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Concepts such as the public sphere, civil society, and political development are among the
significant topics that have attracted the attention of scholars and researchers in the field of social
sciences in recent decades. The public sphere serves as a space for the free and equal
participation of all citizens in dialogue within a democratic society, closely overlapping with
civil society. When strengthened and integrated, the public sphere can provide the practical
framework for the organized activities of political institutions, political parties, and voluntary
associations independent of the state. Within an open and critical society with an emancipatory
nature, it can facilitate the realization of political freedoms and the fundamental rights of citizens.
The formation and evolution of the public sphere and civil society in different historical periods,
and their role in the political development of contemporary Iran, have been marked by significant
fluctuations. A pivotal moment in their emergence and organization in the country's modern
history was during the Constitutional Revolution. However, throughout the tumultuous reigns of
the first and second Pahlavi dynasties, despite the relative increase in literacy, the emergence of
new middle classes, and the rise of political groupings with diverse ideological orientations, the
dominance of a unilateral political structure—prioritizing Western modernity and economic and
social modernization—impeded their success. The ensuing struggles and confrontations
culminated in the Islamic Revolution of 1979. Ultimately, despite the emergence of diverse
networks of political and social groups in the decades following the revolution, civil society in
Iran has yet to develop into a dynamic and influential social force. This article aims to determine
the levels of relationship between the public sphere and civil society in relation to political
development. The present study employs a descriptive-analytical approach, utilizing
documentary and library-based data collection methods. The research background and
theoretical foundations indicate a close interrelation between the public sphere, civil society, and
political development. In other words, the findings suggest that factors such as the presence of
an open political environment, a critical society engaged in free dialogue, independent
institutions separate from the state, voluntary associations, and the protection of private
spheres—by attributing meaning to the fundamental rights of citizens—impact political
development. Practical engagement with these indicators can pave the way for the advancement
of political development in Iran.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The public sphere and civil society are two essential pillars that have historically shaped political
development in various societies. Scholars have long debated their interrelationship, particularly in the
context of contemporary Iran. The public sphere, conceptualized as a realm for rational discourse and
critical engagement, has played a transformative role in political modernization. Civil society, comprising
voluntary associations, political parties, and non-governmental organizations, serves as a bridge between
citizens and the state. Historically, the emergence of these institutions in Iran has been marked by
fluctuation due to shifting political regimes and state interventions. The Constitutional Revolution of 1906
provided the initial foundation for civil society development, yet subsequent authoritarian rule under the
Pahlavi dynasty hindered its expansion. Despite the Islamic Revolution of 1979, which promised a
participatory political structure, civil society remains fragmented, and the public sphere is constrained by
legal and institutional barriers. Studies have emphasized that democratic political development
necessitates an independent civil society, an open public sphere, and institutionalized political
participation (Bashiriyeh, 2001). Theoretically, Habermas’s notion of the public sphere and Tocqueville’s
analysis of civil society provide a framework for understanding these dynamics (Calhoun, 2010). Empirical
research suggests that the relationship between civil society and political development is mediated by
political culture, the autonomy of institutions, and the state’s willingness to accommodate pluralism
(Mousavi & Mousavi, 2015).

The role of the public sphere and civil society in political development is contingent on multiple
factors, including state-society relations, the presence of independent media, and legal frameworks. Iran’s
post-revolutionary political landscape has exhibited a paradoxical pattern where state-led mobilization
coexists with restrictions on civil liberties. While the 1990s saw a relative opening with President
Khatami’s reformist agenda, the subsequent conservative resurgence curtailed civil society’s influence.
Empirical studies indicate that countries with vibrant civil societies tend to experience more sustained
political development (Sabzaei, 2015). However, in Iran, civil society has remained weak due to
institutional barriers and state intervention. Voluntary associations and professional organizations often
face state scrutiny, limiting their capacity to function autonomously. The public sphere is further restricted
by media censorship and state-controlled narratives. Research has demonstrated that political development
is contingent on the inclusivity of political institutions, the level of civic engagement, and the degree of
press freedom (Handal & Habermas, 2002). Civil society organizations that align with state policies may
receive support, while those advocating for political reform often encounter legal obstacles (Akhavan
Kazemi & Seyed Shams, 2018). These constraints highlight the challenges of fostering a politically engaged
and autonomous civil society in contemporary Iran.

Political development in Iran is influenced by the intersection of historical legacies, ideological
frameworks, and institutional structures. The Islamic Republic’s governance model combines elements of
electoral democracy with theocratic oversight, creating a complex dynamic for civil society engagement.
The extent to which civil society can contribute to political development depends on structural conditions,
including legal protections for political participation, the presence of independent institutions, and the role
of political parties. Empirical research suggests that institutional autonomy is a key determinant of
political development, as societies with strong legal frameworks tend to experience more sustainable
democratic transitions (Freese, 1995). The Iranian experience illustrates that while moments of political
opening have occurred, sustained civil society participation remains a challenge. The reformist movement
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of the late 1990s demonstrated the potential for civic engagement, but subsequent crackdowns have
underscored the fragility of these gains. Research indicates that political development is often cyclical in
contexts where institutional constraints limit civic participation (Bashiriyeh, 1999). Moreover, studies have
shown that the resilience of civil society is closely tied to political pluralism, legal protections, and the
state’s approach to governance (Jalaeipour & Mohammadi, 2017).

A critical aspect of civil society’s role in political development is the degree of state control over
public discourse. Political theorists argue that democratic societies foster independent civic institutions
that enable participation in decision-making processes (Reiss, 1971). However, in Iran, state-dominated
narratives and institutionalized restrictions on political activism limit these opportunities. The role of civil
society organizations, such as trade unions, student groups, and media outlets, is often constrained by legal
barriers and bureaucratic oversight (Ataei Valeh et al., 2022). Empirical findings suggest that political
development flourishes in environments where civil society enjoys institutional protection and operates
free from state interference (Aghamohammadi et al., 2022). However, in Iran, civil society actors face
systematic constraints, affecting their ability to advocate for political reforms. The relationship between
political development and civic engagement remains tenuous in contexts where institutional autonomy is
weak (Haji Aghaei & Paknia, 2018). Furthermore, restrictions on press freedom and the criminalization of
dissent further inhibit the emergence of a dynamic public sphere.

The development of the public sphere in Iran is closely linked to the broader political landscape,
shaped by state ideology and governance structures. While the 1990s marked a relative expansion of civil
society space, subsequent political shifts have led to increased constraints. The interaction between civil
society and political institutions remains a key determinant of political development, with research
emphasizing the need for independent institutions, legal protections, and civic engagement (Sariolghalam,
2001). In democratic contexts, civil society serves as a counterbalance to state power, ensuring
accountability and transparency. However, in Iran, the legal and institutional environment remains
restrictive, limiting the potential for political participation. Studies indicate that sustained political
development requires institutional reforms that enhance civic engagement, protect political freedoms, and
promote inclusive governance (Whitehead, 2004). Without these elements, the consolidation of democratic
norms remains an ongoing challenge. Theoretical perspectives on civil society and the public sphere
suggest that their effectiveness depends on legal frameworks, media freedom, and political pluralism
(Mousaei, 2009). In this context, Iran’s experience illustrates both the potential and the constraints of civil
society in shaping political development.

In conclusion, the relationship between the public sphere, civil society, and political development
in contemporary Iran is shaped by historical legacies, institutional structures, and governance frameworks.
While civil society has played a crucial role in moments of political transition, its long-term impact
remains constrained by state control and legal barriers. The findings of this study underscore the
importance of independent institutions, legal protections, and civic engagement in fostering political
development. Future research should explore the evolving role of digital activism and transnational
networks in shaping the public sphere. Ultimately, sustained political development in Iran will depend on
the ability to institutionalize democratic norms, enhance political pluralism, and protect civic freedoms.
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