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Abstract

This article aims to examine the relationship between globally recognized
indicators of democracy and the intellectual framework of the founder
of the Islamic Republic of Iran. At a time when, toward the end of the
twentieth century, the role of religion in politics was declining and the
world was divided between Eastern social democracy and Western
liberal democracy, Imam Khomeini introduced a novel model grounded
in the authority of religion in organizing political and social life. The
central question of this research is whether the core elements of
democracy—such as the right to self-determination, political competition,
and accountability—occupy a meaningful and explanatory position
within Imam Khomeini’s political thought. To address this question,
the author employs a descriptive—analytical method and content
analysis techniques. By distinguishing between democracy as an
ideology and democracy as a method, the study undertakes a systematic
re-reading of Imam Khomeini’s writings and speeches.
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The findings indicate that in Imam Khomeini’s political thought,
democracy is not merely a political slogan but is rooted in the
anthropological foundations of Islam. From his perspective, the
human being is the “essence of creation” and possesses free will, with
the inherent right to determine his or her own destiny. The study
demonstrates that Imam Khomeini regarded the right to self-
determination as one of the fundamental rights of human beings,
consistent with both reason and divine law. He firmly believed that no
authority— not even a prophet or an infallible Imam—has the right to
impose its will upon the people. Accordingly, divine legitimacy is
inseparably linked to popular acceptance. Within this framework,
religious democracy consists of two fundamental dimensions. The first
is the constitutive dimension, which refers to the physical participation
of the people in elections to establish political structures and offices.
The second is the interpretive (analytical) dimension, which denotes
the creation of a moral and emotional bond between the nation and
the government, such that the people perceive state officials not as
rulers, but as agents who realize their collective and transcendent
aspirations.

Another part of the findings addresses the operational indicators of
democracy in Imam Khomeini’s political practice. In contrast to
monarchical and authoritarian systems, Imam Khomeini emphasized
the peaceful transfer of power and rejected lifelong tenure in political
office. He therefore insisted on the continuous consultation of rulers
with representatives of the people and strict adherence to the
constitution. The study also shows that, contrary to rigid and
exclusionary interpretations, Imam Khomeini held a positive view of
political parties and pluralism, provided that such activities did not
lead to conspiracies against the foundations of Islamic society. He
considered differences of opinion to be natural and conducive to social
growth, and believed that political competition should take place
within an ethical framework grounded in divine values.

The article further elaborates on the concept of accountability and
oversight within this paradigm. In Imam Khomeini’s intellectual
system, power has no intrinsic value and gains legitimacy only when it
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serves justice and the public good. Accordingly, he emphasized two
forms of supervision: internal supervision, which focuses on the moral
purification of officials, and external supervision, which preserves the
people’s right to monitor all pillars of the political system, including
the leadership itself. A key finding of the research is that Imam
Khomeini, in his practical conduct, granted no legal immunity to any
official and explicitly declared his readiness to be held accountable in
the event of wrongdoing. This approach transforms the political
system from a rigid social contract into a relationship of responsibility
and mutual commitment between the leader and the people.
Ultimately, the article concludes that religious democracy in Imam
Khomeini’s thought constitutes an authentic model of governance that
rejects both individual authoritarianism and the formalistic democracy
of the West, offering a third path for human societies. This model is
founded upon justice-centeredness and popular satisfaction, and
conceptualizes popular sovereignty as operating vertically within the
framework of absolute divine sovereignty. The final conclusion of the
study suggests that by defining political freedoms within the realm of
humanity’s innate rights, Imam Khomeini provided a framework in
which majority rule serves as the criterion of governance, while the
majority itself remains bound by ethical and revelatory principles. This
model integrates governance with spirituality and outlines a path in
which national development and progress are realized through the
collective will of the people within the framework of religious law.

Keywords
Democracy; Imam Khomeini; Religious Democracy; Political Thought
of Imam Khomeini; Popular Sovereignty.
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