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The state institution in Iran has often failed in creating normalized, law-abiding
subjects. More specifically, the state in Iran has been confronted with
incomplete mechanisms of legitimate force on the one hand, and on the other
hand, it has been unable to produce normalized subjects as an outcome of the
conflict among competing truth regimes (Iranian nationalism, Islamism, and
Westernization). Therefore, the objective of this article is to examine the
reasons behind the state’s failure in constructing and creating normalized
subjects. Centering on the concept of governmentality as a later thought of
Foucault, the article aims to analyze the institution of the state in contemporary
Iran pathologically. This study employs the process-tracing method, a case-
study technique based on the premise that explaining a particular phenomenon,
such as the pathology of the state in Iran, necessitates a step-by-step
examination of a series of causes leading to the effect. Thus, our main effort in
the methods section is to delineate the causal mechanism underlying the
inefficacy of the state in Iran. The findings indicate that subject-formation and
the creation of normalized subjects, as the sole path to exercising legitimate
power in the modern era, play an essential role in the formation and persistence
of the state institution in Iran, characterized by the rule of law. Therefore, any
disruption in the subject-formation process should be interpreted as a
deficiency in the state's mechanisms of power and recognized as a vulnerability
of the state institution. The conclusion of this article is that the tension among
truth regimes in Iran has led to the state’s inability to produce normalized
subjects, and the outcome of this deficiency in normalized subjectivity is state
inefficacy.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The article begins with a conceptual framework rooted in Max Weber’s definition of the state as
an entity claiming a monopoly over legitimate force within a defined territory (Weber 2005). However,
while this monopoly forms a critical feature of the modern state, Weber emphasizes that such power
should extend beyond mere coercion, incorporating rational, institutionalized techniques for managing
subjects within the boundaries of the law (Vincent, 2015). This dual purpose of state power underpins
Foucault’s concept of governmentality, which posits that modern states must shape and regulate individual
behavior by cultivating compliant, "normalized" subjects, thus enabling governance through subtle and
rational control rather than overt force (Foucault, 1982). Such mechanisms are seen as essential to forming
a stable social order, distinguishing the modern state from pre-modern entities where coercion was the
primary control method.

The unique challenge facing the Iranian state is the coexistence and contention of three dominant
truth regimes—Iranian nationalism, Islamism, and Westernization—each of which offers a different set
of values and societal expectations. These regimes shape identity, behavior, and loyalty in often
conflicting ways, creating a "triangular struggle" that complicates the state’s efforts to produce a unified
citizenry (Abazari & Milani, 2005). This ongoing tension between the truth regimes is not merely
ideological; it extends into the institutional and procedural aspects of governance, impacting the very
mechanisms through which the state attempts to exert its authority and normalize subjects. For instance,
each regime proposes distinct ideas about justice, individual rights, and public morality, leading to
fragmentation in both policy and societal attitudes toward the law (Afzali, 2007). This fragmentation
reflects Weber's view of the state as inherently political, with Iran’s case illustrating how conflicting
internal truths undermine the state's legitimacy.

Methodologically, the study employs a process-tracing approach, a technique used to identify
causal mechanisms underlying complex social phenomena (Goldstone et al., 2003). In tracing the Iranian
state’s failure to produce normalized subjects, the study examines a series of historical events and policy
shifts, illuminating how each has contributed to the institution’s current inefficacy. For instance, in the
20th century, the Pahlavi regime sought to institute a secular, nationalist identity by elevating Iran’s pre-
Islamic past, a project that clashed with Islamic and Western truth regimes. This ideological rivalry not
only polarized society but also hindered the formation of a unified, law-abiding subject (Keddie, 1998).
Through process-tracing, this study reveals the Iranian state’s inability to stabilize one dominant regime,
thereby failing to establish a coherent national identity—a deficiency exacerbated by the 1979 Islamic
Revolution, which reoriented state mechanisms towards Islamic governance.

Foucault’s governmentality theory is central to this analysis, particularly in its emphasis on
"conducting conduct™ through systematic subject formation and regulation (Foucault, 1979). In this view,
governance involves shaping citizens who willingly accept and embody the state's regulatory ideals. Iran’s
failure in this regard is evident in its reliance on repressive tactics rather than fostering internalized
conformity to laws and norms. The process of subject formation, as Foucault suggests, requires consistent
reinforcement through educational, legal, and economic policies aligned with a unified regime of truth.
However, Iran’s state apparatus has been unable to reconcile its competing truth regimes into a cohesive
structure, instead oscillating between the values of nationalism, Islamism, and modernity. This
inconsistency fosters resistance and diminishes the public’s trust, as each truth regime appears
incommensurable with the others (Tabatabai, 2006).
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The findings of this study argue that the Iranian state's inability to create normalized subjects—
citizens who instinctively adhere to laws and contribute to social order—is symptomatic of a deeper
vulnerability within its mechanisms of power. This vulnerability is manifested in the state’s excessive use
of force to enforce compliance, often leading to social unrest rather than conformity (Ringer et al., 2000).
Such enforcement tactics, which include crackdowns on public protests and stringent dress codes, signify
a state incapable of achieving legitimacy through rational, consensual governance. The study concludes
that Iran’s state must address the underlying ideological rifts that fracture its governance strategies. Only
by harmonizing the regimes of truth within its policy framework can the state hope to cultivate subjects
who align with its ideals, reducing reliance on coercive methods and enhancing state efficacy.

In summary, this article posits that Iran's state inefficacy derives from a discord between its internal
truth regimes, which obstructs the state’s ability to form compliant, law-abiding subjects. This deficiency
undermines the legitimacy of Iran’s state mechanisms and perpetuates reliance on force rather than
fostering voluntary compliance. Acknowledging the need for an ideological realignment within its
governing principles, this study calls for a non-confrontational approach to integrating Iran’s diverse truth
regimes into a coherent state structure. This approach, in line with Foucault’s governmentality, could
enable Iran to shift from coercive enforcement to a more stable, lawful governance model that respects
the complex cultural identities of its subjects.
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