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The Scope of Political Participation
(A Structural-Functional Approach)

Seyed Rahim Abolhasani’

The issue of organizing political participation has, since the
emergence of democratic systems, been regarded as one of the central
goals and functions of political parties and political actors. However,
in many prevailing approaches, political participation is defined
merely in terms of citizens’ external and individual actions—such as
voting, demonstrations, or protests—while neglecting the
consideration of the roles and functions of institutions and power
structures as forms of political participation. By contrast, through a
structural-functional approach, political participation can be redefined
as the performance of roles and functions within the political system
as a whole. Accordingly, activities such as political socialization,
communication, political recruitment, interest articulation, interest
aggregation, lawmaking, policymaking, law enforcement, and legal
adjudication are regarded as dimensions of political participation.

An empirical examination of these functions in Iran reveals the
existence of a deep gap between society and formal structures: state
media have weakened two-way political communication; political
parties are incapable of recruiting and promoting elites; the
bureaucracy is centralized and unaccountable; and representative and
civil institutions perform ineffectively in articulating and aggregating
interests. This situation has resulted in citizens’ participation being
largely fragmented, episodic, and crisis-driven, rather than developing
into institutionalized and sustainable participation. From this
perspective, political participation is not merely the outward activity
of citizens, but rather their presence and role performance within
formal power structures and the functions of the political system—
serving also as an indicator for assessing political effectiveness.
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Introduction

Political participation is one of the most fundamental concepts in
political science and political sociology and has consistently been
regarded as a key indicator for assessing the dynamism, legitimacy,
and effectiveness of political systems. However, in a significant
portion of both classical and contemporary literature, political
participation has largely been reduced to external, individual, and
observable citizen actions—such as voting, attending gatherings,
street protests, or electoral activities. While this approach represents
part of the reality of political participation, it neglects the analysis of
the roles of formal power structures, governmental institutions, and
the internal functions of the political system in shaping participation
(Milbrath, 1981, p. 23; Verba et al., 1995, p. 17).

Within such a framework, political participation is often confined
to action outside the state, leaving institutions such as parliament,
bureaucracy, judiciary, official media, and even the educational
system outside the scope of political participation. This limited
conception, especially in societies like Iran, where a significant
portion of political activity occurs within formal and semi-formal
structures, prevents a comprehensive and realistic understanding of
political participation (Jeroense & Spierings, 2023, p. 5).
Consequently, rethinking the concept of political participation and
expanding its analytical scope is both a theoretical and analytical
necessity.

Problem Statement

The primary question of this study is why the role of structures and
institutional functions of the political system has received less
attention in analyses of political participation, which have
predominantly reduced participation to individual citizen behaviors.
This conceptual reductionism, particularly in the analysis of political
participation in Iran, has led to interpretations that speak of a "lack of
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opportunity for participation" or a "complete blockage of political
participation," without precisely examining the internal functions of
the political system and the institutional forms of participation.

By applying Gabriel Almond’s structural-functional approach,
politics can be seen as a set of interconnected roles and functions in
which political participation flows through all of them (Almond, 1960,
p. 21; Almond, 1396, p. 94). Within this framework, political
participation is not merely protest or electoral action but the
performance of roles across functions such as political socialization,
political communication, political recruitment, interest articulation and
aggregation, legislation, law enforcement, and judicial adjudication.
The central research question is: How can political participation be
redefined across the functions of the political system and analyzed
within the context of Iran?

Research Objective
The primary objective of this article is to provide a comprehensive
and systemic definition of political participation based on Almond’s
structural-functional approach and to apply it to analyze the state of
political participation in Iran. The study seeks to demonstrate that
political participation is not meaningful solely at the level of ordinary
citizen behavior but also occurs within formal and informal power
structures through the performance of institutional roles. Secondary
objectives include:
1. Critiquing reductionist approaches to political participation;
2. Explaining Almond’s eight political system functions as levels
of participation;
3. Examining institutional gaps and inefficiencies in achieving
political participation in Iran;
4. Providing an analytical framework for assessing political
participation as an indicator of political system effectiveness.

Significance of the Study

This study is significant because much of the literature on political
participation in Iran either focuses on behavioral measures (e.g.,
electoral participation) or examines participation through normative
and ideological concepts (Fathi, 1395, p. 66; Ghasemi et al., 1398, p.
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41). As a result, institutional and systemic analyses of political
participation have received limited attention.

Given the evident decline in public trust, weak political parties,
inefficiency of representative institutions, and the proliferation of
episodic and crisis-driven forms of participation in Iran, there is a
need for an analytical framework capable of explaining the structural
roots of this situation (Norris, 2002, p. 11). Almond’s structural—
functional approach allows political participation to be examined not
merely as an individual act but as an institutional and intra-systemic
process.

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework of this article is grounded in Gabriel
Almond’s structural—functional theory. Almond views the political
system as a set of structures performing specific functions necessary
for system survival (Almond & Powell, 1966, p. 12). These functions
include political socialization, political communication, political
recruitment, interest articulation, interest aggregation, legislation, law
enforcement, and judicial adjudication.

In this model, political participation flows through all these
functions—from political socialization within families, schools, and
media to elite participation in policymaking and judicial processes.
Thus, political participation becomes a continuous and multi-layered
process encompassing both citizens and power institutions (Almond,
1396, p. 97). This approach fundamentally differs from perspectives
that consider participation solely as observable individual behavior
(Giugni & Grasso, 2022, p. 75).

Research Methodology

The methodology of this study is descriptive—analytical and
theoretically based. Data were collected through library research,
review of classical and contemporary political science texts, and
document analysis. Almond’s theory is applied not only as a
descriptive framework but also as an analytical tool to evaluate the
functions of political participation in Iran.
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The analysis is conducted at two levels: first, conceptual
clarification of political participation within the theoretical
framework; and second, an empirical examination of political system
functions and existing gaps in institutional participation in Iran. This
approach enables a connection between theory and institutional reality
(Hague, 2017, p. 203).

Findings and Discussion

The findings indicate that political participation in Iran largely
remains at the level of episodic, protest-oriented, and crisis-driven
actions and rarely results in institutionalized and sustained
participation. Weak political socialization, especially within the
educational system and official media, has limited citizens’ familiarity
with institutional roles in participation (Janmaat & Hoskins, 2022, p.
236).

In political communication, the dominance of one-way
communication and limited public dialogue has weakened effective
feedback between society and the state (Coleman & Blumler, 2009, p.
41). In political recruitment, weak parties and opaque mechanisms
have hindered elite circulation and the effective participation of social
actors (Kitschelt & Wilkinson, 2007, p. 29). Furthermore,
representative institutions have demonstrated limited and inefficient
functions in articulating and aggregating interests, resulting in the
accumulation of unmet demands (Almond, 1396, p. 99).

Conclusion

The study demonstrates that political participation cannot be
reduced solely to external citizen behaviors; rather, it must be
analyzed in connection with institutional functions and power
structures. Almond’s structural—functional approach allows political
participation to be considered as an indicator of political system
effectiveness.

In Iran, the gap between society and formal structures, weak
political parties, inefficient political communication, and limited
transparent elite recruitment have led to participation that is largely
fragmented and unstable. Strengthening political participation requires
rebuilding institutional functions, expanding two-way communication,
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empowering parties and intermediary institutions, and redefining
citizens’ roles within formal power structures. Only within such a
framework can political participation evolve from episodic action into
an institutionalized, sustained, and effective process (Norris, 2002, p.
15; Almond & Verba, 1963, p. 31).
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