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5. Je ne cite guére ....que pour montrer un exemple du désordre qui existe dans
I’islamisme persan, et je passe maintenant aux opinions des anciens
dissidents. (p. 322) (Gobineau, Arthur, comte de (1859) Trois ans en Asie ,p.
322).
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ABSTRACTS

A Reading of the Relationship between
Philosophical and Political Dynamism
in the Thought of Darius Shayegan

Bahram Akhavan Kazemi
Farzaneh Sadat Komeili™

The correspondence or lack of correspondence between
philosophical and political paradigms within the epistemic
constellation of thinkers is a profound issue that motivated the authors
to examine this question in the thought of Darius Shayegan.
Shayegan’s intellectual life is structured into three distinct periods,
each of which—and its corresponding philosophical and political
implications—has been analytically explored.

Within this three-stage dynamism, Shayegan first, through works
such as Asia versus the West, Mental Idols and Eternal Memory, and
Corbin: The Horizons of Spiritual Thought, introduces the notion of
the “in-between human” and articulates his concern regarding the
encounter between East and West, emphasizing the decline of
spirituality. He maintains that Shi‘ism constitutes the most
fundamental identity-forming factor; therefore, the clergy are regarded
as the most suitable agents for guiding political life.

In the second phase, as reflected in What Is a Religious
Revolution?, The Broken Gaze, and Under the Skies of the World,
Shayegan expresses his concern over the fusion of ideology and
religion through the figure of the “ideological human,”and identifies
the“differentiating human” as a means of escaping cultural

*Corresponding Author: Full Pprofessor, Department of Political Science, Faculty of
Law and Political Sciences, Shiraz University, Iran.

kazemi@shirazu.ac.ir

0000-0003-3869-0257

“Ph.D. Student of political thought, Department of Political Science, Faculty of Law
and Political Sciences, Shiraz University, Iran.

farzaneh.komeiliii@gmail.com

0000-0002-6555-5651



2 / Pizhithish-i siydsat-i nazari

schizophrenia. During this period, Shayegan’s anti-Marxist and anti-
revolutionary orientations become clearly evident.

In the third phase, articulated in New Enchantment, The Merging of
Horizons, and Five Climates of Presence, Shayegan, by
acknowledging the exigencies of the age of globalization, introduces
the “playful subject” as a subject capable of transcending boundaries.
He also presents democracy as the best available political model,
insofar as it provides the conditions necessary for dialogue and
tolerance.

Keywords: Darius Shayegan; philosophical and political dynamism;
the in-between human; the ideological human; the playful subject.

Introduction

In intellectual—political studies, later thinkers, in comparison with
earlier ones, often offer more accurate interpretations of contemporary
developments, owing to their direct engagement with and lived
experience of present-day exigencies. Among such late modern
thinkers who possessed both a remarkable command of the treasury of
human knowledge and a keen understanding of contemporaneity was
the late Darius Shayegan.Darius Shayegan was a thinker with a free
spirit who could not tolerate confinement within fixed and rigid
frameworks, nor the abandonment of intellectual exploration. As he
states in Under the Skies of the World: “I do not like to confine or
bind myself within any domain whatsoever. I have always wished to
pass from one boundary to another, for I constantly fear paths that are
already trodden and worn. Any doctrine or teaching, insofar as it
constitutes a closed system, suffocates me.”

In this article, the method of data collection is documentary
research. The data-gathering instruments in the documentary method
include all printed sources such as books, encyclopedias, journals,
newspapers, weeklies, periodicals, dictionaries, printed interviews,
academic journals, conference proceedings, indexed texts available in
databases and on the internet, and any identifiable and citable source
containing material related to Darius Shayegan.In order to explicate
the trajectory of his thought, his views are structured into three distinct
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periods. The events of each period, the thinkers who inspired him, as
well as the intellectual dimensions and political considerations
characterizing each phase, will be examined and analyzed. Through
this approach, the philosophical dynamism embedded in Shayegan’s
thought will be elucidated.

The First Phase of Shayegan’s Thought (1960s—1970s)

In the first phase of his intellectual development, Shayegan’s
principal intellectual references include Nietzsche, Heidegger, Jaspers,
Tillich, Guénon, Ortega y Gasset, and Jung. His strong inclination
toward mystical and spiritual discussions even led to his interest in Jung
and the latter’s school of psychology. Shayegan studied with Allameh
Tabataba’i, benefited from the teachings of Rafi‘i Qazvini and Mehdi
Elahi Qomsha’i, and established close intellectual and personal
relations with Seyyed Jalal Ashtiani and Seyyed Hossein Nasr. He also
regularly attended the sessions of Allameh Tabataba’i and Henry
Corbin.Shi‘i thought and Islamic mysticism constituted the most
important foundations shaping Shayegan’s intellectual outlook during
this period. Asia versus the West, centered on the dualism between East
and West, became Shayegan’s most significant work in the first phase
of his thought. This was perhaps due to the prevailing anti-Western
atmosphere within society, which welcomed any work written even in
critique of the West. Consequently, the West was evaluated as an
aggressive civilization that endangered our heritage and therefore had to
be avoided rather than embraced.Shayegan elaborates on the notion of
the interregnum as the historical destiny of ancient civilizations in their
encounter with modernity. He argues that a double illusion, itself born
of two assumptions, manifests in the two negative forms of
Westoxication and self-alienation, thereby giving rise to the period of
interregnum. Shayegan initially conceptualizes his central concern in
terms of the decline of spirituality. Since nihilism is a global process
that has also penetrated the East, it has led to the decline of Eastern
spirituality as well.Shayegan’s initial solution to the crisis of spirituality
is resistance to modernity and its essence, namely nihilism. Our task in
this condition is to safeguard identity, primordial memory, and inherited
tradition against the onslaught of Western thought; to preserve the core
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of identity, the entrusted burden, and complete fidelity to it—in other
words, to preserve Asia in the face of the West.

The Second Phase of Shayegan’s Thought (1980s)

Following the victory of the Islamic Revolution, Shayegan came to
realize that ideology is the illegitimate offspring of the Enlightenment,
and that the new form of despotism does not arise from religion,
tradition, culture, or even the shari‘a, but rather from the
ideologicalization of tradition—an essentially modern and profoundly
contemporary phenomenon. While acknowledging the flexibility and
adaptability of cultures and civilizations, he rejected the view that the
West was in decline and should therefore be abandoned. Instead, he
arrived at the conviction that “today, the problems of the West are no
longer confined to the West; they have become planetary problems.
They are our problems as well. The value of our age lies precisely in
the fact that crises can only be resolved through the convergence of
efforts from all sides.”Shayegan’s understanding of modernity takes
the form of critical thought, which, while recognizing the
achievements and advantages of this fundamental transformation, does
not overlook its shortcomings. “Cultural schizophrenia” and
“withdrawal into the shell of the self,” two terms coined by Shayegan,
refer to the condition of inhabiting two ontological realms
simultaneously and being unable to distinguish between them.
Especially in an age of plurality and cultural hybridity, in which new
ideas constantly overflow, the preservation of a coherent sense of
existence becomes increasingly difficult. From Shayegan’s
perspective, the problem of non-Western societies lies in conceptual
confusion and cultural schizophrenia, whereas the problem of Western
societies is the crisis of spirituality.Shayegan characterizes the human
of this second phase as the “ideological human,” one who
unconsciously merges two contradictory epistemic paradigms. He
refers to this unconscious act of fusion as unconscious Westoxication.
In Shayegan’s view, “these two terms (revolution and Islam) have no
ontological kinship with one another. Each moves within a different
galaxy. Their points of reference and the axes around which they
revolve possess distinct colors and qualities. Revolution is a human,
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historical, Western, and negative idea and experience, whereas Islam
and the Abrahamic tradition are grounded in submission to the One
God, derived from revelation and prophecy, and regard the human
being as shaped by an eternal will and a pre-creation plan, bearing the
vicegerency and the entrusted burden.”

The Third Phase of Shayegan’s Thought (1990s-2000s)

In the third phase, Shayegan, earlier than most Iranian thinkers,
turns his attention to the “Other,” which he regards as the foundation
and cornerstone of the future world. For Shayegan, dialogue
constitutes the sole path toward realizing such a world. In New
Enchantment, he comes to terms with the condition of cultural
schizophrenia and, in embracing pluralism, expresses hope that
spirituality can be preserved within modernity—a spirituality that no
longer necessarily belongs to Iran, Islam, or the East. “Cultural
mosaic” is the term Darius Shayegan employs to describe the cultural
condition of societies in the contemporary world. The concept of the
cultural mosaic refers to the expansion of communications,
interactions, and cultural exchanges in light of the growth and spread
of technological and communicative tools. According to Shayegan,
modernity addresses only the legal, political, and economic
frameworks of human life, while the inner dimensions of existence
remain beyond its reach. He thus considers Eastern mysticism as a
potential solution to the problems of the modern world. Modernity has
neglected vast areas of our existential domain, and the spirituality
entrusted within religions is capable of filling this void. Shayegan
states that there is nothing surprising about his belief in democracy; he
supports democracy because he knows of no alternative to it.
Moreover, as someone who embraces multiplicity of thought, he
values diverse opinions and their plurality. “A single party,” he
remarks, “resembles a single political soul, which, no matter how
elevated or noble, fills me with fear and trembling. I harbor a natural
aversion to any reductive or simplifying tendency.”

Conclusion
In conclusion, and by way of synthesis, it should be stated that by
presenting a threefold formulation of the intellectual dynamism of
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Darius Shayegan, this article situates him, in the first phase, as a
thinker inspired by figures such as Nietzsche, Heidegger, Jung, Henry
Corbin, Allameh Tabataba’i, and Seyyed Hossein Nasr—an influence
that strengthened his inclination toward mysticism and his critical
stance toward modernity. One of Shayegan’s most fundamental
intellectual concerns during this period is the decline of spirituality in
the West and its critical examination. The “in-between human” is
Shayegan’s own term for a subject situated in a condition that is
neither purely Eastern nor purely Western, yet simultaneously both
Eastern and Western. Politically, Shayegan in this phase maintains
that the ever-flowing spring of Shi‘ism has historically served as the
principal source of Iranian identity and that today as well, the
guardians of this spring—namely the clergy—are entrusted with the
administration of the political sphere. The views of this intellectual
phase are most clearly articulated in the works Asia versus the West,
Mental Idols and Eternal Memory, and Corbin: The Horizons of
Spiritual Thought.

In the second phase of Shayegan’s intellectual life, his central
concern shifts from the East-West dichotomy to the tradition—
modernity dichotomy. In this reorientation, he distances himself from
figures such as Jalal Al-e Ahmad and Ali Shariati, while maintaining a
clear separation from Marxist and revolutionary thought. The most
significant event shaping this second phase is the Islamic Revolution.
Shayegan subjects this event to profound questioning in the book
What Is a Religious Revolution?, arguing that revolution and religion
are incommensurable concepts whose coexistence is practically
impossible, and identifying ideologization as the principal pathology
of their forced conjunction. The duality of the ideological human and
the differentiating human is emphasized by Shayegan to underscore
the dangers of ideology and its diffusion within the social realm.
Subsequently, The Broken Gaze and Under the Skies of the World
further complete the contours of this second intellectual phase by
introducing concepts such as cultural schizophrenia and conceptual
confusion to explain the prevailing condition.

The third and final phase of Shayegan’s intellectual trajectory is
shaped by postmodern influences. Through works such as New
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Enchantment, The Merging of Horizons, and Five Climates of
Presence, Shayegan seeks to highlight the exigencies of the age of
globalization and the dissolution of boundaries in thought, art, and
technology. In such a world, the playful subject emerges—a subject
constantly engaged in boundary-crossing experiences and more
exposed than ever to encounters with the 'Other'. In this period,
Shayegan explicitly affirms the effectiveness of democracy and,
despite its shortcomings, regards it as the best available model, insofar
as it offers greater possibilities for dialogue and tolerance on a global
scale than any alternative.
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Monavar al-Fekr and the duality
of “law” and “consciousness”

Ata’ollah Karimzadeh”
Abbas Manoochehri”
SohrabYazdani™

The engagement of Iranian intellectuals in the late Qajar era with
the concept of “progress” led to the emergence of the idea of
“progress” as a central concern for Iran. In other words, the idea of
“progress” was understood as a comprehensive framework within
which the crises and issues of Iran’s political and social structures
during the Qajar period could be addressed. This article argues that,
regarding the idea of “progress” in Iran, two distinct intellectual
currents can be identified: “rule-of-law  orientation” and
“consciousness-orientation.” The first current views Iran’s progress as
achievable through liberation from decline and social malaise via the
establishment of law and governance under the rule of law. The
second current, by contrast, conceives of progress as attainable
through the creation of public and social consciousness among
Iranians.Despite their differences, neither current was able to
formulate fundamental questions or corresponding solutions
independently of what they had borrowed from the FEuropean
conception of “progress,” due to internal intellectual contradictions
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and a lack of historical contextualization. As a result, both faced
various forms of “impasse in thought and action.” The research
methodology of this article is based on content analysis and library
research, employing Gadamer’s “fusion of horizons” as the
interpretive framework.

Keywords: intellectual history, progress, law, Consciousness,
Impasse.

Introduction

The encounter of Iranians with Western civilization during the
Qajar era, particularly in the Nasserian period, gave rise to a dual
negative and positive orientation. From the negative perspective,
attention was directed toward identifying the causes of Iran’s
backwardness and decline, while from the positive perspective, the
demand for progress and reform emerged among reformists and
officials operating within the state. This process gradually led, in the
intellectual sphere, to the appearance of Iranian “intellectuals.”

As a result of Iran’s encounter with modernity, a form of “de-
historicization” took shape, whereby contemporary Iran was perceived
as backward and the West as “advanced,” producing a condition of
historical “non-simultaneity.” Consequently, Iranian intellectualism
severed its connection with ancient tradition and was unable to clearly
determine its “point of standing” in relation to that tradition.

Nevertheless, Qajar-era Iranian intellectuals cannot be subsumed
under a single, unified idea. This article maintains that because the
various intellectual approaches of the Qajar period were shaped by
Eurocentrism, they were unable to pose fundamental questions that
could yield contextually appropriate answers.

Research Background

Based on the literature reviewed in this article, two categories of
works can be identified. According to researchers such as Seyyed
Javad Tabataba’i, Mashallah Ajoudani, and Hasan Ghazi Moradi, the
questions and responses of Iranian intellectuals were largely
Eurocentric from the outset, and they often linked their thoughts,
sometimes inconsistently, to pre-Islamic or Islamic Iran. This, in turn,



12 / Pizhithish-i siyasat-i nazari

led them to encounter different forms of “impasse” in both thought
and action. In contrast, scholars such as Hossein Abadian and Davoud
Firouhi argue that the Iranian intellectuals sought to establish a
connection between tradition and modernity, though they were not
necessarily successful, because fundamental questioning of tradition
was lacking. Endless debates arose, which were characterized by a
“continuity in rupture.”

Research Approach and Methodology

The research method employed in this article is based on document
study and the exegesis and interpretation of the texts of the thinkers
under discussion. Using the approach of “intellectual history” and the
method of Gadamer’s “fusion of horizons,” the understanding of
Iranian intellectuals during the Nasserian era regarding the concepts of
“law” and “consciousness” will be analyzed in relation to the idea of
“progress.” While “history of thought” studies ideas and works over
time, “intellectual history” elucidates the conceptual characteristics of
a particular historical period. That is, the “spirit of the age” becomes
significant within a specific place and time. Moreover, in the method
of “fusion of horizons,” understanding the ideas and thoughts of a
historical period other than the researcher’s own context can be
achieved by posing questions or applying concepts that have defined
meaning within the researcher’s horizon to interpret the ideas in
another horizon, that of a different historical period. Gadamer’s
“fusion of horizons” holds that new perspectives can emerge from the
interaction of horizons, surpassing fixed and static viewpoints.

Research Findings
The idea of “progress” as the Intellectual basis of Monavar al-
Fekri

The encounter of Iranians with the West, like other Eastern and
Muslim nations, gave rise to thinkers who faced the question of how
to respond to Western civilization in both religious and non-religious
domains. What occupied the Iranian intellectuals was the issue of
Western civilizational, scientific, and technological progress; that is,
while they regarded the West as progressive and civilized, Iran was
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perceived to be in a state of “decline.” Although these intellectuals
sought progress and advancement, different pathways, whether
individual or collective, are evident in their writings. Overall, the main
framework of Qajar-era Iranian enlightenment thought can be
examined through two dimensions: “law” and “consciousness.”

The “Law-Oriented” Current

According to Malek al-Molk Khan, “law” provides the means to
overcome the humiliation and suffering that characterized Iran at the
time. He advocated a “regulatory system,” whose outcome would be
“rule of law,” situating the Shah within a context of “constitutional
despotism.” It can be argued that Malek al-Molk Khan’s “regulated
state” did not aim to limit the king’s power, but rather sought to
ensure that all institutions were legally subordinate to the monarch in
order to enable progress. Moreover, while the government establishes
laws, the subjects do not gain rights per se; rather, equality is realized
in the obligation to obey. Malek sought to integrate certain Shari‘a
rulings under the cover of governmental laws, which, alongside
existing civil laws, would serve as a model for Iranian governance.

Mostashar al-Dawla similarly considered the establishment of new
laws as the path to progress and the means to avoid dangers for Iran.
The creation of “law” was viewed as indispensable, both to institute
positive rights and to ensure equality before the law, with government
agents held accountable to the public. In this way, both “state and
nation” are obliged to comply with the instituted law, which he
described as “one word,” a principle with precedent in Islam. The
cornerstone of Mostashar al-Dawla’s idea is that establishing law and
rights as a prior condition, while legalizing the system of power and
monarchy and determining its authority, could also recognize the
rights of Iranian subjects based on Shari‘a. The integration of Shari‘a-
based pre-existing rights with Western-adopted positive rights would
accomplish this objective.

The “Consciousness-Oriented” Intellectual Current

Akhundzadeh argued that kings, rulers, and all inhabitants of Iran
were largely unaware of science, law, and politics, and that there was
little inclination toward learning. Therefore, these elements had to be
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acquired from Europe to reform politics and monarchy in Iran.
According to Akhundzadeh, the king of Iran was ignorant and
unaware of the spirit of the age, and the court environment constituted
his world. He also criticized the people of Iran, arguing that if the
subjects were aware of “freedom and human rights,” they could free
themselves from despotism. Thus, Akhundzadeh viewed the
possibility of liberation from despotism and fanaticism as achievable
through engagement with knowledge, which in turn required
progress.Another pro—“consciousness” thinker, Mirza Agha Khan
Kermani, argued that contemporary European progress was founded
on “ideas of freedom and equality of rights,” whereas the inhabitants
of Iran had experienced reverse progress, regression, and decline.
Coercion, oppression, and domination had served as the model for all
Iranian rulers. In effect, the history of Iran was a “history of kings” or
“history from above,” in which the people (the subjects) were not only
ignored but lacked objective existence. Mirza Agha Khan also held
princes, governors, scholars, and the clergy responsible for the
perpetuation of this situation. Like Akhundzadeh, he argued that “the
foundation of civilization and progress for any nation lies in the
advancement of knowledge,” which in turn  generates
“consciousness.”

Conclusion

Although all thinkers of the Qajar era adhered to the idea of
“progress” until the establishment of the Constitutional Revolution,
the rupture—continuity of ancient traditions and their connection with
modernity were not adequately traced, and their imported ideas
ultimately led to a form of “equivalence” with ancient and Islamic
thought. The Iranian intellectuals, since they mostly focused on the
technical aspects of Western progress and civilization and were
largely unaware of its political, social, and intellectual history, paid
little attention to, or were unaware of, the historically grounded
political, social, and intellectual realities of Iran.The “law-oriented”
intellectual current emphasized “law” within a monarchical system,
exemplifying a form of “constitutional despotism.” Consequently,
their ideas did not produce an epistemological transformation in Iran’s
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intellectual system or in its political and social history.The
“consciousness-oriented” current, although politically and socially
revolutionary in orientation, faced internal contradictions that made
the creation of coherent, actionable ideas impossible. Even when they
spoke of public awareness, tyranny, oppression, and religious rigidity,
they lacked self-contained, contextually rooted questioning, instead
primarily referencing European civilizational developments.
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Conceptual History of “Cultural Iran [Iran-e arhangi]”:
From the Imaginary of a Natural Iran
to the Imaginary of Iranshahr

Seyyed Ahmad Reza Azmoon"
Seyyed Alireza Hosseini Beheshti™

Engaging with the question of what Iran is entails confronting a
historical and complex totality. This complexity manifests itself, at the
level of representation and language, through a wide range of
metaphors, concepts, and propositions that span a polarity from
absolute rupture to continuous continuity. With regard to Iran, we are
not confronted with a single nationalism, but rather with nationalisms.
Diverse forms of nationalism have been identified over recent
decades, both within Iran and beyond it, and have at times been
subjected to mutual critique. Among these, the various nationalisms
articulated in Iran in the forms of romantic, antiquarian, modernist,
racial, centralist, Shi‘a-centered,  Persian-language—centered,
deterritorialized, and Iranshahri nationalism may, in a qualified sense,
be situated within a broader category.

A distinct subset of these nationalisms is constituted by those who
believe in the historical continuity of Iran grounded in culture. These
nationalisms, while acknowledging political ruptures in Iranian
history, rely on the continuity of Iran as a vast cultural unit. This does
not imply homogeneity or unanimity among the diverse groups within
this category. Rather, the range of concepts, metaphors, and
propositions produced in the works of these continuity-oriented
thinkers, despite their convergence and mutual reinforcement, also
reveals significant distinctions.
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Accordingly, the central research question of this study is how
what continuity-oriented thinkers refer to as “cultural Iran” became
possible and took shape, and how, through a notable synthesis, it came
to constitute the core elements of Iranshahri nationalism in the thought
of Seyyed Javad Tabataba’i. In the course of this research, it is first
demonstrated, in a critical manner, that culture above Iranian history,
or “cultural Iran,” as a key concept, has been formed on the basis of
multiple discourses. These discourses draw upon diverse sources,
ranging from literary and philosophical traditions to modern
perspectives on history and society. Consequently, cultural Iran is not
merely a cultural-historical concept, but the product of complex
intellectual and linguistic interactions. A careful analysis of these
interactions contributes to a clearer understanding of the historical
trajectory through which this concept emerged.

In the thought of continuity-oriented scholars, the concept of
“cultural Iran” has, in particular, been transformed into a cultural
construct that emphasizes Iran’s cultural continuity. In this sense,
cultural Iran is not a clear, explicit, or unambiguous concept; rather, it
is one characterized by multiple significations, varied designations,
and diverse intuitions, made possible through the interconnection of
elements, representations, and individual-—and at times collective—
perceptions. For this reason, despite the extensive literature produced
on the basis of this concept, which continues to expand, ambiguities,
latent layers, and unresolved theoretical dimensions—both obscure
and illuminating—persist in explaining the implications of this widely
used and largely presupposed concept.

This construct reaches its fullest articulation in the works of Seyyed
Javad Tabataba’i, where it is presented as one of the principal pillars
of the Iranshahri theory. Drawing upon Iran’s philosophical,
historical, and political heritage, Tabataba’i seeks to introduce the idea
of “cultural Iran” as a framework for the reconstruction of national
identity. Methodologically, this article employs the analytical tools of
conceptual history and historical contextualism in order to highlight
and analyze the metaphors, concepts, and propositions produced
within the diverse intellectual currents of this group, to demonstrate
their points of convergence and divergence, and ultimately to arrive at
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a clear depiction of the historical formation of the concept of “cultural
Iran.”

Keywords: Iranshahri; cultural Iran; contextualism; conceptual
history; Seyyed Javad Tabataba’i.

Introduction and Statement of the Argument

The present study addresses the question of the possibility of
“cultural Iran” not through a normative judgment on the truth or
falsity of claims of continuity, but by reconstructing the field in
historical-conceptual terms. It demonstrates how “cultural Iran”
emerged through the co-presence of heterogeneous layers of language,
metaphor, historiographical propositions, and shifts in key
vocabularies. In this sense, the point of departure of the article is not
“Iran” as a self-evident reality, but rather “conceptions of Iran” as
linguistic formations: moments in which Iran is assumed as natural or
self-evident, and moments in which Iran is redefined within a
conceptual-historical apparatus. The title of the article (“From the
Concept of Natural Iran to the Concept of Iranshahr”) directly marks
this transition: a transition from the naturalization of continuity (as if
cultural Iran were something above history, requiring no
conceptualization and accessible only through intuition) toward a
philosophical-historical formulation of continuity in the theory of
“Iranshahr,” where continuity becomes a conceptual problem
requiring a system of concepts and a philosophy-of-history narrative.

Methodology

The methodology of the article is based on the combination of two
analytical tools: conceptual history, understood as the tracing of
temporal sediments, shifts in meaning, and changes in the fields of
application of concepts over long durations; and historical
contextualism, understood as situating propositions within networks of
polemics, intentions, and discursive positions of authors. Accordingly,
the article traces concepts such as “Iran,” “Iranian-ness,” “the
national,” “patriotism,” “the Iranian spirit,” “Iranian Islam,”
“renaissance/revival,” “empire,” and ultimately “Iranshahr” along the
trajectories of their semantic transformations. At the same time, it
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shows in what historical contexts, with what polemical intentions, and
in response to which controversies each of these concepts and
metaphors was deployed. Within this framework, metaphor is not
merely a literary device, but one of the key instruments for the
transition from experience to concept: a site where continuity-oriented
discourse, in order to stabilize a form of transhistorical persistence,
resorts to metaphors such as “granite,” “the cypress,” “the phoenix,”
or “spirit,” thereby representing continuity simultaneously as natural,
enigmatic, and enduring.

29 ¢

Background, Trajectory, and Findings of the Argument

The argumentative trajectory of the article is organized, in
condensed form, in several steps. First, the field of the
rupture/continuity debate in studies of Iranian identity is mapped,
showing how the rupture-oriented pole understands “national identity”
as a product of modernity, while the continuity-oriented pole, while
acknowledging political ruptures, regards culture as the carrier of
continuity. The article then demonstrates that “cultural Iran,” as a
macro-concept, did not emerge from a single source or a unified
tradition, but rather from the synergistic convergence of several
currents: (1) orientalist traditions and the formulation of the “cultural
nation” in contrast to the “political nation”; (2) the centrality of the
Persian language and literature, with Shahnameh studies and the
construction of the Shahnameh as a foundational text of national
consciousness; (3) theorization of the “Iranian spirit/mind/art” and the
attribution of overarching cultural qualities (such as tolerance,
chivalry, forbearance, or the rigidity of the Iranian spirit) to a
historical continuity; and (4) models of continuity articulated through
notions such as the “triumph of the vanquished over the victor,”
Iranian revivals, the institution of kingship, and theories of “Iranian
Islam” that explain Iran through the amalgamation or indigenization
of religious and political elements.

In the next step, the article shows that despite converging on the
same outcome (cultural continuity), each of these currents differs in
terms of conceptual logic and implicit implications, and in some
respects even becomes mutually incompatible. For example, in



Abstracts / 21

readings that describe Iranian patriotism as “natural,” continuity is
understood as a kind of fixed essence or innate disposition; whereas in
readings that link continuity to the “political nature of language” and
“cultural resistance,” continuity is not an essence but a historical
strategy under conditions of state absence or political defeat.
Likewise, in theories of “Iranian Islam,” emphasis sometimes falls on
the contribution of Iranians to Islam, and at other times on the
influence of non-Iranian elements (for example, Christianity) on
intellectual transformations within the Islamic world. This divergence
itself indicates that “cultural Iran” is less a clear concept than a
contested field of narratives.

The focal point of the article is to show how this heterogeneous
accumulation reaches a relatively coherent formulation in the thought
of Seyyed Javad Tabataba’i. The central argument of this section is
that Tabataba’i, as a theorist of “decline” and the “problem of Iran,”
reorganizes the scattered elements of cultural Iran at a philosophical—
historical level and stitches them together within the metaphor—
concept of “Iranshahr.” In this framework, Iranshahr simultaneously
represents unity in plurality, bears the historical continuity of Greater
cultural Iran, and serves as a conceptual vessel linking nation, state,
language, tradition, and textual heritage. In this way, the article shows
that “cultural Iran” in Tabataba’i’s work is transformed from a
descriptive claim into a theoretical project: a project that seeks,
through intervention in the concepts of historiography and philosophy
of history, to conceptualize Iran’s past as the necessary “material” for
explaining decline and the possibility of reconstituting the national
order.

The findings of the article can be summarized in several concise
conclusions. First, “cultural Iran” is not a natural given, but a
conceptual-historical construct made possible through a network of
metaphors, narratives, and semantic shifts; therefore, its analysis
without attention to language and conceptual history inevitably leads
to naturalization or hasty judgments. Second, cultural continuity-
oriented thought, despite its seemingly homogeneous appearance, is
theoretically fragmented: some versions rely on essence or spirit,
others on language and literature, others on imperial political models,
and still others on the synthesis of Iran and Islam. “Cultural Iran”
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takes shape precisely at the level of the co-presence of these versions.
Third, Tabataba’i’s theory should be understood as the moment of
“cohesion” and “philosophization” of this dispersion: by transforming
cultural continuity into a philosophy-of-history problem and centering
it on Iranshahr, he enables disparate elements to be presented within a
single explanatory grand narrative, even though this process
necessarily involves selection, omission, and redefinition of certain
layers. Fourth, the transition from “natural Iran” to “Iranshahr”
ultimately signifies a shift from dispersed intuitions to a conceptual
apparatus, one in which cultural Iran is no longer merely a “glorious
memory” or a ‘“sense of continuity,” but is articulated through
concepts such as tradition, text, unity in plurality, and a history of
decline.

Conclusion

The overall conclusion of the article is that a historical
understanding of “cultural Iran” requires viewing this concept not as a
self-evident referent, but as a conceptual field of contestation: a field
in which orientalist, nationalist, literary, religious, and philosophical
narratives converge, compete, and ultimately achieve a degree of
coherence in contemporary theoretical projects, most notably in
Iranshahri theory. From this perspective, the present study, by
foregrounding the conceptual genealogy of “cultural Iran” and
demonstrating the linguistic mechanisms of its production, provides
the conditions for a more precise and less ambiguous dialogue on
cultural continuity-oriented thought, its limits, and its relationship to
the modern problem of nation and state.
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The Islamic Revolution: The Competition Between
the Shah's Utopia and the Revolution's Utopia

Mohammad Samii’
Mahmoud Mohammadi™

Revolution can be understood as a competition between utopias
that are articulated, on the one hand, by the established ruling order
and, on the other, by revolutionary opponents for the masses. In the
years leading up to the Islamic Revolution of Iran, the Pahlavi regime
portrayed a bright future for Iranians, while revolutionary thinkers
likewise articulated visions of the future and constructed their own
utopias. In effect, the revolution was a competition between these two
sets of utopian visions. This perspective, however, has received
relatively little attention in analyses of the Islamic Revolution of Iran.

The present study, drawing on Karl Mannheim’s theory of ideology
and utopia, examines and compares the utopian visions of the two
principal opposing poles in the Islamic Revolution of Iran:
Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, representing the ruling establishment, and
the theorists of the revolution, namely Imam Khomeini, Morteza
Motahhari, and Ali Shariati. The aim of this study is to analyze the
role of utopian thought in the formation of the Islamic Revolution and
to understand the fundamental differences between these two types of
utopias. In this regard, the article seeks to determine how the utopias
of these two poles differed from one another and why one proved
successful, while the other failed, in attracting the support of the
masses.
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The findings of the study indicate that the utopia articulated by the
theorists of the revolution, characterized by elements such as mystery
and spirituality, flexibility of expression, revolutionary nature, and a
strong capacity for popular mobilization, was able to provide a
powerful driving force for the revolution. By contrast, the Shah’s
utopia, although based on a modern blueprint and focused on
development and the project of the “Great Civilization,” failed to
achieve comparable success due to its worldly character, structural
limitations, and lack of popular mobilization. This study underscores
the importance of paying attention to utopian thought in the analysis
of revolutions and demonstrates that differences in the nature and
function of utopias can be a determining factor in the success or
failure of revolutionary movements.

Keywords: Utopia, Imam Khomeini, Motahari, Shariati, Pahlavi.

1. Introduction and Statement of the Problem

Utopia, in its literal sense, refers to an imaginary city that embodies
perfection and beauty and offers human beings a life of happiness and
fulfillment. From a sociological perspective, utopia is not merely a
literary fantasy, but rather an ideal political society in which its
inhabitants exist in a desirable and optimal condition. One of the
principal conditions for the emergence of revolutions is precisely the
articulation of such a utopia, since every revolution is inherently
opposed to the existing order and projects a vision of a desirable
future. This characteristic fully corresponds to what is referred to as
utopian thought—an outlook that draws nourishment from deep
dissatisfaction with the present and depicts human liberation in the
future.

In the course of the Islamic Revolution of Iran, two rival models of
utopia confronted one another. On the one hand, Mohammad Reza
Pahlavi, particularly in his book Toward the Great Civilization (1977),
presented an image of a modern and advanced Iran as the inevitable
future of the country. On the other hand, Muslim theorists and
opponents of the regime constructed their utopia on the basis of
religious values and social justice. The fundamental question of this
research is why, despite the fact that both sides—the ruling
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establishment and the revolutionaries—possessed utopian visions, the
utopia of the revolutionaries succeeded in mobilizing the masses,
while the Shah’s utopia failed to attract popular support. Through a
comparative examination of the views of Mohammad Reza Pahlavi,
Imam Khomeini, Morteza Motahhari, and Ali Shariati, this study
seeks to explain the reasons for this success and failure.

2. Theoretical Framework: The Role of Utopia in Social
Movements

The theoretical framework of this study is grounded in the
relationship between dissatisfaction and change. According to
theorists such as Sargent and Mannheim, the first defining feature of
utopian works is revulsion toward society and suffering caused by the
existing condition. Utopias typically reflect the objective
circumstances of each society and articulate the problems of their
time. In his book Ideology and Utopia, Karl Mannheim distinguishes
between two forms of thought: ideology, which serves to preserve the
existing order, and utopia, which functions as a catalyst for change
and the improvement of social conditions.

Similarly, Melvin Lasky argues in Utopia and Revolution that
utopian ideas can become powerful drivers of revolutionary
transformation, provided that they resonate with social realities. On
this basis, successful revolutionary utopias generally possess four key
characteristics: (1) ambiguity and flexibility of expression, which
allow different social groups to project their aspirations onto them; (2)
a revolutionary and abrupt character, favoring fundamental
transformation over gradual reform; (3) a non-governmental origin,
emerging from within society rather than from above; and (4) a strong
capacity for popular mobilization.

3. Research Methodology

This study employs a qualitative comparative method based on
case analysis. Through this approach, the researcher seeks to gain in-
depth insight and provide a comprehensive description of social
processes. Given the limited number of cases examined (four figures),
this method makes it possible to analyze the deeper and often hidden
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layers of thought. To this end, a ten-dimensional comparative model
has been developed, encompassing components such as origin,
content, the role of religion, the position of the people, political
system, social justice, means of realization, degree of ambiguity,
responsiveness to the needs of the time, and mobilization capacity.

4. Research Findings: Analysis of Competing Utopias
4.1. Mohammad Reza Pahlavi’s Utopia: The Great Civilization

The Shah’s utopia, promoted during the final years of his reign, had
a distinctly governmental and top-down origin. He defined his goal as
achieving the era of the “Great Civilization,” understood as providing
the highest level of material and spiritual life through science and
industry.

Content and political system: The Shah outlined his ideal system
across four domains—political, economic, social, and educational. He
emphasized “independent national policy” and the Rastakhiz Party,
arguing that Western-style democracy led to fragmentation; therefore,
he proposed a single-party model as a form of guided participation.

Religion and spirituality: Although the Shah emphasized Islam, he
viewed it primarily as an ethical support for material modernization.
He spoke of religious faith while simultaneously confronting what he
described as “reactionary” forces.

Social justice: He conceived justice in terms of the White
Revolution, profit-sharing with workers, and land reform. However,
due to the authoritarian nature of these measures, they failed to
establish an emotional bond with the masses.

Means of realization: His approach relied on gradual reform
initiated by the state. His utopia lacked ambiguity, and its excessive
clarity and focus on technical and administrative details left little room
for collective imagination and hope.

4.2. Imam Khomeini’s Utopia: Islamic Government

Imam Khomeini’s thought emerged in reaction to the anti-Islamic
policies of the Pahlavi regime and the penetration of Western culture.
The origin of this utopia was revolutionary and bottom-up.

Content: In Kashf al-Asrar, Imam Khomeini described a religious
state as a “paradise on earth,” to be established by the clergy. His goal
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was the implementation of Qur’anic law so that human happiness
might be realized.

Political system and leadership: He founded his political vision on
the principle of velayat-e faqih. In this model, the clergy function as
the head in relation to the body of the state. Legislation was viewed as
the exclusive right of God, and Western laws were dismissed.

The role of the people: Unlike the Shah’s model, Imam Khomeini
regarded the people as the primary agents of change, believing that it
was the masses who must rise up against unjust governments.

Mobilization capacity: By linking sacred concepts with promises of
both worldly justice and otherworldly salvation, his utopia generated
immense capacity for mass mobilization.

4.3. Morteza Motahhari’s Utopia: Historical Evolution and Mahdist
Justice

Motahhari viewed utopia through the lens of the philosophy of
history and movement toward perfection. He believed that every
revolution is rooted in dissatisfaction with the present and aspiration
for an ideal condition.

Content and justice: Motahhari emphasized the idea of a classless
Islamic society—one free of oppression and tyranny, yet based on
natural differences in talent. He accepted reciprocal interaction within
society.

Political system: In his view, the jurist-ruler functions as an
ideologue who oversees the correct implementation of ideology, rather
than serving merely as an executive authority. He stressed intellectual
freedom and open engagement with opposing ideas.

Religion and spirituality: Motahhari regarded spirituality as the
core of society and warned that without justice and reasonable
freedom, the Islamic Republic would fail. His utopia served as a
prelude to the Mahdi’s uprising and the final perfection of history.

4.4. Ali Shariati’s Utopia: Ummah and Imamate

Shariati viewed human beings as inherently utopia-seeking and
considered religion to be fundamentally utopian in nature. He
reconstructed Islam as a liberating ideology.

Content: His utopia, termed the ummah, was a society founded
upon three symbols: the Book (awareness), the Scale (justice), and
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Iron (power). He sought the realization of spirituality, freedom, and
equality.

Political system: Shariati identified the organizing principle of the
ummah as imamate and emphasized the role of the “responsible
intellectual” as the successor to the prophets. He believed the
intellectual must guide humanity from what is to what ought to be.

Social justice: He strongly opposed exploitation, despotism, and
deception, envisioning a classless society in which human values
replace material ones.

Mobilization capacity: Shariati’s symbolic language and use of
figures such as Abu Dharr and Husayn endowed his discourse with
exceptional power to mobilize youth and intellectuals against the
established order.

5. Analysis and Discussion: The Confrontation of Two Utopian
Logics

Comparative analysis reveals several reasons why the Shah’s
utopia was rejected while the revolutionaries’ utopia prevailed.

First, origin and nature: The Shah’s utopia was top-down and
directive, viewing the people merely as executors of orders. In
contrast, the revolutionaries’ utopia was bottom-up, emerging from
the cultural and historical fabric of society.

Second, the role of religion and identity: The Shah treated religion
as a decorative supplement to material development, conflicting with
the deeply religious identity of Iranian society. Revolutionary leaders,
by contrast, placed religion at the core of their utopia.

Third, clarity versus inspirational ambiguity: The Shah’s
programmatic and technical approach lacked imaginative power,
whereas revolutionary utopias were accompanied by a form of sacred
ambiguity that enabled diverse groups to project their aspirations onto
them.

Fourth, justice and the needs of the time: The Shah focused on
material development but failed to connect it with spiritual and
identity-based needs. Revolutionary thinkers addressed this crisis
through a transcendent metaphysical framework.

Fifth, opportunity for realization: The Pahlavi regime had decades
to implement its vision, whereas the revolutionaries benefited from the
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“purity of distance” from power, rendering their utopia untested and
therefore more appealing.

6. Conclusion

The comparative analysis demonstrates that the success of a utopia
in becoming a revolutionary driving force depends on its alignment
with the collective imagination of society. The revolutionaries’ utopia,
grounded in spirituality, justice, and active participation, succeeded in
mobilizing the masses. However, an examination of the decades
following the revolution shows that every utopia faces serious
challenges at the stage of implementation. The Pahlavi utopia failed
due to its authoritarian nature and neglect of national-religious
identity. The revolutionary utopia, while highly successful in
mobilization and regime change, has encountered difficulties in
translating lofty ideals into everyday realities.

The central lesson of this study is that utopias require flexibility
and continuous adaptation to the needs of their time in order to
endure. Victory in revolution was the product of the power of dreams,
but lasting stability depends on the sincere realization of those dreams.
The gap between utopia and reality is precisely where any utopian
project risks a crisis of legitimacy.

References

Asil, Hojjatollah (2014) Utopia in Iranian Thought, 3rd ed. (Electronic
Version), Tehran, Ney.

Bornabaldaji, Somayyeh (2011) Investigating the Views of Five
Contemporary Poets, M.A. Thesis in Persian Language and Literature,
supervised by Mohammad Reza Torki, Tehran, University of Tehran.

Pezeshki, Mohammad et al. (2005) The Islamic Revolution and Why and
How it Happened, 44th ed., Qom, Office for Publishing Maa'rif.

Pahlavi, Mohammad Reza (1977) Towards the Great Civilization, Tehran,
Pahlavi Library.

Pahlavi, Mohammad Reza (1993) Response to History, translated by
Hossein Abotrabian, Tehran, Motarjem.

Habibi, Seyyed Mohsen and Mohammad Saleh Shokoohi Bidehendi
(2009) "Innovation and Creativity in the Early Years of the 21st
Century, Mirzadeh Eshqi's Three Panels and Utopia," Architecture and



Abstracts / 31

Urban Planning (formerly Honar-ha-ye-ziba), Vol. 1, No. 38, pp. 93-
103. https://dor.isc.ac/dor/20.1001.1.22286020.1388.1.38.9.3.

Khomeini, Ruhollah (n.d.) Kashf al-Asrar, n.p., n.p.

Khomeini, Ruhollah (1998) Velayat-e Faqih: Islamic Government, Tehran,
Institute for Compilation and Publication of Imam Khomeini's Works.

Davari Ardakani, Reza (2003) Farabi: The Philosopher of Culture, Tehran,
Saqi.

Davari Ardakani, Reza (1977) Farabi: The Founder of Islamic Philosophy,
2nd ed., Tehran, Imperial Iranian Academy of Philosophy.

Rouvillon, Frederic (2006) Utopia in the History of Western Thought,
translated by Abbas Bagheri, Tehran, Ney.

Satari Sarbanqoli, Hassan (2012) "Utopia in the Thoughts of Intellectuals
of Constitutional Era of Iran", Journal of Fine Arts - Architecture and
Urban Planning, Vol. 17, No. 1, pp- 55-64.
https://doi.org/10.22059/jfaup.2012.29697.

Sardarnia, Khalilollah and Hossein Mohseni (2017) "Constitutional
Intellectualism from Democratic Utopia to Authoritarianism (From the
Perspective of Sociology of Knowledge and Romanticism)", Journal of
Faculty of Law and Political Science, Vol. 3, No. 11, pp. 87-121.
https://doi.org/10.22054/tssq.2017.8105.

Samiei, Mohammad (2019) Power Struggle in Iran: Why and How Did the
Clergy Win?, Tehran, Ney.

(2021) Development and Happiness among Iranians:
Why Do We Feel Like We Are Lost Generations?, Tehran, Ney.

Shariati, Ali (1983) Islamology (2), Tehran, Qalam.

--------------- (1982a) Human, Tehran, Elham.

——————————————— (1982b) Worldview and Ideology, Tehran, Mona.

--------------- (1982¢) Hussein, Heir of Adam, Tehran, Qalam.

--------------- (1982d) Religion Against Religion, Tehran, Sabz.

——————————————— (1981a) Islamology (1), Tehran, Shariati.

——————————————— (1981b) What Should Be Done?, Tehran, Qalam.

--------------- (1981c) Woman, Tehran, Sabz.

---------- (1980a) History of Civilization, Tehran, Office for Compilation
and Editing of the Works of Martyr Dr. Ali Shariati.

--------------- (1980b) History and Recognition of Religions, Tehran,
Tashayyo.

——————————————— (1980c) Alawite Shi'ism and Safavid Shi'ism, Tehran,
Tashayyo.

--------------- (1980d) The Class Direction of Islam, Tehran, Office for
Compilation and Editing of the Works of Martyr Dr. Ali Shariati.




32 / Pizhithish-i siyasat-i nazari

--------------- (1978a) Return, Europe, Hosseiniyeh Ershad.

--------------- (1978b) Shia, Europe, Hosseiniyeh Ershad.

——————————————— (1978c) We and Igbal, Europe, Hosseiniyeh Ershad.

--------------- (1978d) Prayer, Europe, Hosseiniyeh Ershad.

--------------- (1976a) With Familiar Audiences, Europe, Hosseiniyeh
Ershad.

——————————————— (1976b) Revolutionary Self-Cultivation, Europe, Hosseiniyeh
Ershad.

Eivazi, Mohammad Rahim (2012) The Islamic Revolution and Its
Historical Roots, Tehran, Payam -e Noor University.

Ghafari, Gholamreza (2009) "The Logic of Comparative Research,"
Iranian  Social  Studies, Vol. 2, No. 4, pp. 99-119.
https://dor.isc.ac/dor/20.1001.1.20083653.1388.3.4.5.2.

Mannheim, Karl (2020) Ideology and Utopia: An Introduction to the
Sociology of Knowledge, translated by Fereydoon Majidi, Tehran,
SAMT.

Motalabi, Masoud and Mohammad Mahdi Naderi (2009) "A Comparative
Study of the Concept of Utopia in Islamic, Iranian, and Western
Political Thought," Political Studies, No. 6, Winter, pp. 125-146.

Morteza Motahari (2019a) Family and Sexual Ethics, Tehran, Sadra.

(2019b) The Uprising and Revolution of Imam Mahdi

(AS) and the Article of the Martyr, Tehran, Sadra.

(2018) The Decline and Rise of Civilizations from the

Perspective of the Quran and Dialectical Logic, Tehran, Sadra.

(2017) Society and History in the Quran, Tehran, Sadra.

(2011) The Purpose of Life, Tehran, Sadra.

(2010) Sexual Ethics in Islam and the Western World,

Tehran, Sadra.

(2006a) The Future of the Islamic Revolution in Iran,
Tehran, Sadra.

(2006b) Monotheistic Worldview, Tehran, Sadra.
(2003) Ten Discourses, Tehran, Sadra.

(2002) Islam and the Needs of the Time, Tehran, Sadra.
(2001a) Philosophy of History, Tehran, Sadra.

(2001b) The Struggle Between Right and Wrong,

Tehran, Sadra.

(1999) Notes, Tehran, Sadra.

(1998) A Critique of Marxism, Tehran, Sadra.
(1993) On the Islamic Revolution, Tehran, Sadra.




Abstracts / 33

(1978) The Reciprocal Services of Islam and Iran,
Tehran, Sadra.

Motehari, Morteza and Mohammad Hossein Tabatabaei (2011) Principles
of Philosophy and Realism Method, Tehran, Sadra.

Mo'men, Abolfath (2002) "The Pahlavi Quran!", Zamaneh, Issues 5 and 6,
pp- 38-43.

Mirzaii, Jamshid (2023) "A Review of the Status of Comparative Research
in the Field of Social Studies in Iran", Research in Social Studies
Education, Vol. 5, No. 4, pp. 33-40. 10.48310/rsse.2024.15464.1176.

Nodehi, Kobra et al. (2016) "The Utopia of Leftist Poets in Mashhad
(1320-1325)", Contemporary Persian Literature, Vol. 6, No. 18, pp.
75-100.



34 / Pizhithish-i siyasat-i nazari

An Analytical-Theoretical Examination of
Multiculturalism from the Perspective of the Political

Saeed Safi Ardahai”
Rajab Izadi

This study seeks to examine, through an analytical approach and by
drawing on qualitative data obtained from library-based research, the
relationship between multiculturalism and the political from a
theoretical perspective. The aim of the research is to uncover the
connection between multiculturalism and the political by identifying
the most significant theoretical justifications and arguments, as well as
the critiques directed at multiculturalism from the standpoint of the
political. The findings indicate that multiculturalism is linked to the
political through three key concepts: the politics of recognition,
identity politics, and the politics of difference. Viewed through this
lens, multiculturalism has articulated a set of theoretical justifications
while also becoming subject to various critiques. The study identifies
four theoretical justifications of a political nature for multiculturalism:
recognition, equality, freedom from domination, and redress for
historical injustice. From the perspective of the political, six major
critiques of multiculturalism are also identified: the cosmopolitan
view of culture, the challenge of integration, the universal ideal of
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Introduction

Multiculturalism has articulated its theoretical justifications
through the lenses of identity politics, the politics of recognition, and
the politics of difference, and it is precisely through these perspectives
that it has also been subjected to various critiques. Accordingly, the
central research question of this study is formulated as follows: What
are the most significant theoretical justifications and critiques of
multiculturalism from the perspective of the political? The aim of the
present study is to address this question and, consequently, to provide
a theoretical analysis of multiculturalism through the prism of the
political. To engage with this core issue, the study adopts a case-study
methodology.

Methodology

Drawing on qualitative data obtained from library-based research,
the study first presents definitions and general discussions of
multiculturalism and its core claims in order to clarify what
multiculturalism is and what its fundamental assertions entail. It then
identifies the conceptual connections between multiculturalism and
the political through relevant theoretical frameworks. Finally, it
examines the relationship between multiculturalism and the political
by analyzing its major theoretical justifications as well as the critiques
directed against it. In line with the case-study approach, the research
proceeds step by step in exploring the issue at hand. From this
perspective, the identified justifications and critiques themselves
constitute forms of in-depth case studies, as the analysis moves within
these arguments to examine their internal reasoning as well as the
responses offered by multiculturalist theorists.

Theoretical Framework

Multiculturalism is closely connected to identity politics, the
politics of difference, and the politics of recognition. All three
approaches share a commitment to revaluing identities that have been
disrespected and to transforming dominant patterns of representation
and communication that marginalize particular  groups.
Multiculturalism not only encompasses claims related to identity and
culture, but also engages with economic interests and political power,
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including demands for compensation for the economic and political
harms experienced by people as a result of their marginalized group
identities.

Multiculturalists argue that cultures and cultural groups themselves
should be recognized and given due consideration. However,
multicultural claims encompass a wide range of issues related to
religion, language, ethnicity, nationality, and race. Culture is a
contested and open-ended concept, and many of these categories are
either subsumed under it or treated as equivalent to it. Distinguishing
between different types of claims can help clarify what is at stake in
each case. Language and religion lie at the center of many claims
concerning the cultural accommodation of immigrants, while the key
claim of minority ethnic groups is the right to self-government. Race
plays a more limited role in multicultural discourse. Anti-racism and
multiculturalism are distinct yet related ideas: the former emphasizes
victimization and resistance, whereas the latter highlights cultural life,
cultural expression, achievements, and related dimensions. Cultural
life is recognized when concrete aspects of a group’s culture, such as
African American art and literature in the United States, are
incorporated into formal education. Many examples of cultural
accommodations or differentiated group rights essentially assist
minorities in doing what members of the majority culture are already
able to do.

Typically, a differentiated right held by a group refers to the right
of a minority group, or its members, to act or refrain from acting in
specific ways in accordance with their religious or cultural
commitments. In some cases, such rights directly restrict the freedom
of non-members in order to protect the minority culture and prevent
its absorption into the majority culture, as illustrated by restrictions on
the use of English in Quebec. However, when the right-holder is a
group rather than an individual, such rights may also serve to protect
internal group rules that constrain the freedom of individual members,
an issue that will be addressed later in the study.

Discussion and Conclusion

Multiculturalism is closely linked to identity politics, the politics of

difference, and the politics of recognition, and through these concepts
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it becomes connected to the political. From this perspective,
multiculturalism advances a set of theoretical justifications, four of
which are identified in this study: recognition, equality, freedom from
domination, and redress for historical injustice.

The justification of recognition emerges from communitarian
critiques of liberalism and from ontological holism, emphasizing the
importance of groups and the recognition of diverse communities. The
second justification, equality, originates within liberalism, but a form
of liberalism that has been revised through critical engagement with
communitarian critiques. Will Kymlicka has developed the most
influential liberal theory of multiculturalism by combining liberal
values of autonomy and equality with an argument concerning the
value of cultural membership. Freedom from domination draws on the
civic republican tradition and develops the idea that domination
constitutes a serious obstacle to human flourishing; freedom from
domination is thus regarded as a good that can be realized through
multiculturalism. Redress for historical injustice adopts a perspective
that goes beyond liberalism and republicanism, emphasizing the
necessity of confronting historical injustices and amplifying the voices
of minority groups themselves. This justification is also informed by
postcolonial thought, stressing the rights of Indigenous peoples and
minorities whose rights were violated under Western colonialism, and
viewing multiculturalism as a potential means of compensating for
historical injustice.

From the perspective of the political, multiculturalism has also
been subject to several critiques. The first is the challenge of
cosmopolitan culture. Cultural cosmopolitans argue that multicultural
theories rely on an essentialist view of culture, whereas cultures are
not distinct and self-contained wholes. With technological
advancement and phenomena such as globalization, they argue, all
cultures will ultimately converge into a single global culture, if they
retain any independent existence at all. In response, multicultural
theorists acknowledge that cultures overlap and interact, but maintain
that individuals belong to distinct societal cultures and should be free
to make their own choices. Some individuals may not wish to conform
to a global or dominant culture, while others may prefer hybrid forms
of cultural practice. In many cases, individuals remain loyal to their
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native culture in the private sphere while adopting dominant or global
cultural norms in the public sphere.The challenge of integration and
the ideal of universal equality, particularly directed at liberal
multiculturalism, argues that there are no group rights, only individual
rights, and that justice should address individuals rather than groups.
According to this view, group rights may sacrifice the rights of
marginalized members within groups, or what is sometimes described
as minorities within minorities.Another critique emerges from the
economic and cultural left. Cultural left theorists argue that
multiculturalism represents a form of recognition politics that diverts
attention away from redistribution. From this perspective, recognition
politics challenges inequalities of status and seeks remedies through
symbolic and cultural change, whereas redistribution politics targets
economic inequality and exploitation and advocates structural
economic transformation. Postcolonial critiques contend that
colonized peoples should initiate decolonization through self-
recognition, becoming free, dignified, and distinct participants in
humanity, rather than relying on recognition granted by former
colonizers. Former colonial powers, according to this view, possess no
superior moral authority to recognize or withhold recognition from
oppressed minorities or Indigenous peoples. Consequently, Indigenous
communities should collectively redirect their struggles away from
reconciliation-oriented recognition by existing states toward a
resurgent politics of recognition grounded in self-determination, direct
action, and cultural revitalization, addressing both the psychological
and structural dimensions of colonial power.

Finally, feminist critiques, similar to the challenge of integration and
universal equality, argue that expanding protections for minority groups
may come at the cost of reinforcing oppression against vulnerable
members within those groups. While this issue has been described as
the problem of minorities within minorities, feminist theorists place
particular emphasis on the position of women within such contexts.

References
Alesina, A. and E. Glaeser (2004) Fighting Poverty in the U. S. and



Abstracts / 39

Europe: A World of Difference, Oxford: Oxford University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0047279405278807

Anderson, E. (1999) “What is the Point of Equality?” Ethics,109(2): 287—
337. https://doi.org/10.1086/233897

Arneil, B. (2006a) Diverse Communities: The Problem with Social
Capital, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1017/cbo9780511490156

Arneil, B. and F. MacDonald (2016) “Multiculturalism and the Social
Sphere,” in The Ashgate Research Companion to Multiculturalism, D.
Ivison (ed.), London: Routledge, pp. 95-117.
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315613314

Bachvarova, M. (2014) “Multicultural Accommodation and the Ideal of
Non-Domination,” Critical Review of International Social and Political
Philosophy, 17(6): 652—-673.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13698230.2013.826500

Banting, K. and R. Johnston, W. Kymlicka and S. Soroka (2006) “Do
Multiculturalism Policies Erode the Welfare State? An Emmpirical
Analysis,” in Multiculturalism and the Welfare State, K. Banting and
W. Kymlicka (eds.), Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 49-91.
https://doi.org/10.1177/00016993080510040603

Banting, K. and W. Kymlicka (eds.) (2006) Multiculturalism and the
Welfare State: Recognition and Redistribution in Contemporary
Democracies, Oxford: Oxford University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1017/s004727940800202x

Barry, B. (2001) Culture and Equality: An Egalitarian Critique of
Multiculturalism, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0003055400400146

Bloemraad, 1. (2006) Becoming a Citizen: Incorporating Immigrants and
Refugees in the United States and Canada, Berkeley: University of
California Press. https://doi.org/10.1525/9780520940024

Blum, L. A. (1992) “Antiracism, Multiculturalism and Interracial
Community: Three Educational Values for a Multicultural Society”,
Office of Graduate Studies and Research, University of Massachusetts,
Boston. https://doi.org/10.1080/03057240.2014.922057

Carens, J. (2000) Culture, Citizenship and Community: A Contextual
Exploration of Justice as Evenhandedness, Oxford: Oxford University
Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/0198297688.001.0001.

Coleman, D. L. (1996) “Individualizing Justice through Multiculturalism:
The Liberals’ Dilemma,” Columbia Law Review,96(5): 1093—-1167.
https://doi.org/10.2307/1123402.



40 / Pizhithish-i siyasat-i nazari

Coulthard, G. (2007) “Subjects of Empire: Indigenous Peoples and the
‘Politics of Recognition’” in Canada,” Contemporary Political
Theory,6(4): 437-60. https://doi.org/10.1057/palgrave.cpt.9300307.

--------------- (2014) Red Skins, White Masks: Rejecting the Colonial
Politics of Recognition, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.
https://doi.org/10.7202/1041624ar

DenscombeHartyn (2001) the good research guide: for small- scale social
research projects, Philadelphia; Biddies Ltd.

https://doi.org/10.1017/s0038038599250535

Fraser, N. (1997) Justice Interruptus: Critical Reflections on the
‘Postsocialist’ Condition, London: Routledge.

https://doi.org/10.2307/2654616

Fraser, N. and A. Honneth (2003) Redistribution or Recognition? A
Political-philosophical Exchange, London: Verso.
https://doi.org/10.3366/per.2005.1.2.215

Gooding-Williams, R.  (1998)  “Race, = Multiculturalism  and
Democracy”, Constellations, 5(1): 18—41.

https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8675.00071

Green, L. (1994) “Internal Minorities and Their Rights,” in Group Rights,
J. Baker (ed.), Toronto: University of Toronto Press, pp. 101-117.

Gutmann, A. (2003) Identity in Democracy, Princeton: Princeton
University Press.

https://doi.org/10.1086/383447

Hero, R. (1998) Faces of Inequality: Social Diversity in American Politics,
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

https://doi.org/10.1093/0s0/9780195117141.001.0001

Hero, R. and R. Preuhs (2006) “Multiculturalism and Welfare Policies in
the USA: A State-Level Comparative Analysis,” in Multiculturalism
and the Welfare State: Recognition and Redistribution in
Contemporary Democracies, K. Banting and W. Kymlicka (eds.),
Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 121-151.

https://doi.org/10.1177/00016993080510040603

Ivison, D. (2006) “Historical Injustice,” in The Oxford Handbook of
Political Theory, J. Dryzek, B. Honig and A. Phillips (eds.), Oxford:
Oxford University Press, pp. 507-25.

https://doi.org/10.1017/s1468109910000186

Ivison, D., P. Patton and W. Sanders (2000) Political Theory and the
Rights of Indigenous Peoples, Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.



Abstracts / 41

https://doi.org/10.1177/003231870105300112.

Kukathas, C. (1995) “Are There Any Cultural Rights?” Political
Theory,20: 105—139. https://doi.org/10.1177/0090591792020001006

————————————— (2003) The Liberal Archipelago: A Theory of Diversity and
Freedom, Oxford: Oxford University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1086/426351.

Kymlicka, W. (1989) Liberalism, Community and Culture, Oxford:
Oxford University Press. https://doi.org/10.2307/1963282

———————————————— (1995) Multicultural Citizenship: A Liberal Theory of
Minority Rights, Oxford: Oxford University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0008423900014700

--------------- (ed.) (1995) The Rights of Minority Cultures, Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

https://doi.org/10.1017/s0829320100005007

------------- (1999) “Liberal Complacencies”, in Is Multiculturalism Bad for
Women? J. Cohen and M. Howard and M. C. Nussbaum (eds.),
Princeton: Princeton University Press, pp- 31-34.
https://doi.org/10.1086/233532

————————————— (2001)  Politics in the Vernacular: Nationalism,
Multiculturalism and Citizenship, Oxford: Oxford University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0031819101410618

Kymlicka, W. and K. Banting (2006) “Immigration, Multiculturalism and
the Welfare State,” Ethics & International Affairs, 20 (3): 281-304.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1747-7093.2006.00027.x

Kymlicka, W. and A. Patten (eds.) (2003) Language Rights and Political
Theory, Oxford: Oxford University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1093/0s0/9780199262908.001.0001

Lovett, F. (2009) “Domination and Distributive Justice,” Journal of
Politics, 71: 817-830. https://doi.org/10.1017/s0022381609090732

——————————— (2010) “Cultural Accommodation and Domination,” Political
Theory, 38(2): 243-267. https://doi.org/10.1177/0090591709354870

Margalit, A. and J. Raz (1990) “National Self-Determination,” Journal of
Philosophy, 87(9): 439-461. https://doi.org/10.2307/2026968

Miller, D. (2002) “Liberalism, Equal Opportunities and Cultural
Commitments,” in Multicultural Reconsidered: Culture and Equality
and Its Critics, P. Kelly (ed.), Oxford: Polity Press, pp. 45-61.
https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/17.3.334

Moore, M. (2005) “Internal Minorities and Indigenous Self-
Determination,” in A. Eisenberg and J. Spinner-Halev 2005(eds.), pp.
271-293. https://doi.org/10.1017/cbo9780511490224.014



42 / Pizhithish-i siyasat-i nazari

Nazari, A.-A. (2022) Analysis of the political: Understanding late
theoretical foundations [in Persian]. Tehran: University of Tehran
Press.

Okin, S (1999) “Is Multiculturalism Bad for Women?” inls
Multiculturalism Bad for Women? J. Cohen, M. Howard and M. C.
Nussbaum (eds.), Princeton: Princeton University Press, pp. 7-24.
https://doi.org/10.1086/233532

Parekh, B. (2000) Rethinking Multiculturalism: Cultural Diversity and
Political Theory, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1086/378450

Pettit, P. (1997) Republicanism: A Theory of Freedom and Government,
Oxford: Clarendon. https://doi.org/10.1017/s0953820800002363

Rawls, J. (1971) A Theory of Justice, Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press.

Raz, J. (1986) The Morality of Freedom, Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Rorty, R. (1999) Achieving Our Country: Leftist Thought in Twentieth-
Century America, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1515/sats.2000.177

Scheffler S (2003) “What is Egalitarianism?” Philosophy and Public
Affairs, 31(1): 5-39. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1088-4963.2003.00005.x

Shachar, A. (2000) “On  Citizenship and  Multicultural
Vulnerability,” Political Theory, 28: 64-89.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0090591700028001004

—————————————— (2001) Multicultural Jurisdictions: Cultural Differences and
Women’s Rights, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0731126500010775

Simpson, A. (2000) “Paths toward a Mohawk Nation: Narratives of
Citizenship and Nationhood in Kahnawake,” in Political Theory and
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, D. Ivison, P. Patton and W. Sanders
(eds.), Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 113-136.
https://doi.org/10.1177/003231870105300112

Skinner, Q. (1998) Liberty before Liberalism, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

https://doi.org/10.1017/s0953820800004143

Song, S. (2005) “Majority Norms, Multiculturalism and Gender
Equality”, American Political Science Review, 99(4): 473-1489.
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0003055405051828

———————————— (2007) Justice, Gender and the Politics of Multiculturalism,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

https://doi.org/10.1017/s1743923x09000129.



Abstracts / 43

------------- (2008) “The Subject of Multiculturalism: Culture, Religion,
Language, Ethnicity, Nationality and Race?” in New Waves in
Political Philosophy, B. de Bruin and C. Zurn (eds.), New York:
Palgrave MacMillan, pp- 177-197.
https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230234994.

Spinner-Halev, J. (2001) “Feminism, Multiculturalism, Oppression and the
State,” Ethics, 112: 84—113. https://doi.org/10.1086/322741

Taylor, C. (1992) (1994) “The Politics of Recognition,”
in Multiculturalism: Examining the Politics of Recognition, A.
Gutmann (ed.), Princeton: Princeton University Press, pp. 25-73.
https://doi.org/10.7202/015381ar

----------- (1995) “Irreducibly Social Goods”, in Philosophical Arguments,
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, pp. 127-145.
https://doi.org/10.1086/233914.

Tom, C. (2018) Rethinking Recognition: Freedom, Self-Definition and
Principles for Practice, Ph. D. Dissertation, Political Science
Department, University of California/Berkeley, available online.

Tully, J. (1995) Strange Multiplicity: Constitutionalism in an Age of
Diversity, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0953820800006294.

van Parijs, P. (ed.) (2004) Cultural Diversity versus Economic Solidarity,
Louvain-la-Neuve: De Boeck.

https://doi.org/10.1002/9780470996386.ch3

Waldron, J (1995) “Minority Cultures and the Cosmopolitan Alternative,”
in The Rights of Minority Cultures, Oxford: Oxford University Press,
pp. 93-119.

https://doi.org/10.1017/s0829320100005007.

Williams, M. (1998) Voice, Trust and Memory: Marginalized Groups and
the Failings of Liberal Representation, Princeton: Princeton University
Press.

https://doi.org/10.2307/2585417

Young, I. M. (1990) Justice and the Politics of Difference, Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press.

https://doi.org/10.2307/1964259



44 / Pizhithish-i siyasat-i nazari

Neo-Constructivism: An Analysis of Identity, Narrative,
Norms, and Methodology in International Relations

Zahra Ahmadi’
Mohammadreza Dehshiri

Over the past three decades, constructivism has become one of the
dominant approaches in International Relations. However, most
studies have focused on its classical dimensions, while the more
recent developments of this intellectual tradition have received less
systematic attention. Aiming to address this theoretical gap, this
article examines four emerging strands of constructivism: Narrative
Power, Ontological Security Framework, Norm Contestation Theory,
and Constructivist Grounded Theory. Each of these strands highlights
new dimensions of global politics, ranging from the role of narratives
in legitimization, to the importance of identity continuity for states,
the dynamics of normative conflicts within the international order, and
methodological rethinking in constructivist scholarship.The article
adopts a qualitative and theoretical approach, based on conceptual
analysis and a systematic review of the literature. In each section, the
main thinkers and key works are introduced, the evolution of ideas is
traced, and their analytical capacities for understanding contemporary
transformations in the international system are assessed. The findings
indicate that by moving beyond static and materialist frameworks,
these four strands possess strong explanatory power for identity crises,
normative contestation, and the complexities of global politics.
Accordingly, this article offers an integrated picture of late
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constructivism and opens new horizons for identity- and norm-
oriented research in International Relations.

Keywords: Constructivism, Narrative Power, Ontological Security,
Normative Conflict, and Contextual Constructivist Methodology

Introduction

According to constructivist theory, political reality is socially
constructed through intersubjective processes. This perspective
highlights the limitations of classical theories that focus narrowly on
material power and instrumental rationality when addressing identity
crises, normative conflicts, and competing narratives in the
contemporary world. Constructivism, as an approach that treats
meaning, identity, norms, and discourse as foundational elements of
international order, emerged in the late twentieth century in response
to the deadlocks of positivism and rationalism. Its development has
been shaped by the works of Wendt, Onuf, Finnemore, Sikkink, and
Adler. Despite conceptual and methodological expansion, much of the
literature remains focused on classical formulations, while more
recent constructivist branches have been less systematically
developed. This study therefore asks how four emerging strands of
constructivism—narrative power, ontological security, normative
conflict, and contextual constructivist methodology—are addressed in
contemporary literature and how they relate to new phenomena such
as digital globalization, the role of non-state actors, and narrative-
driven politics. The study aims to provide a framework for reviewing,
comparing, and analytically structuring these strands in relation to
foreign policy, normative developments, and global order without
presupposing a specific explanatory claim.

Research Methodology

This study employs a qualitative, theoretical, and analytical
approach, using conceptual-developmental analysis and systematic
literature review to investigate the four emerging strands of
constructivism. Through conceptual inquiry, the study extracts
foundational components and developmental trajectories for each
strand. The review focuses primarily on literature from 2000 to 2024,
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using critical engagement with foundational and developmental works
to construct a conceptual map of recent transformations. The primary
analytical strategy is “theoretical content analysis,” in which key
concepts are coded, inter-conceptual relationships are identified, and
the explanatory capacity of each strand is evaluated within a
comparative-analytical framework. Given the exploratory nature of
the research question and the lack of prior integrated frameworks, this
approach enables a deeper understanding of the internal evolution of
constructivism and its capacity to explain contemporary global
political dynamics.

Findings
Theoretical and Epistemic Foundations of Constructivism
Constructivism rests on the premise that social reality, identities,
norms, and interests are constructed through intersubjective,
discursive, and historical processes. It stands in contrast to materialist
and rationalist approaches, which treat structures and interests as
given. Within this framework, structures and actors are mutually
constitutive, and norms are not external constraints but core elements
shaping actors’ identities and preferences. Interests emerge from
social identities, and political action follows a logic of appropriateness
rather than pure utility. Language and discourse are instruments for
shaping reality, and power extends beyond material resources to
include the capacity to generate meaning, legitimacy, and norms.
Accordingly, identities, interests, norms, and even boundaries of
self/other are dynamic and mutable; global political transformation
requires shifts in dominant interpretive frameworks, providing the
analytical foundation for the emerging constructivist strands of
narrative power, ontological security, normative conflict, and
contextual methodology.

Classical Branches of Constructivism

From its inception, constructivism has been a pluralist tradition
rather than a unified theory, with diverse strands and epistemic
positions. Wendt categorized constructivism into modern,
postmodern, and feminist currents, while subsequent scholars,
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including Hough, conceptualized it in terms of conventional versus
critical constructivism. Conventional constructivism employs limited
positivist principles to produce conditional empirical generalizations
and attempts to bridge rationalist and interpretivist approaches.
Critical constructivism, drawing on critical theory, emphasizes power,
inequality, subordination, and the historical contingency of
knowledge, positioning the researcher as part of the meaning-making
process. These strands differ in their treatment of identity, knowledge,
and methodology: conventional approaches treat identity as a
dependent variable, while critical approaches view it as socially
constructed, fluid, and power-contingent. Methods vary from data-
driven quantitative approaches to discourse- and genealogy-based
analyses. Yet all constructivist strands share commitments to the
social nature of institutions, the intersubjectivity of meaning, and the
dialectical actor-structure relationship. Late developments have
shifted focus from stabilized norms to the dynamics of meaning,
narrative construction, and discursive power, enhancing the theory’s
analytical capacity in understanding contemporary global complexity.

Narrative Power Approach

Narrative power, as a late development of constructivism, posits
that narratives are central mechanisms for producing meaning,
shaping identity, and directing political action in international
relations. Inspired by constructivist emphasis on social construction,
narratives are seen not as mere reflections of reality but as discursive
frameworks through which political actors interpret the past, present,
and future, formulate interests, and legitimize actions. Power is thus
not confined to material resources but resides in the capacity to
produce, stabilize, and contest dominant narratives, which influence
public perception, national identity, foreign policy, and even
international order. Global politics is understood as a field of narrative
competition, where states and non-state actors use storytelling,
representation, and persuasion to define reality, legitimacy, and
position within the international system.

Ontological Security Framework
The ontological security approach assumes that states, like
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individuals, require continuity and coherence in their identity to act
effectively and sustainably in foreign policy. Identity threats can
provoke ontological anxiety. Unlike materialist perspectives, which
focus on survival and physical resources, this approach emphasizes
meaning, narrative, and identity as central to security and interprets
foreign policy behavior as identity-driven and discursively mediated.
States maintain ontological security by reproducing established
narratives and obtaining legitimacy from others, a process that can
foster either stability or crisis. Key concepts include identity, meaning,
narrative, and intersubjective interaction, with applicability extending
to institutions and societies. Ontological security thus provides an
analytical lens for understanding actions that traditional rationalist and
materialist theories cannot fully explain, particularly under crisis
conditions.

Normative Conflict Approach

The normative conflict approach focuses on the dynamics and
reinterpretation of norms in international relations. Norms are not
imposed, fixed structures but products of interactions among actors
within socio-political contexts. Implementation, violation, and
interpretation of norms are always contested; negotiation, resistance,
adaptation, and localization drive their reproduction and legitimation.
Historically, this strand traces back to Kratochwil and the critical
development of Wiener, with further contributions by Brune, Risse,
and Lantis, and recent operationalization by Bettiza, Lewis, Gadinger,
and Niemann. Normative conflict reveals that even accepted norms
are subject to reinterpretation, challenge, and local and international
influence, highlighting the role of power in shaping and transforming
meaning and norms. This approach enables analysis beyond simple
rule compliance or violation, emphasizing the interplay of meaning,
power, and context as drivers of normative evolution.

Contextual Constructivist Methodology (CCM)

Contextual constructivist theory (CCM) is a qualitative, reflexive
approach that views knowledge as socially constructed through
interactions between researchers and participants, rather than
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discovered. Building on Charmaz’s reinterpretation of classic
grounded theory, CCM emphasizes contextual dependence, co-
construction of meaning, and the cyclical nature of data collection and
analysis, with theoretical sampling linking data to theory. CCM allows
multi-layered analysis of norms, identities, and political-social
interactions, integrates digital data and interdisciplinary or indigenous
methods, and enables study of complex identity and -cultural
phenomena in international relations and beyond. Its key advantage
lies in analytical richness through interactive meaning-making,
bridging the gap between researcher and subject, though coding and
analysis require rigorous methodological frameworks to maintain
coherence and validity. CCM offers a flexible, innovative tool for
understanding socio-identity phenomena and global politics, treating
meaning and knowledge as products of interactive processes rather
than objective realities.

Conclusion

This study examined late constructivist strands to provide insight
into the internal evolution of the tradition and its capacity to address
contemporary global political complexity. These strands demonstrate
that constructivism is no longer solely a classical identity-focused
theory but a network of analytical approaches capable of capturing
diverse levels of political action—from meaning-making and narrative
construction to identity anxiety and normative conflict. The study
argues that current global political dynamics, including narrative
competition, identity polarization, normative legitimacy challenges,
and evolving knowledge production, require approaches that integrate
fluidity of meaning, historicity of identity, and context-dependence of
political action. Late constructivist strands offer a broader analytical
horizon, enabling a move beyond reductionist materialist
explanations. Limitations include a focus on four selected strands at
the expense of others, and the analysis remains largely theoretical.
Future research can enrich this framework through empirical studies
in specific foreign policy contexts, especially non-Western societies,
and by linking these approaches to technological developments,
digital data, and new discourse analysis methods. The value of this
research lies in providing a conceptual framework for understanding
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the less visible layers of global politics, where meaning, identity, and
norms are not peripheral but constitute the core of political action.
This framework can help scholars understand contemporary world
order not only as a distribution of power but as an ongoing process of
social construction and redefinition.
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Comparative Analysis of the Relationship between
Power Structures and the Stability/Instability of Political
Parties in Authoritarian, Democratic, and Semi-
Authoritarian Systems

Moslem Khosravy Zargaz"
Vahid Sinaee™

Political parties, as intermediary institutions between the state and
society, play a fundamental role in strengthening democratic processes
and enhancing the efficiency of governance. However, the durability
and stability of these parties are directly influenced by the structural
characteristics of power within different political regimes. The present
study adopts a comparative approach to examine the relationship
between the structure of political power and the stability or instability
of political parties.

The central research question is: Why do political parties remain
stable in some regimes while persisting instability characterizes
others? In response, the study hypothesizes that the constituent
elements of power structures—including the nature of political
authority, the mode of power distribution and participation, the
separation of powers, and the role of informal institutions—function
as key determinants of party stability or instability across democratic,
authoritarian, and semi-authoritarian regimes.

The findings indicate that, within democratic structures, despite
organizational weaknesses and socio-economic pressures, conditions
exist that facilitate party continuity and stability. In contrast, in
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authoritarian structures, the concentration of power and the
suppression of political competition result in the establishment of
state-dominated single-party systems and the decline of alternative
parties. Semi-authoritarian regimes, which ostensibly employ
democratic mechanisms but operate in practice with authoritarian
tendencies, exhibit shorter party life cycles and reduced overall party
stability.

Keywords: Power Structure, Authoritarianism, Democratic, , semi-
authoritarianism, political party

Introduction

Political parties, as intermediary institutions between the state and
society, play a vital role in consolidating democracy, aggregating
interests, and enhancing governance -efficiency. However, their
durability and performance are heavily influenced by the prevailing
institutional environment and the structure of power. A review of the
literature indicates that while prior studies have emphasized
sociological, economic, and legal factors in party instability, the
systematic role of the “structure of power” as an independent variable
has received relatively little attention. This study addresses this
theoretical gap by proposing an analytical framework based on the
“structure of power,” defined along two dimensions: the mechanism
of power transfer (competitive versus monopolized) and the quality of
power distribution (centralized versus decentralized), which manifest
across three ideal-typical regime forms: democratic, authoritarian, and
semi-authoritarian.

Research Findings

In authoritarian structures, the concentration of power, suppression
of political competition, and dominance of informal and security
institutions render party independence and stability virtually
impossible. Parties in such contexts are either entirely eliminated or
transformed into instruments for regime legitimation and the
distribution of rents. Dependence on individual leadership, weak
social bases, lack of broad organizational capacity, and the threat of
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judicial-security dissolution shorten party life cycles and make them
entirely contingent on the central power nucleus.

In contrast, democratic structures, by providing an institutional
environment composed of transparent electoral laws, free media,
separation of powers, and independent oversight bodies, enable
healthy competition and the institutionalization of parties. Party
stability in this context arises from responsiveness to public demands,
programmatic consistency, and internal cohesion. Nevertheless, these
structures are not immune to instability. Factors such as personalized
politics (charismatic dependency), ideological polarization, internal
corruption, and inability to respond to socio-economic crises can lead
to party decline or replacement. Crucially, however, such instability
occurs within the legal framework and through electoral competition,
allowing the system to reproduce and reform party institutions.

Semi-authoritarian structures create a complex and dualistic
environment. These regimes maintain the formal appearance of
democracy (e.g., elections and multiparty systems) while employing
undemocratic tools—media control, electoral engineering, and legal
and financial restrictions—that severely constrain competition. In this
context, ruling parties or “loyal pseudo-opposition” parties are
strengthened, whereas independent opposition parties are
marginalized, weakened, and isolated. The absence of genuine
competition, systemic inequalities in resource access, and widespread
public distrust prevent even permitted parties from playing effective
representative roles, thereby undermining institutional stability. Party
life cycles are shorter and highly dependent on developments within
the inner circles of power.

Conclusion

In conclusion, political party stability is neither accidental nor
incidental but a direct and systematic outcome of power structure
design. Democratic structures, by creating competitive impulses and
opportunities for reform, provide the conditions for party dynamism
and relative longevity. Conversely, authoritarian and semi-
authoritarian structures, through mechanisms of monopoly, control,
and exclusion, inherently generate party instability. This study
demonstrates that any effort to strengthen party systems and
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consolidate democracy requires fundamental attention to reforming
power structures toward a competitive, decentralized, and accountable
framework.
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for the Genealogy of Sexual Ethics

Mahdi Soltani Gordfaramarzi”
Mohammad Javad Gholamreza Kashi™
Ghobad Mansourbakht™"

Michel Foucault’s later discussions in the 1980s represent a
fundamental shift from a sole focus on the genealogy of power—
knowledge discourses to the analysis of modes of subjectivation in
what he terms the “hermeneutics of the self.” This theoretical study,
focusing on the concept of the hermeneutics of the self, seeks to
clarify its theoretical foundations and analytical capacities in relation
to the genealogy of sexual ethics. Foucault demonstrates how self-
techniques in ancient traditions, such as the “test of the self” based on
the recollection of rules, and in Christianity, such as “confession” as a
decoding of inner truth, guided the individual toward self-recognition
as an ethical and sexual subject. Analysis of these techniques reveals
that the subject is not a fixed, pre-existing entity but a historical
construct formed in the interaction between power, knowledge, and
practices of self-care. The article shows that the hermeneutics of the
self, as a theoretical approach, not only explains the transformation of
sexual experience in the West but also holds significant potential for
the historical and discursive study of sexual ethics in the Iranian
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context. Accordingly, this article offers an innovative reading of the
hermeneutics of the self, providing a new perspective for Iranian
studies and enabling a reconsideration of the relations among power,
truth, and sexual ethics in Iran’s cultural history.

Keywords: Hermeneutics of the self, genealogy of the subject,
technologies of the self, test of the self, confession.

Extended Abstract
Introduction

Michel Foucault’s late intellectual project, which took shape
primarily in the final decade of his life, signals a decisive shift in his
critical inquiry into power, knowledge, and subjectivity. Whereas
Foucault’s earlier works, within the frameworks of archaeology and
genealogy, were largely concerned with the historical examination of
discursive formations, institutional practices, and disciplinary
mechanisms, his later writings and lectures increasingly focus on the
ethical dimension of subjectivity. This shift finds its most explicit
expression in the concept of the “hermeneutics of the self,” a concept
that refers to specific historical modes through which individuals are
invited, obliged, or compelled to interpret themselves as subjects of
truth. This turn toward ethics does not represent a rupture with
Foucault’s earlier analyses of power, but rather an internal
transformation of his critical method—one that makes possible a more
comprehensive genealogy of ethical and sexual subjectivity.

This article argues that the hermeneutics of the self occupies a
central yet under-theorized position within the overall architecture of
Foucault’s thought. The concept functions as a theoretical hinge
between archaeology, genealogy, and ethics, providing an
indispensable framework for wunderstanding how subjects are
constituted not only through external constraints but also through
active practices of relating to themselves. From this perspective,
sexual ethics cannot be understood solely through juridical models of
prohibition, repression, or moral normativity; rather, it must be
conceived as a historical and contingent field of ethical
problematization in which individuals come to recognize themselves
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as sexual subjects through practices of self-examination, confession,
discipline, and ethical reflection.

Research Background

The article first situates the hermeneutics of the self within the
broader trajectory of Foucault’s intellectual development. From his
early studies of madness, medicine, and the human sciences to his
genealogical analyses of discipline, biopolitics, and governmentality,
Foucault consistently challenged essentialist and universalist
conceptions of the human subject. In Discipline and Punish and the
first volume of The History of Sexuality, he demonstrated how modern
subjects are produced through disciplinary techniques and regulatory
mechanisms that operate at both the individual and population levels.
Yet these works left partially open a fundamental question: how
individuals actively participate in the process of their own
subjectivation. Foucault’s later lectures and writings address precisely
this issue, redirecting attention to the ethical practices through which
subjects establish their relationship to truth.

Theoretical Approach

At the core of this inquiry lies the concept of “technologies of the
self,” which refers to the ways in which individuals act upon their
bodies, thoughts, conduct, and modes of being in order to transform
themselves in accordance with particular ethical ideals. The
hermeneutics of the self denotes a specific configuration of these
technologies in which the “self” becomes an object of interpretation
and disclosure. Foucault explicitly rejects the idea of an inner, pre-
discursive self waiting to be discovered. For him, subjectivity is the
historical product of practices that link truth-telling, power relations,
and ethical obligation. Accordingly, the self is neither an autonomous
essence nor merely an effect of domination, but rather the outcome of
historically contingent forms of exercising power over oneself.

Method
Methodologically, the article adopts a theoretical and interpretive
approach rooted in Foucauldian genealogy. Rather than presenting an
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empirical study, it reconstructs a conceptual framework capable of
guiding genealogical analyses of sexual ethics across different
historical and cultural contexts. Genealogy, in this sense, does not
seek origins or linear developments, but instead focuses on ruptures,
transformations, and contingent formations of ethical subjectivity. The
primary sources include Foucault’s works, lectures, and interviews,
alongside a critical engagement with secondary literature in
philosophy, social theory, and gender studies.

Findings

A substantial portion of the article is devoted to a comparative
analysis of ethical subjectivity in Greco-Roman philosophy and early
Christianity. Drawing on Foucault’s readings of Stoic, Epicurean,
medical, and early Christian texts, the article demonstrates how
different regimes of truth produce distinct configurations of ethical
and sexual subjectivity. In Greek ethics, sexual conduct was primarily
problematized in terms of moderation, balance, and self-mastery.
Practices such as self-examination, meditation, and mnemonic
exercises were oriented toward the recollection and stabilization of
ethical principles, rather than the interpretation of inner desire. The
ethical subject produced within this framework may be described as
an ascetic subject—a subject who orders sexual conduct through
rational discipline rather than through confession or continuous self-
disclosure.

Early Christianity introduced a fundamental transformation in this
ethical configuration. Through practices such as confession,
obedience, spiritual guidance, and the constant scrutiny of thoughts,
Christianity established a hermeneutic regime in which the self
became a permanent object of suspicion and interpretation. Sexual
desire was no longer merely a matter of conduct, but became a
privileged site of truth requiring continual interpretation and
articulation. The obligation to disclose one’s inner thoughts and
desires to an external authority transformed the ethical subject into a
being whose moral status depended on the articulation of hidden truth.
The article argues that this Christian hermeneutics of the self
constituted a decisive historical rupture in the genealogy of sexual
ethics, profoundly reshaping Western moral experience and laying the
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groundwork for modern techniques of normalization and self-
surveillance.

On the basis of this historical analysis, the article shows that
modern sexuality is not a natural or biological given, but a discursive
and ethical construction. Modern scientific, psychiatric, pedagogical,
and psychological discourses have inherited Christian confessional
techniques in secularized form, transforming them into methods of
examination, diagnosis, and normalization. Individuals are encouraged
to interpret their desires, identities, and behaviors through expert
knowledge, thereby constituting themselves as sexual subjects. The
hermeneutics of the self enables a critical understanding of these
processes by revealing how ethical relations to oneself become subtle
mechanisms of power that operate not through overt coercion, but
through voluntary self-scrutiny.

The article also addresses major critiques directed at Foucault’s
later work, particularly accusations of moral relativism, individualism,
and political quietism. Critics have argued that the hermeneutics of the
self lacks a normative foundation and reduces ethics to individualized
practices of self-fashioning. In response, the article demonstrates that
Foucault’s project is not normative but diagnostic: the hermeneutics of
the self offers a critical ontology of the present that reveals the
historical conditions under which particular forms of ethical
subjectivity acquire authority. Far from depoliticizing ethics, this
framework shows how power operates precisely through practices that
appear voluntary, internalized, and self-governing.

The article further clarifies the relationship between the
hermeneutics of the self and Foucault’s analysis of governmentality.
Ethical practices of relating to oneself do not operate in a vacuum, but
are embedded within broader regimes of governance that seek to guide
conduct through freedom rather than coercion. By compelling
individuals to assume ethical and sexual responsibility for themselves,
the hermeneutics of the self becomes a technology of governance that
aligns individual self-understanding with dominant regimes of truth
and morality. This dynamic is particularly salient in modern sexual
ethics, where regulation increasingly takes place through discourses of
choice, responsibility, self-care, and authenticity.
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Moreover, the article advances a methodological intervention by
foregrounding ethical practices of the self as a central site for
genealogical analysis. By shifting the focus from institutional norms
and official discourses to the micropolitics of ethical self-relations, it
becomes possible to gain a more precise understanding of how sexual
ethics operates at the level of everyday conduct and moral reflection.
Ethical subjectivity thus appears not as a secondary effect, but as a
pivotal mechanism at the intersection of power, knowledge, and
subjectivity.

Finally, the article explores the applicability of the hermeneutics of
the self beyond Western historical contexts. Although Foucault’s
empirical analyses are largely confined to Greco-Roman and Christian
traditions, his conceptual framework can be productively employed to
study non-Western ethical regimes. Iranian and Islamic traditions—
particularly practices of ethical self-examination, ascetic discipline,
mystical self-cultivation, and juridical-ethical regulation—can be
analyzed as technologies of the self that establish distinct relationships
between truth, authority, and subjectivity. This approach avoids both
cultural essentialism and simplistic universalism, offering instead a
historically grounded and context-sensitive genealogy.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the article argues that the hermeneutics of the self
constitutes one of the most fundamental and theoretically fertile
dimensions of Foucault’s critical project. By shifting the analytical
focus from repression and law to practices of self-formation and truth-
telling, this framework enables a powerful genealogy of sexual ethics.
Sexual ethics, from this perspective, is not merely the imposition of
external norms, but the active product of ethical relations that
individuals establish with themselves. By clarifying the conceptual
status of the hermeneutics of the self and demonstrating its
applicability in comparative and historical studies, the article makes a
theoretical contribution to Foucauldian studies, ethics, and sexuality.

Refrences
Afary, J., & Anderson, K. B. (2005) Foucault and the Iranian Revolution:
Gender and the seductions of Islamism. University of Chicago Press.



66 / Pizhithish-i siyasat-i nazari

Bhabha, H. K. (1994) The location of culture. Routledge.

Braidotti, R. (2013) The posthuman. Polity Press.

Butler, J. (2021) Giving an account of oneself revisited: Ethics,
vulnerability, and critique. Fordham University Press.

Crenshaw, K. (1989) Demarginalizing the intersection of race and sex: A
Black feminist critique of antidiscrimination doctrine, feminist theory
and antiracist politics. University of Chicago Legal Forum, 1989(1),
139-167.

Deleuze, G. (1988) Foucault. University of Minnesota Press.

Foucault, M. (1970) The order of things: An archaeology of the human
sciences. Pantheon Books.

--------------- (1972) The archaeology of knowledge. Pantheon Books.

——————————————— (1984) Nietzsche, genealogy, history. In P. Rabinow (Ed.) ,
The Foucault reader (pp. 76—100). Pantheon Books.

-------------- (1985) The history of sexuality, volume 2: The use of
pleasure. Vintage Books.

—————————————— (1986) The history of sexuality, volume 3: The care of the self.
Vintage Books.

-------------- (1995) Discipline and punish: The birth of the prison. Vintage

-------------- (2016) About the beginning of the hermeneutics of the self:
Lectures at Dartmouth College, 1980. University of Chicago Press.
—————————————— (2018) The history of sexuality, volume 4: Confessions of the

flesh. Pantheon Books.

Gannon, M. J. (2002) Cultural metaphors: Their use in management
practice and as a method for understanding cultures. Advances in
International Management, 14, 131-147.
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0747-7929(02)14013-0

Gamez, P. (2023) Inhuman hermeneutics of the self: Biopolitics in the age
of big data. Foucault Studies, (34), 80-110.
https://doi.org/10.22439/15.134.6939

Gutmann, J. (1988) Rousseau’s and Foucault’s “technologies of the self.”
In L. H. Martin, H. Gutman, & P. H. Hutton (Eds.) , Technologies of
the self: A seminar with Michel Foucault (pp. 99—-116). University of
Massachusetts Press.

Habermas, J. (1987) The philosophical discourse of modernity: Twelve
lectures. MIT Press.

Hayles, K. N. (1999). How we became posthuman: Virtual bodies in
cybernetics, literature, and informatics. University of Chicago Press.



Abstracts / 67

Koopman, C. (2019) How we became our data: A genealogy of the
informational person. University of Chicago Press.

McNay, L. (1994) Foucault and feminism: Power, gender and the self.
Polity Press.

Mills, S. (2003) Michel Foucault. Routledge.



68 / Pizhithish-i siyasat-i nazari

The Nature of Political Theory: An Analytical Approach
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This article examines the nature of political theory, the difficulties
in defining it, and the central problem of this field. The central
question is whether a comprehensive and distinctive framework for
political theory can be formulated. The hypothesis is that defining
political theory around an organizing question frees us from the
constraints of concept-centric, institution-centric, and problem-centric
approaches, and enables an understanding of the origins of political
theory’s core issues. The authors distinguish between the concepts of
political studies and elucidate the descriptive and normative
dimensions of political theory, evaluating the three aforementioned
approaches. Drawing on Thomas Nagel’s perspective, they propose
the organizing question — “How should we live?” — as a
comprehensive and distinctive framework for political theory. The
article then analyzes the tension between the personal and impersonal
standpoints within each individual, which constitutes the fundamental
source of political theory’s problems. Accordingly, the fundamental
challenge is not merely institutional inadequacies, but rather the
absence of a model capable of reconciling this inner conflict.

Keywords: Political Theory, Thomas Nagel, Personal and
Impersonal Standpoints, Internal Conflict.

1. Introduction and Statement of the Problem
Political theory, as a foundational branch of political thought,
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despite its antiquity and historical richness, has always faced a
definitional challenge in delineating its boundaries and nature. The
dispersion of defining approaches—from a focus on abstract concepts
(such as justice and power) and concrete institutions (such as the state)
to an emphasis on problem-oriented lists or historical traditions—has
not only blurred the boundary between this field and adjacent
disciplines such as political philosophy and the social sciences, but
has also generated deep disagreements regarding its relationship to
normative questions (what ought to be) and descriptive questions
(what is). The absence of a “unifying principle” capable of situating
this apparent fragmentation within a coherent framework constitutes
the principal problem confronting contemporary political theorizing.
Identifying this gap, the present article poses the central question: is it
possible, by relying on a fundamental “organizing question,” to offer a
definition of political theory that is at once comprehensive
(encompassing all legitimate concerns of the field) and exclusive
(distinguishing it from other domains of knowledge), thereby
overcoming the aforementioned challenges? The article’s hypothesis
is that defining political theory around the question “How should we
live?”—inspired by Thomas Nagel’s framework—can perform such a
function and, moreover, make it possible to understand the internal
and anthropological source of the enduring problems of this field,
namely the conflict between the personal and impersonal perspectives
within each individual.

2. Theoretical Foundations and Literature Review

Political theory has two interrelated dimensions: a descriptive
dimension (explaining the political world as it is) and a normative
dimension (prescribing the political world as it ought to be). The
distinction between “empirical claims” and “normative claims” in the
analysis of political controversies (such as the legalization of
physician-assisted suicide or the provision of a basic income) is
crucial. The existing Persian-language literature has also addressed
these issues: some, through comparative analysis of normativist,
scientistic, interpretivist, and hybrid approaches, have emphasized the
necessity of a multidimensional approach (Mosleh, 2019). Others, by
examining the distinction between political theory and political
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science, have stressed the diagnostic and critical role of theory in
guiding practical politics toward human ends (Shakeri, 2016). Other
studies have dealt with the transformation of foundational concepts
such as security and power (Shakeri, 2006), the relationship between
truth and power in different intellectual paradigms (Khorramshad &
Nozari, 2018), the intertwined nature of explanatory and normative
dimensions (Taghilou, 2017), the impact of anthropological
assumptions on the formation of theories (Shojaeian, 2017), and the
nature of theory in Islamic political philosophy (Soltani et al., 2020).
Nevertheless, the innovation of the present article lies in offering an
integrative framework centered on an “organizing question,”
explaining the source of theoretical conflicts in intra-human duality,
and providing a criterion for evaluating political theories based on
their ability to balance competing demands.

3. Analysis and Critique of Classical Approaches to Defining
Political Theory

This article examines and critiques three categories of classical
approaches:

Conceptual approaches: These approaches define political theory
around abstract and normative concepts such as justice (Rawls), the
ends of life (Berlin), the relationship between the collective and the
individual (Blackburn), public affairs (Bevir), or power and legitimacy
(Williams and Goodwin). The major problem with these approaches is
excessive limitation; for example, an exclusive focus on “justice” may
neglect the issue of “legitimacy,” emphasized by realists, or
cosmopolitan concerns.

Institutional approaches: In this view, the focus is on tangible
institutions such as the state, government, and their objectives (Swift,
Nozick, Plamenatz, Miller, Pettit). The fundamental flaw here is that
the boundary between this approach and the conceptual approach is
unclear (for instance, analyzing the “state” inevitably involves the
concept of “legitimacy”), and it becomes trapped in ambiguity
between descriptive and normative analysis.

Problem-oriented and interpretive approaches: These approaches
define political theory based on a list of key problems (justice, the
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duties of the state, normative ranking of states of affairs—Cohen;
adding specific institutions—Waldron; or agreement, orientation,
reconciliation, and a realistic utopia—Rawls) or on the interpretation
of values and shared understandings (Pettit, Walzer, Dworkin). There
is also a tradition-centered approach that defines the field based on
historically formed works and thinkers. The main flaw of these
approaches is excessive breadth and the lack of a foundational
justification. The selection of problems or thinkers often appears
arbitrary, and the question of the “unifying principle” behind these
long lists remains unanswered. As Nietzsche put it, “only that which
has no history can be defined”; therefore, relying solely on historical
tradition is insufficient for defining a field.

4. The Proposed Solution: Definition through an “Organizing
Question”

To remedy the shortcomings of the above approaches, this article,
inspired by Thomas Nagel, proposes defining political theory around
an “organizing question”: “How should we live?” This four-part
question (we / how / should / live) has the following advantages:

Exclusivity (differentiation): This question clearly distinguishes
political theory from moral philosophy (which asks “How should I
live?”) and from the social sciences (which examine “How do we
live?”). Political theory is collective and normative.

Comprehensiveness: The question is broad enough to encompass
all traditional topics (justice, the state, legitimacy) as well as new and
radical approaches (anarchism, feminism, and communitarianism,
religious and non-Western perspectives). Every political theory is an
answer to this fundamental question.

Interpretive flexibility: Each component of the question allows for
diverse interpretations. “We” may refer to a nation, humanity, or a
specific community. “Should” may be grounded in morality or
rationality. “How we live” includes all forms of collective life, from a
powerful state to autonomous communities.

Coherence-building: This question explains the unifying principle
behind the seemingly disparate activities of political theory and
provides a credible basis for delineating the boundaries of the field.
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Practical relevance: The main question naturally leads to the
justificatory question “Why should we live this way?”” which shapes a
large part of political theory’s arguments (such as Nozick’s
justification of the minimal state).

5. Deep Analysis of the Problem: The Conflict between Personal
and Impersonal Perspectives

Drawing on Nagel’s philosophy, the article goes a step further by
analyzing the internal source of the complex problems of political
theory. According to Nagel, the fundamental problem is not merely
the design of just institutions, but an intrinsic conflict within each
individual between two perspectives:

The impersonal (objective) perspective: This perspective is
universal and impartial. From this viewpoint, the interests of all
human beings matter equally, and principles such as equality and
global justice emerge. Political institutions, in their ideal form,
embody the demands of this perspective.

The personal (subjective) perspective: This perspective is particular
and position-dependent. From this viewpoint, an individual’s specific
attachments, interests, and concerns—those of oneself, one’s family,
and one’s close relations—are central.

Nagel argues that all hard problems of political theory (such as the
conflict between liberty and equality, individual and society, justice
and efficiency) are rooted in this internal conflict. Political institutions
are constantly striving to externalize the demands of the impersonal
perspective, but their success is always constrained by the natural
resistance of the personal perspective. Therefore, the central challenge
of political theory is to find a model that can establish a fair and
sustainable balance between these two aspects of human existence
without making unreasonable demands on individuals. This analysis
shows that the problem is not merely the inadequacy of external
institutions, but the absence of a convincing theoretical model for
reconciling this internal duality.

6. Conclusion
This article has shown that defining political theory around the
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“organizing question” “How should we live?” can offer a
comprehensive, exclusive, and flexible solution to the problem of
definitional indeterminacy in this field. This framework avoids the
limitations of conceptual, institutional, and problem-oriented
approaches and provides theoretical coherence to the discipline.
Moreover, by linking this framework to Nagel’s analysis of the
conflict between dual perspectives, the article reveals the depth of the
problem and argues that resolving the dilemmas of political theory
depends on directly confronting this fundamental anthropological
conflict. Every political theory can be evaluated according to the
extent of its success in offering a balanced answer to the organizing
question, taking into account the unavoidable tension between the
personal and impersonal perspectives. Consequently, this approach
not only provides an illuminating definition, but also offers a powerful
analytical tool for critiquing and evaluating existing political theories
and guiding future research.
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The Scope of Political Participation
(A Structural-Functional Approach)
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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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From the perspective of historians, the First World War is regarded
as a turning point in the political and social transformations of West
Asia. The collapse of the Ottoman state, the formation of secular
nation-states, and the weakening of the institution of the caliphate are
considered among the most significant consequences of this war.
Some Islamists, including Muhammad Barkatullah, viewed the
disintegration of the Ottoman caliphate as a serious threat to the
cohesion of the Islamic ummah and emphasized the necessity of
rethinking the concept of the caliphate. Following the abolition of the
caliphate, Barkatullah proposed the idea of a “Caliphate Republic” in
an attempt to present a new model for organizing the Islamic ummah
in opposition to secular nation-states and global imperialism.
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The central hypothesis of this study is that the concept of the
Caliphate Republic constitutes the most important unifying
component in Barkatullah’s pan-Islamist discourse. Employing Ruth
Wodak’s Discourse-Historical Approach, this article analyzes
Barkatullah’s book The Khilafat and seeks to answer the following
questions: “How did Barkatullah use the institution of the caliphate to
consolidate Islamic unity?” and “How did Barkatullah justify concepts
such as spiritual communism, Islamic unity, and the secular state in
pursuit of pan-Islamist objectives?”

The findings indicate that Barkatullah’s thought has both
theoretical and practical dimensions. On the practical level, by
integrating the spiritual and material (financial) aspects of the
caliphate, he proposed a solution to overcome the crisis resulting from
its collapse and advanced three components—individual spirituality, a
communist economy, and a secular state—in a heterogeneous and
unstructured combination, aimed at achieving Muslim unity. On the
theoretical level, his pan-Islamist discourse is grounded in a
redefinition of the caliphate—one that presents it not merely as a
traditional institution, but as a model for organizing the Islamic
ummah and resisting the structures of global imperialism.

Keywords: Transnational Islamism; Pan-Islamism; Caliphate;
Discourse-Historical Approach; Muhammad Barkatullah.

Introduction

British colonial domination over India represents a paradigmatic
case of political, economic, and cultural imperialism in Asia,
producing enduring consequences such as economic inequality, social
injustice, religious fragmentation, and normative transformation.
These conditions, coupled with rising political consciousness and
widespread discontent, catalyzed the emergence of anti-colonial
movements. Initially reactive to local grievances, these movements
gradually evolved into broader ideological discourses by integrating
national and religious frameworks. Three principal ideological
currents emerged: absolute nationalism, rooted in secular modernity
and emphasizing sovereignty, social justice, and economic
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equity; absolute Islamism, which rejected territorially bounded
nationalism as incompatible with the transnational ummah and
prioritized Islamic identity; and an intermediate nationalist—
Islamist discourse that sought synthesis through shared values like
freedom, justice, and resistance to colonialism.

Within this ideological spectrum, Maulana Muhammad Barkatullah
Bhopali emerged as a distinctive intellectual figure who bridged
Islamism, nationalism, and even socialist thought in the struggle
against colonial rule. His 1924 book The Caliphate stands at the
intersection of these discourses, reinterpreting the Caliphate not
merely as a historical institution but as a political and spiritual project
for Muslim unity and anti-colonial mobilization. This study examines
Barkatullah’s Pan-Islamist discourse in The Caliphate, analyzing how
he redefined Islamic unity in response to the collapse of the Ottoman
Caliphate and the pressures of Western imperialism.

Literature Review

This research draws on three interconnected bodies of literature.
First, studies on the socio-political context of late 19th- and early
20th-century India and the Islamic world illuminate how British
colonial policies marginalized Muslim communities, fueling
resistance and alternative ideologies such as nationalism and Pan-
Islamism. These works highlight the role of colonialism in reshaping
religious and political identities.

Second, scholarship on Pan-Islamism and the Caliphate question
reveals that Pan-Islamism was not merely religious idealism but a
political response to Western domination and the disintegration of the
Ottoman order. The Caliphate, as both symbolic and institutional
center of Muslim unity, became a focal point of debate. While
Ottoman-centered Pan-Islamism was largely defensive, it inspired
diverse intellectual responses: from Rashid Rida’s call for restoration,
to Ali Abd al-Raziq’s secular critique, to al-Sanhuri’s reformist
reinterpretation. After the Caliphate’s abolition in 1924, the idea of
“Islamic unity” increasingly replaced institutional revival.

Third, biographical and analytical works on Barkatullah’s life and
activism reveal the deep interconnection between his transnational
experiences—spanning Europe, the U.S., and Asia—and his
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theoretical formulations. His engagement with revolutionary
networks, anti-colonial diplomacy, and Marxist ideas shaped a unique
vision of Pan-Islamism as both ideological and practical resistance.

Problem Statement

Despite growing interest in anti-colonial thought, Barkatullah
remains a relatively understudied figure, particularly regarding his
conceptualization of the Caliphate and its role in Pan-Islamist
discourse. Central questions remain unexplored: How did Barkatullah
reconcile Islamic unity with republican and even socialist ideals? In
what ways did he redefine the Caliphate in response to colonialism
and the post-Ottoman vacuum? And how did his discourse navigate
tensions between spiritual authority, political mobilization, and
economic justice? This study addresses these gaps by critically
analyzing The Caliphate as both a theoretical text and a political
manifesto, situating it within the broader discourse of anti-colonial
Pan-Islamism.

Methodology

The study employs Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA),
specifically Ruth Wodak’s Discourse-Historical Approach (DHA), to
examine the construction and function of key concepts in
Barkatullah’s text. DHA emphasizes the dialectical relationship
between language, power, ideology, and historical context, asserting
that discourse both reflects and reproduces social realities. The
approach utilizes five analytical strategies:

Referential (naming and categorization),

Predicational (attribution of qualities),

Argumentation (justification of claims),

Perspectivization (framing of viewpoints), and

Intensification/mitigation (emphasizing or downplaying ideas).

By integrating linguistic analysis with historical and socio-political
context, this method enables the uncovering of hidden ideological
structures and power dynamics. The central research question is: How
was the discourse of Pan-Islamism in Muhammad Barkatullah’s
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thought formulated and consolidated through specific discursive
strategies in connection with historical and anti-colonial contexts?

Findings and Discussion

Analysis of The Caliphate reveals Barkatullah’s effort to
reconstruct the institution as a consultative, transnational, and anti-
colonial framework grounded in the collective will of the ummah. He
distinguishes between the “authentic Caliphate” of early Islam—
characterized by service, consultation (shura), equality, and public
welfare—and the “Ottoman sultanate,” which he critiques for merging
spiritual and temporal power, leading to despotism under rulers like
Abdulhamid II.

Barkatullah traces the Caliphate’s decline to both external
interference—European powers exploiting ethnic and nationalist
divisions—and internal authoritarianism. He views its 1924 abolition
not as an isolated event but as the culmination of a long historical
process. In redefining the Caliphate, he returns to the “golden age” of
the Prophet and the Rightly Guided Caliphs, portraying early Islamic
governance as inherently just and egalitarian. Notably, he describes
early Muslim economic practices using the term “spiritual
communism,” emphasizing communal solidarity and resource
equity—concepts resonant with 1920s leftist discourse but framed
within Islamic ethics.

Crucially, Barkatullah advocates for a clear separation between
religion and politics. He warns that a centralized religious state risks
tyranny and instead proposes a secular, law-based state alongside
a spiritual Caliphate. This spiritual institution would focus on moral
guidance, Qur’anic revival, interfaith peace, and social justice through
ethical management of public funds (bayt al-mal), rather than political
rule.

However, this model faces significant limitations. By renouncing
political authority, the spiritual Caliphate lacks mechanisms for
enforcing unity, resisting colonial influence, or resolving intra-Muslim
conflicts. His vision, while ideologically rich, appears more as a
cautious retreat than a viable political program. The text reflects deep
tensions: between Pan-Islamist idealism and geopolitical realism,
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between Islamic wunity and national liberation, and between
revolutionary anti-colonialism and institutional feasibility.

Conclusion

Maulana Muhammad Barkatullah Bhopali’s The
Caliphate represents a pivotal yet underrecognized contribution to
anti-colonial and Islamic political thought. His discourse exemplifies
the complex interplay of Islamism, nationalism, and transnational
solidarity in the early 20th century. By redefining the Caliphate as a
spiritual, consultative, and justice-oriented institution, Barkatullah
sought to preserve Islamic identity while adapting to modern realities.
Yet his proposal ultimately reveals intellectual ambivalence—a
response to crisis rather than a coherent blueprint for action.

This study demonstrates that Barkatullah’s thought cannot be
reduced to a single ideology. Instead, it occupies a liminal space
where Pan-Islamism, anti-colonial resistance, and socio-economic
justice converge. While his vision of a spiritual Caliphate may lack
practical enforceability, it remains significant as a moral critique of
both colonial domination and authoritarian rule. In an era of
fragmented Muslim polities and enduring external intervention,
Barkatullah’s call for unity, justice, and ethical governance continues
to resonate—albeit as a challenge rather than a solution.
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films Mr. Haloo and The Suitor reflects the identity crisis of tradition-
oriented subjects. This study, relying on Julia Kristeva’s theory of
language and meaning, is qualitative and based on a semiotic analysis
of selected sequences. The findings indicate that disruptions in the
coordination between the semiotic and symbolic orders lead to
identity fragmentation and psychological disarray in the subject. The
study emphasizes the importance of a dialectical analysis of the
semiotic and symbolic realms and its role in reinterpreting meanings
within cultural and social layers.

Keywords: semiotic order, symbolic order, Julia Kristeva, Iranian
New Wave cinema, modernization, identity conflict

Introduction and Statement of the Problem

In the 1960s and 1970s, Iranian cinema transformed from an
imported, limited, and largely entertaining medium into a problem-
oriented and thoughtful form capable of revealing hidden layers of
collective life and narrating and critiquing the cultural and political
conditions of society. During this period, with transformations in
social structures, urban growth, the expansion of the middle class,
mass rural-to-urban migration, and a deepening gap between
traditional and modern lifestyles, the cinematic representation of Iran
moved away from simple, hero-centered, and repetitive narratives
toward depicting identity crises, value conflicts, and generational
tensions. This shift was not merely a change in audience taste but
indicated a broader shift in collective consciousness and a sense of
crisis in response to modernization imposed from above and
accelerated upon society.

Within this context, the Iranian New Wave, as a modernist and
critical movement, distanced itself from the dominant logic of Film
Farsi—characterized by melodrama, superficial hero-making, and
fixed narrative formulas—and, relying on realist storytelling and
multilayered character development, established a new cinematic
language. In this language, the tension between deep-rooted tradition
and rapid modernization, the rupture between village and city, and the
conflict between individual desires and dominant social structures
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were central. The Iranian subject was depicted not as a stereotypical
type but as a disoriented, fragmented individual caught between
conflicting orders, seeking their place in a transforming world. From
the perspective of political theory, this cinematic movement can be
understood beyond merely aesthetic transformation; the New Wave,
as a culturally based visual expression, becomes a socio-political text
in which meaning and power are negotiated. While reflecting the
official discourse of the Pahlavi era, this cinema critiques state
cultural policies, the imposed definition of national identity, and the
idealized image of the “modern Iranian,” questioning the limits and
contradictions of this project. Through these representations,
mechanisms of domination, forms of symbolic resistance, methods of
marginalization, and the legitimacy crisis of the existing order in the
years leading up to the revolution are revealed indirectly and
symbolically.

This study, assuming the representation of the conflict between
tradition and modernity in Iranian New Wave cinema, examines the
behavior, speech, and disorientation of the tradition-oriented subject in
confronting accelerated modernization and state cultural policies. The
central question is: How does the interaction between the semiotic and
symbolic orders in the films Mr. Haloo (Dariush Mehrjui, 1970) and
The Suitor (Ali Hatami, 1971) reflect the identity crisis of tradition-
oriented subjects within the context of modern urban transformations?
These two films were purposefully selected because both center on a
male character rooted in tradition, who, in confronting women
embodying signs of modernity and failing to establish romantic
relationships or marriage, reaches an impasse. This impasse is not
merely the failure of an individual relationship but dramatizes the
crisis of a historical subject. The male protagonists in both films
represent subjects who cannot find a stable place in either the
traditional or modern order: their ties to collapsing past structures are
weakening, while full integration into the new order remains
impossible, leaving them suspended and alienated. The aim of this
research is to investigate the dialectic between these two realms and
explain the failure of the modernization identity project through a
semiotic analysis of these films—demonstrating how state cultural
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policies, at the level of collective unconscious and lived experience,
produce crises.

Research Method

Key sequences from both films were selected based on criteria such
as the presence of traditional symbols, confrontation with modernity,
portrayal of gender relations, and explicit or implicit indicators of the
subject’s psychological crisis. They were analyzed at three levels:
semiotic, symbolic, and dialectical. At the semiotic level, attention
was paid to music, rthythm, silence, gazes, and camera movement; at
the symbolic level, dialogues, social situations, roles, and narrative
structure were examined. At the dialectical level, the interaction,
overlap, or rupture between the semiotic and symbolic levels and their
impact on the construction of the subject’s identity were analyzed.
Data were collected through repeated and participatory observation
and coded based on an open categorization of signs in both semiotic
and symbolic orders.

Literature Review

Previous research indicates that although Kristevan semiotic
approaches have been applied in visual arts and Persian literature, the
interaction between the semiotic and symbolic orders in Iranian films
has not been studied.

Theoretical Framework

This study is grounded in Julia Kristeva’s theory of language,
which views language as a dialectical space between the semiotic and
symbolic orders. Inspired by Freudian psychoanalysis and critically
reinterpreting Lacan, Kristeva argues that subject formation does not
occur at a fixed point but through a fluid process between pre-
linguistic, bodily, and affective drives (the semiotic) and the rule-
governed structures of language and socio-cultural institutions (the
symbolic). The semiotic is associated with the chora: a pre-linguistic,
bodily space in which mother-child relations, rhythms, sounds, and
unconscious energies operate in emotional and corporeal experience
rather than fixed concepts. The symbolic, in contrast, is the realm of
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grammar, law, institutions, social roles, and paternal order that situates
the subject within a network of stabilized meanings and defines
identity. Unlike Lacan, who emphasizes the dominance of the
symbolic order and the repression of desire, Kristeva stresses the
dynamic interaction between these two realms, noting that the
semiotic is never entirely suppressed and continually re-emerges in
language and culture through ruptures, slips, rhythms, and emotional
outbursts. A relative balance between these orders constitutes the
“subject-in-process,” a constantly becoming and evolving subject
whose identity is never fully fixed. Disruption in this balance—either
through excessive repression of the semiotic by the symbolic or the
unchecked eruption of the semiotic and collapse of the symbolic—
leads to identity fragmentation and psychological disorder.

In Pahlavi-era Iran, the symbolic order is observable in state
modernization policies, official development discourse, and pre-
defined notions of the modern citizen, while the semiotic manifests in
local traditions, customs, emotions, religious embodiment, and gender
relations that remain marginal to the official order. Cinema’s dual
nature (visual-auditory) makes it an unparalleled arena for exploring
this theoretical framework: the symbolic is expressed through
narrative, dramatic structure, and dialogue, while the semiotic is
conveyed through sound, music, editing rhythm, camera movement,
mise-en-scene, and bodily presence, allowing the tension between the
semiotic and symbolic to materialize within cinematic language itself.

In Mr. Haloo, Haj Rahim-Ali, representing traditional and moral
order, comes from the village to the city and encounters modernizing
Tehran, urban advertisements, an emerging middle class, new work
relations, and modern women. The irregular rhythms of traditional
music at the film’s start evoke an emotional connection to the village
and past attachments, which are disrupted by urban sounds, street
noise, and modern music, producing an auditory dissonance between
past and present. Shaky close-ups of Haj Rahim-Ali’s face, montage
sequences highlighting humiliation and failure, and the contrast
between his simple, intimate language and the formal, distancing
speech of others illustrate the dialectical rupture between the
traditional semiotic and the modern symbolic order. Here, the
traditional semiotic—present in his body, tone, gaze, and emotions—
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comes under pressure from the rational, bureaucratic, urban symbolic
order and, unable to find a new form of expression, transforms into
repression, silent rage, and emotional failure.

In The Suitor, Khavari, a teacher, faces an urban and capricious
woman and interacts within the traditional framework of courtship,
using formal and polite language. At the semiotic level, his anxious
body, repeated expressions, pauses, and nervous laughter reveal inner
tension between desire and fear, showing how the semiotic manifests
in daily behavior. At the symbolic level, class relations, the girl’s
family expectations, and modern standards of spouse selection create a
structure in which the traditional subject is subordinate. The courtship
scenario reveals the subject’s inability to enter the modern symbolic
order while exposing the hidden collapse of traditional structures; he
can neither internalize the new rules nor rely on the old logic, leaving
him in painful suspension.

Conclusion

The findings confirm that disruption in the semiotic-symbolic
dialectic directly leads to the identity fragmentation of the tradition-
oriented subject. The traditional symbolic order can no longer cope
with the dynamics of modernity, and the modern symbolic order does
not fully absorb the subject; in other words, neither provides the
conditions for a coherent, low-tension identity. This suspended
identity reflects the contradictions of accelerated modernization,
which, without genuine interaction between tradition and semiotic
innovation, produces unstable identity and paves the way for broader
social and political crises in the years leading to the revolution.

Kristeva’s theory thus provides an effective framework for
understanding identity crises in Iranian New Wave cinema and
Pahlavi cultural policies, demonstrating the importance of considering
the interplay between language, body, desire, and power in cinematic
analysis. It is recommended that this approach be extended to other
New Wave and post-revolutionary films, with a focus on semiotic
elements such as music, bodily expression, sound, and the role of
women, to reveal deeper layers of meaning-making and identity
conflict in contemporary Iranian culture.
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