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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Historical disputes over political authority following the
Prophet’s death, the resulting divisions among Muslims, and
the Shia belief that political leadership must be divinely
appointed—though it was a minority view—gave rise to an
approach among Shia jurists that was generally delegitimizing
toward worldly political power. In the presence of the Imam,
Shia regarded the living Imam as the sole legitimate holder of
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political power. However, new historical circumstances
necessitated a reexamination of this position, particularly
during the Occultation. The earliest transformations appeared
in jurisprudential (fighi) rulings. Following the development of
the theory of general deputization (niyabat ‘amma), efforts
were made to ease the lives of Shia. This process continued
until Shia rulers eventually came to power. With the
establishment of the first Shia centers of political authority, the
role of jurists became increasingly prominent. This moment
represents a turning point in the evolution of Shia political and
theological thought, as it created opportunities to translate
jurisprudential ideas into practice. The Shia theory of political
power is thus the outcome of centuries of intellectual struggle
in the Islamic jurisprudence. By examining the transformations
in Shia jurisprudential rulings, the current study aimed to trace
their developmental trajectory and reconstruct the transition
from delegitimization to legitimization. This was a shift from a
theoretical stance characterized by disengagement from
customary political power and the absence of a coherent theory,
to one in which power would become a central object of
jurisprudential reflection.

Materials and Methods

The current study employed a library-based research method to
analyze the works by Shia jurists within their historical context,
emphasizing continuity and transformation in jurisprudential
thought.

Results and Discussion

The analysis examined Shia jurists’ theories by tracing them
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historically from the earliest authoritative jurists to the present.
The findings suggest that their primary intellectual concern was
the preservation of Shia identity in accordance with the
principles of their jurisprudential thought. At certain periods,
given prevailing social circumstances and the need to safeguard
communal life, jurists adopted a negative view of political
power, permitting interaction between members of the sect and
political authority only out of necessity. At other times, as
social conditions evolved, jurisprudential thought shifted
toward defining a specific political role for the jurist—as an
active political agent, a legitimizer of authority, and a custodian
of religious duties within social and political spheres. Although
these ideas were not always expressed uniformly,
contemporary Shia thought reflects two distinct approaches.
The minority approach continues to delegitimize political
power, restricting any form of legitimization to narrowly
defined matters and viewing the jurist primarily as an overseer.
The majority approach—commonly associated with the theory
of general deputization (niyabat ‘amma) and particularly with
the later development of the absolute guardianship of the
Islamic jurist (wilayat-i mutlagah al-fagih)—regards the jurist
as the legitimate ruler and executor of the sect in all matters.
Originating in the early periods of jurisprudence, this idea
gradually evolved through the development of theological and
jurisprudential concepts into one of the most significant
political theories in Shia political theology. It formulated a
framework that simultaneously preserved Shia political and
religious identity, while addressing the practical necessities of
communal life of the Shia. One key factor in this evolution was
the jurists’ engagement with political institutions. As the Shia
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population grew and Shia political power became established,
outright rejection of political power became impractical,
maintaining the previous stance of absolute delegitimization
would have been self-defeating and detrimental to the Shia life.
Therefore, jurists—particularly following the rise of the
Safavid shahs—sought to reinterpret hadith texts and uncover
latent capacities within them to provide some measure of
legitimation  for  customary political power. This
reinterpretation aimed to safeguard the newly established Shia
power and ensure the survival and stability of the Shia
community, which until that time had struggled to assert itself
within the broader political landscape.

Conclusion

In much of the existing scholarship, the dominant intellectual
tradition in Shia is portrayed primarily as the development and
consolidation of the theory of general deputization (niyabat
‘amma). This theory is often treated as the authentic and
exclusive position advanced by Shia jurists, with little attention
paid to the process of its formation or the historical conditions
under which it emerged and gained prominence. However, an
examination of early jurisprudential texts reveals that the
initially prevalent and widely accepted position was one of
delegitimizing political power. From the medieval period
onward, and particularly with the rise of Shia rulers to power,
the dominant discourse gradually shifted toward the
legitimization of customary political power.

Keywords: Jurists, Legitimacy, Political jurisprudence,
Customary government
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