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Confronting Religious Reform
Movements: A Survey of the Approaches
Adopted by Sh11 Ulema in Modern Iran*

Rasul Chegini!

Abstract

With the emergence of enlightenment movements (roshanfikri) in recent
centuries and the ensuing confrontation between tradition and modernity,
calls for revisionism also penetrated the realm of religious teachings.
A group of intellectuals, unable to identify the primary causes of the
backwardness of Islamic societies, perceived religiosity as the most
significant impediment to progress. The efforts of this movement in Iran
centered on reforming Shi‘T doctrine, with its theorists questioning the
mainstream Imami teachings. This movement, referred to as Intra-Shi‘1
Wahhabism or Iranian Salafism, aimed to undermine existing religious
structures by disregarding the consensual boundaries of religious
interpretation and opinions held by Imami scholars. Key characteristics
of this movement were its influence from Wahhabism, reliance solely
on the Qur’an as a source of religious knowledge, and opposition to the
scholarly authority of the Ulema. Tawhid (monotheism) and Imamate are
the primary areas where this movement denies authentic Shi‘T beliefs and
offers novel interpretations. This study analytically examines how Shi'1
scholars confronted this movement. Research evidence demonstrates
that the scholars collectively confronted this movement on three levels:
forming a unified front, offering intellectual critique, and posing practical
opposition. Prominent figures on both sides, Ulema and reformists,
highlight the necessity of understanding this movement and examining
the methods the Ulema adopted to confront it.
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