Sheikh Fazlollah Nouri and the Constitutional Revolution

Since the rise of modernity and modernization in Iran, pro-western figures have tried to follow the western powers’ intents in Iran, distorting the popular leaders of Islam. During the recent centuries, the oppressive governments have suppressed the popular leaders and pro-western figures (pseudo-enlightened) tried to distort those individuals to support them.

For example, Seyyed Jamal-eddin Asad Abadi, the prominent pioneer of the Islamic awakening movement in Qajar era, was accused of different charges by perverted figures, and finally was killed by the agents of the government. 

Decades later, during the Constitutional Revolution, the same story happened to religious leaders; they were assassinated, or executed. Since then, pro-western figures and historians have tried to accuse them of charges and distort their personality. They especially resent Sheikh Fazlollah Nouri because he was among the few who discovered the real intents of those figures under the guise of Enlightenment and modernism and warned for the conspiracy of de-Islamization of the revolution in the name of progress and freedom.

This disguise, arose the wrath of the opponents against him, leading to the distortion of his true personality in the books of some westernized figures; they attribute many charges to him, for example, Rosophilism, Anglophilism, bribery, anti-revolution, pro-despotism… but the Islamic revolution in 1979 (1357), was the representative of pro-Islamic interests of Iranian people, rejecting those charges attributed to their leaders.

Now, in the anniversary of Constitutional Revolution, we pay homage to him and the other leaders of the revolution and try to keep our valuable legend of Islamic culture pure. We also try to disguise those distortions in history books in these terms.

A brief biography of Martyr Sheikh Fazlollah Nouri

He was born in 1259 H.G. (Hejri Ghamari) in Nour, Mazandaran. He got his major in Theology under the supervision of Ayatollah Mirzaye-Shirazi. Describing his mastership in theology, allameh Amini wrote in his book: “He was among the great religious leaders of the capital (Tehran), showing his mastership in Theology Sciences and jurisprudence in his works and lectures.”1

This point is also obvious in his rivals’ works and they have confessed his mastership as well: 

“Sheikh Fazlollah Nouri could be a great religious leader if he had dwelled in the Holy lands (Atabate Aliyat), because he has good manners and skills in Theology and leadership.”2

“Although he was not a religious referee (Marja’e Taghlid), he had a high rank among the clergy because of his skill in Theology and jurisprudence.”3 

“He was one of the most famous leaders in the capital.”4 

“He was among the best students of Ayatollah Mirzaye-Shirazi.”5

“The fact that he was one of the prominent leaders during the Constitutional Revolution, having an important role in this process is accepted among all his friends and foes likewise.”6

“During the first stages of Revolution, he was among the leaders who migrated to the holy lands (Atabate Aliyat) with the other eminent leaders. He was one of the proponents of Constitutional Revolution and National Parliament. (Majles Shoraye Melli)”7 

“He was in touch with prominent leaders of the Revolution like Tabatabai and Behbahani. He sent his messengers to them to declare his support and advocacy.”8

His leadership during the Revolution is the other fact accepted by all historians and figures. When the leaders decided to migrate to holy lands (Atabate Aliyat) as a protest to the government, Sheikh Fazlollah Nouri did so in sympathy with them, the then Prime Minister (Eynoddole) asked him to stay but he refused.9

“His departure led to the undermination the position of the then Prime Minister and it helped and reinforced the religious leaders of the revolution”10

“Once Sheikh Fazlollah Nouri and other leaders went to the King; he told them that he is not opponent to Constitution (Mashrouteh). Nouri also told that Constitutionalism (Mashrouteh) should be established on the basis of law and order to prevent chaos and disorder.”11

“After the revolution and establishment of the parliament, there were three prominent leaders, Ayatollah Tabatabai, Ayatollah Behbahani and Sheikh Fazlollah Nouri, who tried to guard the Revolution; they, especially Nouri wanted to guard Islam as well.”12

Now, the question raised here is that why Sheikh Fazlollah Nouri stopped his support and cooperation with the revolution leaders. As historians say, this objection happened when the supplement of the Constitution was introduced to the parliament.13 During this matter, not only Sheikh Fazlollah Nouri objected the supplement, but also many other leaders did like him.14 According to a historian, almost all of the religious leaders opposed and stopped their support15 and “nobody remained among the constitutionalists except for the ones who intentionally put their position and its glory away.”16 

Nouri and many other leaders opposed and retreat their past positions of supporting the Revolution when they understood that westernized figures are going to set western values instead of Islam and Islamic values.

Sheikh Fazlollah Nouri was one of the first leaders in Constitutional Revolution who understood the danger of superpowers’ plot of propagating de-Islamization and Laicism in Iran in the name of the Constitutional Revolution and decided to disguise and resist this project and not to allow that western non-Islamic values to be established instead of Islamic values in Iran. Kasravi, one of the opponent historians to Sheikh Fazlollah Nouri wrote: 

”Since, the vanguards of the Revolution were clergymen, it was supposed that establishing Islamic rules is the central goal of the Revolution, but afterwards, western values like Nationalism and Humanism were posed in the society and this matter departed the clergy and the pro-western figures… those figures believed that the progress means imitating European and set it as a role model for Iran disregarding the Islamic values. They used to read western books and copy their contents as an agenda for developing Iran. Some of them who visited Europe tried to imitate and copy their manners and lifestyles upon their return and this led to Europeanism that is a different story…”17     

Explaining the reasons of Sheikh Fazlollah Nouri’s opposition, another historian writes in his book: ”There are a lot of clergymen, seminary students and their followers have gathered over Sheikh Fazlollah Nouri, expressing their opposition to an unbridled freedom and other non-Islamic laws that were raised in the parliament (Majles). They says that the parliament is going to establish order and justice, so, why it have to copy non-Islamic laws of Constitutions of European countries and disregard Islamic laws? The Holy Qur’an is the most perfect and the most comprehensive Book of Muslims, containing all the needed laws for managing a country. Sheikh Fazlollah Nouri says that no body has a dispute over the Constitution, but the matter is that Constitution and the rest of the laws should be in accord and agreement with Islam and our Holy Book.”18

The reasons of Nouri’s opposition to Constitutionalism (Mashrouteh Khahee) are crystal clear; In one of his declarations issued by him it is written: ”When the MPs had dispute over Constitutionalism (Mashrouteh) and its principals, some unexpected matters were raised that surprised the clergy. For example, the King’s manuscript issued for establishing the Islamic Parliament (Majles Shoraye Islami), but the Islamic suffix had removed afterwards. Also, some articles and declarations tried to deny, blame, criticize or challenge Islamic dogmas and tenets.  

In his lectures, Sheikh Fazlollah Nouri said: 

“It is clear that our Holy Book (Qur’an) and Islamic rules are the most perfect ones and Islam is the pioneer of Justice and law; so, why we should copy the laws from England and France to manage our country?”19 

“Copying European laws led to an unbridled freedom in newspapers and magazines.”20

“When I told that we do not need to copy European laws due to the perfect Islamic rules, I was criticized and blamed in newspapers.”21

“I suggested the bill of the Supplement of the Constitution in order to keep Islamic laws from attacks and these enmities stems from this measure.”22

“I do not deny the national parliament (Majles Shoraye Melli), I was among the first ones who fought for it. It was me that convinced the other clergymen to support this struggle. Now, I declare that I have not changed my mind in this matter. Only I want you to know that I speak on behalf of the majority of people who want a parliament (Majles) which respects Islam and Islamic laws, a parliament which does not deny it when making laws.”23

With a glance at his lectures and the history of the revolution, we see some clear facts as below: 

He was among the first figures that fought for establishing law and justice, he migrated in protest to the governmental despotism and this finally led to the submission of the government to the protesters and declaration of the Constitutional government (Mashrouteh). 

Establishment of Justice was one of the central goals of the Revolution as well as Sheikh Fazlollah Nouri, because he was the man of Islam and Shiite. According to Shiite tenets, justice is one of the principals of Islam and Imam Zaman (S.A) is the Shiite hero that is the Shiites believed him to rise and establish justice on the earth in an indefinite future. So, the claim that some historians have when they say: “The concept of Constitution (Mashrouteh) comes from western civilization and it were modern figures, not the clergy, who propagated it in Iran for the first time…”25 is not true. Lone ago, before the modern pro-western figures even appear, it was Seyyed Jamal-eddin Asad Abadi who rose for justice and order. In defense of the clergy and criticism of the government, he wrote to Haj Mastan Maraghe’i: 

“The Iranian government never had a will to set order and justice or establish a parliament in order to manage the country according to the necessities of the age; so, the clergy rose to fight for establishing order and justice.”24

Also Sheikh Fazlollah Nouri said in his messages: “It is clear that no body denies the justice. So, how a person, who was a vanguard in this arena, can be accused of its opposition? All we want is to be sure that it accords with Islamic laws… No clergyman has a problem with a parliament that has a will to establishing the order, enforcing the laws and prevents despotism?”25

Sheikh Fazlollah Nouri disputed with the Constitutionalists over the Constitution supplement posed to the parliament, the reasons of his objection had mentioned above.

   4- The modern pro-western figures did not intend to remove despotism and establish the justice, they wanted to remove Islam as their enemy and it was the dispute between them and Sheikh Fazlollah Nouri who wanted to guard Islam against the attacks. The intents of those figures were in accord with Britain. They wanted isolating the clergy in the society, establish laicism instead of Islam; in brief, they wanted an unbridled freedom.  

To explain more about the reasons of the enmity of pro-western figures with Sheikh Fazlollah Nouri, a historian wrote: 

“…The people wanted a National Parliament… Some declarations were issued in the capital demanding non-Islamic rules… They rejected Islamic Parliament, calling for a national, non-Islamic Parliament (Majles)…”26  

Although, this historian claimed that the majority of people did not refer to the clergy and demanded a national non-Islamic parliament; afterwards he admits that modernist figures needed the clergy’s support because people were traditional and religious and had not became modern yet. 

He writes: “The enlightened modernist class which represents the modern thinking and progressive pragmatist politics, do not want the Constitutional movement to communicate with the religion; but care for the support of the clergy. 

Mirza Agha Khan Kermani, another thinker, wrote: “Since Iranian people are not familiar with the modern thinking yet, we have to resort to the religious leaders for help and support if we intend to make some reform.”27

Sheikh Fazlollah Nouri said in his meeting with Ayatollah Tabatabai and Ayatollah Behbahani: “These MPs are not the representatives of the majority of the society. If you ask the people, they say that they do not accept them as their representatives.”28

In fact, the modern figures did not wanted the law and justice, because they were the followers of oppressive powers. After the distortion of the Constitutional Revolution, chaos and disorder dominated the society and finally, pro-western figures arrested, tried and executed Sheikh Fazlollah Nouri.

Some figures like Taghi-zadeh and his men formed a group with the intent of killing and assassinating many religious leaders such as Ayatollah Behbahani. They warned Ayatollah Tabatabai not to interfere in politics or he will be doomed to the same destiny as well. 

Explaining the period of the rule of pro-western figures, Nazem-ol-Eslam Kermani, wrote: “Now, people are experiencing a hard life; they have to pay heavy taxes to the government. The government has isolated the religious leaders and warned them not to engage in politics; the government agents assassinated Ayatollah Behbahani, one of the pioneer leaders of the revolution…”29

In this period, Sheikh Fazlollah Nouri isolated himself as a protest to westernization and de-Islamization. He fought against despotism ruled under the guise of nationalism, liberty, law and enlightenment. 

Pro-western historians wanted to distort the personality of Sheikh Fazlollah Nouri in their books; to some extent they managed to do this; and such deeds helped the rule of despotic dynasty of Pahlavi for about fifteen years. 

6- The other distortion they have done in the history books is the matter of Nouri’s dispute with the other leaders. They claimed that Najaf religious leaders excommunicated him in a telegram. 

“To Hojjatoleslam Tabatabee and Hojjatoleslam Behbahani…from now on, I declare that Sheikh Fazlollah Nouri is excommunicated due to his wrong deeds…Ayatollah Abdollah Mazandarani”30

They also have claimed that Sheikh Fazlollah Nouri has excommunicated the clergymen of holy lands (Atabat Aliyat) in turn.

This claim is not true for these reasons:

The above-mentioned clergymen were Ayatollah not Hojjatoleslam.

If this matter was true, the enemies of Nouri had spread this telegram all around Iran.

If the telegram was true, Ayatollah Seyyed Kazem Yazdi, a high-ranked clergyman in Najaf had reacted toward it.

Religious leaders do not used to excommunicate each other, they may have disputes but these matters do not affect their relationships at all. 

Another historian in his book, “Tashayyo’ va Mashroutiyyate Iran (Shiism and Iranian Constitutionalism) has tried to prove that Allameh Naini denied Sheikh Fazlollah Nouri in his book (Tanbih Al-Ommat). He claims that Naini was in agreement with pro-western figures in their beliefs and introduces Nouri as a narrow-minded egoistic person who disagrees with Naini. As we read Naini’s book, we find that he was in agreement with Nouri. 

The Author of the book “Tashayyo’…” writes: “It is clear that Naini advocates a system of laws that defines and limits the powers of the ruler. He also advocates a system that is supervised by the religious leaders (p. 267); it is exactly what Nouri believed. “He appreciates a parliament supervised by the clergy, evaluating bills and laws and make sure that they accord with Islam and Islamic rules.“ (p. 269) 

In fact, this matter was proposed as a supplement of the Constitution by Nouri and was passed by the parliament despite the objection of pro-western figures like Taghi Zadeh. The historian admits: ”By and large, there was no serious dispute between the two religious leaders; Naini was a clergymen and he did agree with Nouri in Shiite tenets…but after the revolution they fell out.” 31(p. 306) 

As mentioned above, it is not true and according to Author’s confession, there was no serious dispute between them. The truth is that he intended to introduce Nouri as an old-fashioned notorious man who was unpopular among his counterparts. He also criticized Nouri because he tried to oppose unbridled freedom and consider some authorities for the clergy in the parliament.

The author continues: “The contents of Naini’s book is more useful in theory and not in practice, e.g. for managing a country. A Constitution needs more than these abstract instructions; the parliament have to be free to make and pass bills and laws that are not necessarily in agreement with the religion.” (p. 281)

He criticizes Naini because he disregards European values and respects Islam. “His beliefs disagree with the principals of western democratic governments in which there is no room for religion; he disregards principals of European enlightenment as well.” (p. 283) He also confessed that neither did Naini believe in Secularism and Laicism, nor did he accept western non-Islamic Ideologies. 

“In his book Naini clearly shows that he does not recognize western parliamentary system. Although he fought against despotism and advocated Constitutionalism as a way for removing tyranny, he ignores democracy; favoring a system with limited parliamentary powers for law making. He preferred a parliament in which Holy Qur’an, as the ultimate source of laws, supervises the laws. In fact, this model is more resembles a Theocracy than Democracy.”32 (p. 294)

Apparently, the author is confused about Naini’s beliefs. First, he introduces him as an advocator of compromise between western values and Islamic norms and introduces Nouri as he favors despotism and objects western ideas; then, he admits that Naini agrees with Nouri’s beliefs, accusing him to bigotry. For example he write: 

“Naini believed that Islam does not meet the necessities of modern age; Iranians should adopt modernism and try to adapt the Constitution with Shiite dogmas…” (p. 29). Afterward, he maintains that since Naini favors a limited parliament with a group of clergymen at top (a system that does not accord with western system), he advocates Monarchy in deed. 33 (p. 334)

These authors intend to challenge the clergy’s position and distort their personality. They made all attempts in these terms but their deeds did not sell well in the society. They do not know the clergymen; so, they misjudge them, making a wrong analysis out of it. 

As a matter of fact, religious leaders have never advocated tyranny and Monarchy or favored unjust social system. Also, they do not advocate a system in which law and freedom are established at the expense of de-Islamization. On the other hand, they do not favor a liberal government in which there is no room for Islamic values, even if it opposes despotism. For example, they never agree with establishing a pro-communist regime that replaces the most barbaric regimes such as Saddam Hussein’s. 

It is true that Islam disagrees with tyranny and favors freedom and prophets are sent by Almighty God to restore freedom and justice; but replacing atheism, laicism and liberalism instead of a despotic regime is worse. 

In two periods of time, the clergy bore despotic regimes to avoid an atheist regime to be established instead. During Reza Shah’s rule, when he wanted to replace a Republicanism instead of Monarchy. At that time, religious leaders found that it would lead to chaos and de-Islamization. So, they preferred non-Islamic Monarchy to an anti-Islamic Republic. Second, it was during the Oil Nationalization Movement that they did not cooperate with Shah’s opponents in toppling the regime, because they were afraid of replacing a pro-communist regime.

Guarding Islam is an important role of the clergy from which they can never refuse. In these terms, Imam Khomeini says: “We are obliged to save and guard Islam; it is the most important duty we have, even more important than Praying (Namaz) and It requires sacrifice if needed. It was Imam Hussein (S.A.) who sacrificed himself for saving Islam, the most valuable person at his time. So, we have to do the same as his followers if necessary.”34     

The clergy in Iran and Iraq, who fought for Constitutionalism, opposed National non-Islamic Parliament and favored limited Constitutionalism (Mashrouteye Mashro’e), or the ones who denied it, all had the same goal, restoring justice and law in the framework of Islam. Nouri and some other clergymen discovered the conspiracy of de-Islamization and withstood it; but others did not understand it or discovered it lately.    

As mentioned above, Naini did not favor Monarchy really, but he did disagree with Republicanism because he was afraid of atheism. So was Nouri’s connection with the royal court of Mohammad Ali Shah, the tyrant. An author believes: “…Sheikh Fazlollah Nouri and Sheikh Abdolnabi Nouri said that law making (by the parliament) disagrees Islam. They argued that Islam has a perfect, comprehensive system of laws and we, as Muslims, need no more laws.” (p. 291) 

It is not true, Sheikh Fazlollah Nouri said in a meeting with Najaf clergymen: “If we should make laws, they have to accord with Islamic laws.”35 Also, he said: “We, as Muslims, need a Constitution. It reinforces Islam; but the Constitution have to be Islamic.”36 

A historian faced critics because he noted this matter in his book. During a meeting held for Nouri’s homage in his hometown, he said: “We observe some texts or documents attributed to Nouri in which he calls for an Islamic Constitution. If he regarded Constitution and law making unnecessary in Islam, he did not say it. To me, he told this when he cooperated MPs during the drafting of Constitution, being in compromise with them. At that time, he tried to make it in agreement with his own beliefs as possible. But if he had the absolute authority and power, he did otherwise for sure.”37

But Nouri was the man of Islam who did not agree with compromise and hypocrisy and protested or rejected whatever was in contrast to his Islamic beliefs. In another meeting, he said: “…And on the matter of absolute unbridled freedom…I had declared before that this concept discord with Islam, and none of you should not do anything that disagrees with Islam or determines it.”38 Reading the text of his lectures, we find that his tune is decisive not spoken out of hypocrisy. 

Also, in other meeting with Mohammad Ali Shah, the great enemy of Constitutional Revolution, when Sheikh Fazlollah Nouri found that a clergyman criticizes and blames Constitutionalism, defended it: “Constitutionalism is not an adverse concept, the late King issued the Constitutionalism declaration himelf; Constitutionalism is favorite if the power is limited not absolute…”39 And it was after the attack to the parliament by Mohammad Ali shah Russian agents and its destruction and the suppression of Constitutionalists when he did say it. 

A historian describes the social atmosphere of this period as such: “People do blame Constitutionalism, even its strong fans are now criticizing it. Surprisingly, the people who attacked the parliament (Majles) were the same people who swore to guard it; they had more enmity with Constitutionalism than the government itself.”40

Nouri’s statements was said before a king who ordered the execution of some prominent Constitutionalist leaders in Baghe Shah in the situation of terror and fear; this proves that Nouri bravely defended his beliefs when needed and he did not fear any one and what he said was out of his Islamic beliefs not out of hypocrisy.

The author also claims that Nouri opposed with the idea of election and representation. But Nouri said: “…the representatives have to be elected by the people. The matter is what qualifications they should have as representatives. Above all, he should be Muslim and Shiite, I mean believing in God, having abstinence and being loyal to his country. The representatives of Muslim people have to be Muslims undoubtedly…”41       

On the other hand, his enemies tried to distort his personality and attributed lies to him. For example, they said that his dispute with Tabatabai and Behbahani was out of his jealousy, he got bribery for British embassy, or he was provoked by Russian embassy (who was the friend of the tyrant Mohammad Ali Shah) to do so. Despite their claims, the history testifies what his true personality was. Here are some of his statements and behaviors before his execution: 

“Once, an envoy from Russian embassy entered and tried to convince Nouri to seek political asylum or take refuge to Russia to escape from execution. But he replied: “I’m a Muslim and Muslims do not take refuge in non-Islamic countries. The envoy recommended him to raise the Russian flag on the roof of his home in order to be backed by the Russian government. Nouri responded that “I would never yield to this shame. No matter what happens afterward.”42 

“Unlike Mohammad Ali Shah and his followers, who took refuge in foreign embassies to save their souls, Sheikh Fazlollah Nouri preferred to stay at home… It is reported that Mohammad Ali Shah sent a message to Nouri, recommending him to seek political asylum because he is in danger otherwise, but Nouri refused to do this.”43       

“He kept calm and cool when the opponents arrested and imprisoned him and even before the execution; he never begged for their amnesty.”44

Entitled: “the Great misery of the Century” (Faje’ye bozorge gharn), a historian writes in his book: “A man named Nezam Navaee pseudonym to Agha Bozorg Khan, one of the bodyguards of Nouri, narrates this story from the last days of Sheikh Fazlollah Nouri life: “Gathering in his home, some of his friends were suggesting ways for saving his soul. Then, Nouri asked for my suggestion. “To me, there are two ways, I suppose.” I replied. “First, you can escape to the Holy lands (Atabat Aliyat), take refuge and be safe there. Nouri told in response: “That coward escape shall be a great shame for me; what is the next alternative, then?” I said: “Second, you can seek asylum in foreign embassies like many others.” Nouri smiled and asked his servant to bring the item beneath the pulpit. He brought a package and opened it; surprisingly, it was the flag of a foreign country. Nouri told: “They sent it for me and asked me to raise it on the roof in order to be safe. I’m 70 years old now; so, do you want such an old man to shame himself, seeking asylum in the embassies?”45 

“Before the execution, a messenger entered and asked Sheikh Fazlollah Nouri to cooperate with Constitutionalists and save his soul. He relied: “Last night, I saw Prophet Mohammad (S.A.) in my dream, he gave good news to me and informed me that I would join him tomorrow. So, save your breath, man.”46   

So was he, the true man of Islam, as history testifies his resistance before the enemies; and so have been the men of virtue and the men of Islam throughout the history indeed.

God bless him and may he rest in peace
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