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The Preconditions of Republican Thought in Iran (1963-1979)

Amir Abbasi /Hojat Fallh Totkar

Abstract

Following the events of 15 Khordad 1342 (5June 1963), the institution of
religion and the clergy, which had historically constituted the principal
obstacle to republicanism in Iran, adopted a neutral position toward the
dichotomy between the “divine right of the Shah” and the “non-religious
nature of the republic. ” From that time until the 1979 Revolution, three
major currents sought to establish a republican form of government: the
Islamist current led by Ayatollah Khomeini, Ayatollah Taleghani, Mehdi
Bazargan, Ali Shariati, and Abolhassan Banisadr; the Mojahedin-e Khalg
Organization (MEK), inspired by the ideas of Mohammad Hanifnejad,
and the Organization of Iranian People's Fedai Guerrillas, whose
principal theorists included Bijan Jazani and Masoud Ahmadzadeh.
Drawing upon the theoretical framework of Liberation Theology and
employing a descriptive-analytical method, this study seeks to explain
why, after the 15 Khordad uprising, republicanism—understood as a
synthesis of modern republicanism and political Islam—emerged as the
dominant discourse among opponents of the Pahlavi regime, and how
different political currents interpreted the concept of the republic.

The findings indicate that the failure of the Second National Front (1960—
1962), the implementation of land reform, and the growing discontent
among traditional social classes, together with the influence of Liberation
Theology, created the conditions for the rise of republican thought. The
Islamist current viewed the republic as a people-centered political system
characterized by political pluralism and the decentralization of power.
The Mojahedin-e Khalg regarded the republic as an instrument for
combating imperialism and exploitation. In contrast, the Fedai Guerrillas
considered it a transitional stage on the path toward socialism, in which
concepts such as democracy and popular sovereignty assumed only
secondary importance. This article demonstrates that republicanism in
pre-revolutionary Iran was not a singular concept but rather a contested
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discursive arena shaped by competing democratic, justice-oriented, and
ideological interpretations. The consequences of this contestation can
also be observed in the institutional ambiguities that emerged following
the establishment of the Islamic Republic.

Keywords: Republicanism; Liberation Theology; Mojahedin-e Khalq
(MEK); Fedai Guerrillas; Islamist Movements.
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