced within intra-minority historiography, tend
to reproduce generalized claims about discrimination or hostility without sustained documentary
analysis, thereby reinforcing a simplified explanatory model. For example, Habib Levy attributes
Simani’s withdrawal to an atmosphere of aversion and lack of freedom toward Jews in the Assembly
(Levy, 2020), while Parviz Rahbar, in contrast, omits Simani’s name entirely and interprets the
episode as evidence of communal backwardness and the absence of qualified leadership within
Iranian Jewry (Rahbar, 1946). Such divergent yet equally under-documented accounts underscore
the necessity of revisiting the available primary sources and situating minority representation within
the political culture of the constitutional era.

The constitutional framework governing the First Term was shaped by a hurried electoral law
designed to ensure rapid institutionalization rather than doctrinal perfection. As noted by Amanat,
the electoral committee consisted largely of European-educated bureaucrats tasked with drafting a
workable system under intense political pressure (Amanat, 2021). The resulting arrangement
adopted a guild-based and indirect electoral model, privileging expediency and functional
representation over universal suffrage. Mostofi explains that the rationale behind this system was to
secure the swift formation of a quorum and to allow each social stratum to select a knowledgeable
delegate (Mostofi, 2007). Within this transitional arrangement, minority participation emerged as
both a legal innovation and a political experiment. Nazem al-Islam Kermani reports that the Secret
Society (Anjoman-e Makhfi) initially urged Armenian and Jewish communities to forgo their seats
in favor of prominent constitutionalist clerics in order to avoid clerical backlash from Najaf and
Isfahan (Kermani, 2010). Afary further interprets this maneuver as a strategic recalibration that
effectively deprived Jews and Armenians of direct representation in the First Term (Afary, 1996,
2018). Yeshayayi similarly suggests that Simani was unable to sustain his parliamentary presence
and that Jewish voters consequently transferred their mandate to Ayatollah Behbahani (Yeshayayi,
2018). These accounts collectively reveal that the absence of a Jewish deputy in the First Term was
not solely a product of overt exclusion but rather the outcome of a complex negotiation between
communal caution, clerical sensitivities, and institutional fragility during the revolutionary
transition.

The figure of Azizollah Simani occupies a paradoxical position in constitutional historiography:
repeatedly named yet rarely analyzed. No comprehensive biographical profile exists in major
constitutional histories, despite their detailed treatment of secondary revolutionary actors. Levy’s
half-page account remains the most cited reference (Levy, 2020), yet it offers no corroborating
archival evidence. Rahbar’s silence (Rahbar, 1946) and the absence of documentation in broader
parliamentary studies highlight the marginalization of minority agency in mainstream
historiography. The only substantial documentary trace appears in the proceedings of the Second
Term of the Assembly, where “Mirza Azizollah” contested the electoral credentials of Dr. Logman
Nehouray. The Fifth Branch of the Assembly validated Nehouray’s mandate on the grounds of
majority votes from multiple Jewish communities, whereas Azizollah’s support derived primarily
from Tehran (Agheli, 2001). The narrow vote differential —283 votes for Nehouray against 207 for
Azizollah—indicates that Azizollah possessed significant recognition within the capital. This electoral
evidence complicates narratives of incompetence or communal incapacity and suggests that his
earlier withdrawal cannot be explained exclusively by Muslim hostility. Rather, it points to internal
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communal deliberations and strategic calculations shaped by a conservative and risk-averse minority
ethos during a volatile revolutionary period.

The decision of the Jewish community to delegate representation to Ayatollah Sayyid Abdollah
Behbahani must be interpreted within the broader dynamics of clerical authority and political
legitimacy in the constitutional movement. Behbahani, one of the two leading clerical figures of the
revolution, commanded extensive influence in Tehran’s political and social networks. Contemporary
and later historians consistently emphasize his decisive role in securing constitutional governance.
Malekzadeh credits him as a foundational architect of national government (Malekzadeh, 1992),
while Mousavi Sayyid Mohammad acknowledges his indispensable contributions to constitutional
success (Mousavi Sayyid Mohammad, 2013). Taghizadeh famously asserted that without Behbahani,
constitutionalism would not have materialized (Taghizadeh, 1993). Bamdad and Safai underline his
courage and protective stance toward petitioners seeking justice (Bamdad, 1999; Safai, 1965). Bashiri
characterizes him as politically adaptive and socially perceptive (Bashiri, 1988), and Zibakalam later
interprets him as a pragmatic political actor (Zibakalam, 2000). From the minority perspective,
entrusting representation to such a figure was neither capitulation nor evidence of incapacity; it was
a calculated strategy aimed at safeguarding communal interests under uncertain constitutional
conditions. In an environment where opponents of constitutionalism labeled reformists as “Jews” in
a derogatory sense (Malekzadeh, 1992), the endorsement of a high-ranking cleric provided symbolic
insulation and practical leverage.

Evidence from parliamentary records and contemporary newspapers further demonstrates that
minority grievances were formally articulated and addressed within the First Assembly. Complaints
from Jewish communities in Kashan and Hamadan were read before the chamber and referred to
the Ministry of Interior, reflecting procedural recognition of minority rights. Although complete
transcripts of Behbahani’s interventions on specifically Jewish matters are unavailable, Amanat
notes that both Behbahani and Tabataba’i functioned as recognized deputies of the religious
minorities in the Assembly (Amanat, 2021). The protection extended to Zoroastrian representation—
explicitly defended by Behbahani in parliamentary debate—illustrates the broader clerical
acceptance of constitutionally recognized minorities (Katouzian, 2015). The convergence of clerical
authority and minority advocacy within the parliamentary arena challenges simplistic dichotomies
between Islamic jurisprudence and pluralistic governance. Instead, it reveals a hybrid constitutional
culture in which Shi‘i jurists operated simultaneously as guardians of religious orthodoxy and
mediators of minority inclusion. The Jewish community’s reliance on Behbahani must therefore be
understood as an adaptive strategy within this hybrid political theology.

In conclusion, the historical reassessment of Jewish representation in the First Term of the National
Consultative Assembly demonstrates that Azizollah Simani’s withdrawal cannot be attributed solely
to discriminatory exclusion by the Muslim majority. Rather, the available evidence suggests a
confluence of communal caution, institutional experimentation, and strategic delegation. The Jewish
community, confronted with the uncertainties of a revolutionary transition and lacking prior
parliamentary experience, opted for protective pragmatism by empowering a prominent
constitutionalist cleric to serve as its representative. This decision facilitated the normalization of
minority participation in subsequent parliamentary terms and established a precedent for legally
sanctioned pluralism within Iran’s constitutional order. The episode illustrates the dialectical
interplay between minority agency and clerical leadership in shaping the early trajectory of Iranian
constitutionalism, revealing a more nuanced narrative than that preserved in either communal

apologetics or majoritarian historiography.
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