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ABSTRACT

Political participation and citizens’ right to influence their political destiny constitute some of the most fundamental issues in
public law, political philosophy, and contemporary democratic systems. This right has been conceptualized within legal systems
and international instruments on the basis of differing foundations, scopes, and limitations. Adopting a descriptive-analytical
approach and seeking to provide a comprehensive understanding, the present study comparatively examines citizens’ right to
political participation within the teachings of Imami Shi‘a Islamic jurisprudence, the positive law of the Islamic Republic of Iran,
and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), with particular emphasis on Article 25. The comparative
findings indicated that, despite fundamental differences in the sources of legitimacy, epistemological foundations, and ultimate
objectives, all three frameworks converge on recognizing the role and status of the people in the administration of public affairs,
the necessity of the periodic transfer of political power through elections, the rejection of authoritarianism, and the need for
oversight of those exercising governmental authority. Nevertheless, with respect to their legal and theoretical dimensions, the
ICCPR conceptualizes political participation as an individual and universal right grounded in inherent human dignity and
derived from the principle of popular sovereignty. By contrast, Islamic jurisprudence and Iranian constitutional law, drawing on
the doctrine of divine sovereignty and a dual foundation of legitimacy, conceptualize participation as a conditional right
accompanied by religious, ethical, and civic obligations. Within this framework, the continuity and effectiveness of Islamic
governance are closely linked to public acceptance, participation, and support, while the exercise of political participation is
regulated within the parameters of preserving the political system, considerations of public interest, and the principles and
requirements of Islamic Sharia.
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EXTENDED SUMMARY
Political participation is one of the foundational concepts of contemporary public law,
constitutionalism, and democratic governance because it determines the extent to which citizens can
influence the formation, exercise, supervision, and transfer of political power. The right to political
participation is closely connected with human dignity, political autonomy, the right to self-
determination, public accountability, and the prevention of arbitrary government. Nevertheless, the
normative foundations and legal limits of this right differ considerably across legal and
jurisprudential systems. In Islamic political jurisprudence, participation is not understood merely as
an individual liberty detached from collective responsibility; rather, it is interpreted within a
framework that includes divine sovereignty, public interest, justice, preservation of the political and
social order, consultation, public supervision, and reciprocal obligations between rulers and citizens.
Shi‘a political jurisprudence has developed several doctrinal bases that support the active role of
citizens in public affairs, including the obligation to preserve social order, the principle of public
interest, the requirement of justice, consultation, enjoining good and forbidding wrong, and the duty
of sincere advice to political authorities (Arasta, 2021; Arasta & Ameri, 2013; Arasta & Sheikh al-
Molouk, 2016; Panjian, 2016). The constitutional system of the Islamic Republic of Iran, in turn,
combines the principle of divine sovereignty with recognition of the people’s right to determine their
social destiny. This constitutional structure has often been described as a dual or composite model
of legitimacy in which the ultimate normative validity of government derives from Islamic principles,
while the establishment, continuation, institutional operation, and social effectiveness of political
authority depend substantially on public participation and acceptance (Arasta, 2019; Hashemi, 2005;
Madani, 2001). By contrast, the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights conceptualizes
political participation primarily as a universal and individual political right associated with equal
citizenship, human dignity, non-discrimination, and the internal dimension of self-determination.
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Accordingly, the principal objective of the present study was to conduct a comparative examination
of the right to political participation in Imami Shi‘a jurisprudence, the positive law of the Islamic
Republic of Iran, and the standards of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights,
particularly Article 25, with emphasis on the similarities and differences concerning the foundations
of legitimacy, the relationship between rights and duties, the scope of political citizenship, electoral
participation, supervision over political authority, and permissible limitations on political rights
(Mansouri Filestan, 2018; Rasekh & Bayat Komitaki, 2012).

The study employed a descriptive-analytical and comparative legal research design. The analysis was
based on doctrinal examination of primary and secondary jurisprudential, constitutional, and
international legal sources. In the Islamic jurisprudential dimension, the study examined classical
and contemporary Imami legal doctrines concerning the preservation of social order, public interest,
justice, consultation, supervision over rulers, political responsibility, and the reciprocal relationship
between the state and society. The rule requiring the preservation of social order and prohibiting
disruption of the social system has long been recognized within Shi‘a jurisprudence as an important
rational and legal principle supporting measures necessary for the maintenance of social
organization, security, justice, and collective interests (Al-Hilli, 1988; Al-Khoei, 1992; Al-Tusi, 2008).
The political implications of this principle were further developed in modern Shi‘a constitutional
thought, particularly in arguments emphasizing the limitation of arbitrary authority, parliamentary
supervision, consultation, and institutional mechanisms for preventing political despotism (Al-
Na'ini, 1955). The principle of public interest was also examined as a jurisprudential basis for
participation because governmental decisions acquire normative and practical legitimacy only when
they pursue the genuine interests of society rather than the particular interests of governing groups;
meaningful political participation, public criticism, and institutional supervision can therefore serve
as mechanisms for identifying and protecting the public interest (Amid Zanjani, 2000; Rasekh & Bayat
Komitaki, 2012). Justice was analyzed as another structural principle of Islamic political
jurisprudence, not merely as an individual moral virtue of political officials but as a criterion for the
legitimacy of political arrangements and the distribution of political opportunities (Haeri, 2002;
Mohaghegh Damad, 2006). In the constitutional dimension, the relevant provisions of the
Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran were examined, particularly those concerning popular
sovereignty, elections, referenda, freedom of belief and expression, freedom of the press, political
parties and associations, public assemblies, local councils, and the right to elect and be elected
(Hashemi, 2005; Shabani, 2010). In the international dimension, Article 25 of the International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights was analyzed in relation to the right to participate directly or
through freely chosen representatives, the right to vote and be elected in genuine periodic elections,
and equal access to public service, together with broader principles of equality, human dignity,
effective remedies, and state obligations under international human rights law (Kirby, 1993;
Robertson, 1994).

The findings regarding Islamic jurisprudence demonstrate that political participation can be
grounded in a coherent set of legal and normative principles rather than being viewed as a concept
imported exclusively from modern Western democratic theory. The rule of preserving the social and
political order provides one of the strongest jurisprudential foundations for public participation
because stable government, social security, and effective administration cannot be sustained without
some degree of public cooperation, legitimacy, supervision, and political involvement (Al-Khoei,
1992; Al-Tusi, 2008). The political thought of Al-Na’ini is particularly significant in this respect
because it links the limitation of absolute political power and the establishment of representative and
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supervisory institutions to the prevention of tyranny and the preservation of the Muslim community
(Al-Na'ini, 1955). The principle of public interest likewise supports political participation by requiring
the political system to remain responsive to collective needs and by providing a normative basis for
consultation, accountability, and criticism of governmental decisions (Amid Zanjani, 2000; Rasekh &
Bayat Komitaki, 2012). The principle of justice further requires that access to political influence and
mechanisms of public supervision not be monopolized by limited groups, since unaccountable
political power is more susceptible to discrimination, arbitrary decision-making, and abuse
(Mohaghegh Damad, 2006; Mousavi Bojnourdi, 1996). Qur’anic principles of consultation and mutual
responsibility reinforce this interpretation. Consultation is not merely an ethical recommendation
but can be understood as an institutional basis for incorporating collective reasoning into public
decision-making, while the doctrines of enjoining good and forbidding wrong and sincere advice to
Muslim leaders provide jurisprudential foundations for public oversight, criticism, and corrective
intervention in political affairs (Al-Hurr al-Amili, 1989; Alavinejad, 2003; Arasta & Sheikh al-Molouk,
2016). Accordingly, political participation in Islamic jurisprudence has a dual normative character:
it can function as a right enabling citizens to influence public affairs and, under certain
circumstances, as a religious and social obligation arising from the need to protect justice, prevent
oppression, preserve legitimate political order, and promote the public interest (Arasta & Ameri,
2013; Panjian, 2016).

The findings concerning the positive law of the Islamic Republic of Iran indicate that political
participation is constitutionally structured through the interaction of Islamic legitimacy and popular
involvement. The constitutional framework does not reduce participation to voting alone but
recognizes several institutional channels through which citizens may influence public authority. The
constitutional recognition of the people’s right to determine their social destiny constitutes a central
foundation of political participation, while the principle that public affairs are to be administered
through public votes establishes elections as a principal instrument of governance (Hashemi, 2005;
Shabani, 2010). Elections for the presidency, the Islamic Consultative Assembly, the Assembly of
Experts, and Islamic councils represent different forms of direct and indirect public involvement in
the formation of political institutions. Referenda also provide a mechanism for direct public
decision-making in matters of particular national importance. Furthermore, political participation
depends upon related civil and political freedoms. Freedom from investigation of beliefs, freedom of
expression, freedom of the press, freedom of political associations and parties, and the right to
peaceful assembly are all institutional prerequisites for meaningful participation because citizens
cannot exercise informed political judgment without access to information, open debate, criticism of
officials, and opportunities for collective organization (Ansari, 2015; Ansari Lari, 1996). Political
parties and associations serve as intermediary institutions capable of organizing public demands,
promoting political education, facilitating peaceful competition, and connecting social groups with
formal decision-making bodies (Marefat, 1999). Local councils similarly provide a constitutionally
recognized mechanism for decentralizing political and administrative decision-making and for
enabling citizens to participate more directly in the governance of local communities (Arasta, 2021).
At the same time, political participation in the Iranian legal system is subject to constitutional and
religious qualifications. Certain public offices require specific religious, legal, or professional
qualifications, and several political freedoms are expressly conditioned upon respect for Islamic
principles, public rights, and the constitutional order. Consequently, the Iranian constitutional
model recognizes political participation as an important right of citizens while simultaneously
embedding that right within a normative framework shaped by Islamic legitimacy, public interest,
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preservation of the constitutional system, and legally prescribed qualifications (Arasta, 2019;
Hashemi, 2005).

The comparative analysis of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights reveals both
substantial areas of convergence and significant conceptual differences. Article 25 of the Covenant
establishes three core dimensions of political participation: participation in the conduct of public
affairs either directly or through freely chosen representatives; the right to vote and to be elected in
genuine periodic elections conducted through universal and equal suffrage and secret ballot; and
equal access to public service. This framework treats political participation as a right and an
opportunity belonging to citizens and imposes both negative and positive obligations on states.
States must refrain from arbitrary interference with political rights, but they must also establish legal
and institutional conditions in which citizens can effectively exercise those rights (Kirby, 1993;
Mansouri Filestan, 2018). Political participation under the Covenant is closely related to the principle
of self-determination because meaningful participation enables citizens to exercise continuing
influence over the internal political organization and governance of their society. In this respect,
there is substantial convergence between the Covenant, Islamic jurisprudential principles, and
Iranian constitutional law regarding the rejection of unaccountable power, the importance of
elections, public supervision, consultation, and the need for institutional channels through which
citizens can influence political authority. Nevertheless, the normative foundations differ. The
Covenant predominantly grounds political rights in equal citizenship, inherent human dignity, non-
discrimination, and popular political agency, whereas Islamic jurisprudence and Iranian
constitutional law interpret participation within a framework in which ultimate sovereignty belongs
to God and popular participation functions within the substantive limits of Islamic law and public
interest (Arasta, 2019; Mansouri Filestan, 2018). A further distinction concerns the relationship
between right and duty. Article 25 primarily formulates participation as a political right whose
exercise is voluntary, whereas Islamic jurisprudence can transform participation into a religious or
collective duty when the preservation of justice, the political order, or the prevention of wrongdoing
requires public involvement (Alavinejad, 2003; Panjian, 2016). Differences also arise concerning
qualifications for public office. The Covenant emphasizes equality and the prohibition of
unreasonable restrictions, while Islamic and Iranian legal frameworks recognize specific religious
and jurisprudential qualifications for certain high-ranking political positions. The comparison
therefore indicates that the deepest divergences concern philosophical legitimacy, the normative
relationship between rights and duties, and the permissible bases of political qualification, rather
than the general institutional value of elections, representation, public accountability, and civic
supervision.

In conclusion, the comparative examination demonstrates that the right to political participation
occupies a fundamental position in Islamic jurisprudence, the constitutional law of the Islamic
Republic of Iran, and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, although each system
conceptualizes that right through a distinct normative structure. All three approaches recognize, in
different forms, the importance of public involvement in political decision-making, the rejection of
arbitrary and unaccountable power, the significance of electoral and representative institutions, and
the necessity of mechanisms through which citizens can supervise public authority. The principal
differences arise from the source of political legitimacy, the relationship between individual rights
and collective duties, the qualifications governing access to certain public offices, and the normative
standards used to justify limitations on political participation. Islamic jurisprudence interprets
participation through a combination of divine sovereignty, justice, public interest, preservation of
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social and political order, consultation, and collective responsibility. The Iranian constitutional
system institutionalizes this approach through a dual structure in which Islamic legitimacy and
popular participation coexist within the constitutional organization of government. The
international human rights framework, by contrast, formulates political participation primarily as
an equal and universal political right grounded in human dignity, citizenship, self-determination,
and protection against unreasonable discrimination. These differences do not necessarily create an
absolute contradiction between the three frameworks. At the institutional level, considerable
potential exists for convergence around transparent elections, meaningful representation, effective
local participation, public access to political information, freedom of lawful political organization,
accountability of public officials, and legal safeguards against arbitrary restrictions. A more precise
distinction between philosophical foundations and practical institutional guarantees can therefore
facilitate a constructive dialogue between Islamic jurisprudence, Iranian constitutional law, and
international human rights standards and can contribute to strengthening the legal protection,
effectiveness, and accountability of political participation.
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