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Abstract

In the Islamic Republic of Iran, political culture, legal oversight structures,
ideological constraints, and the state's approach to party politics have
hindered the development of effective party systems. As a result, political
parties have struggled to function as intermediaries between society and the
state, leading to reduced political participation, weak crisis management,
and internal fragmentation. Drawing on Huntington's theory of
institutionalization, which  emphasizes adaptability, complexity,
independence, and cohesion, this study examines the barriers to
institutionalizing political parties in Iran and explores strategies for
implementing a competitive multiparty model within the framework of the
Islamic Republic's values. Employing a qualitative, documentary approach,
the research analyzes relevant texts and reviews historical and legal
developments since the Islamic Revolution. The findings reveal that the
essential components of Huntington's theory remain unrealized in Iranian
political parties, thereby undermining their effectiveness. Moreover,
existing legal and regulatory mechanisms have limited effective competition
and the formation of institutionalized parties. The study argues that adopting
a competitive multiparty system could strengthen accountability, encourage
citizen participation, and foster healthy political competition, while
remaining compatible with the Islamic Republic's ideological and structural
foundations. Achieving this requires legal reforms, the promotion of party
culture, financial transparency, and greater freedom for political
organizations within constitutional and political boundaries.
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Extended Abstract
Purpose

This paper examines why political party institutionalization has
remained weak in the Islamic Republic of Iran and what governance and
societal harms result from this weakness. Drawing on Samuel P.
Huntington's institutionalization framework—where the level of
institutionalization of political organizations and procedures is assessed
through adaptability, complexity, autonomy, and coherence—the study
analyzes how Iran's political, legal-supervisory, ideological, and state—
party interaction patterns have obstructed the emergence of stable,
programmatic parties capable of mediating between citizens and
government. In parallel, the article explores how a competitive
multiparty model, if carefully localized to Iran's constitutional and
ideological constraints, could strengthen healthy competition,
accountability, and meaningful participation without challenging
foundational constitutional principles. A central concern is that non-
institutionalized parties tend to operate episodically—often peaking
around elections—thereby weakening representation, policy continuity,
and crisis brokerage.

Design/methodology/approach

The research uses a qualitative, documentary-analytical approach. It
synthesizes: (1) the core theoretical literature on political
institutionalization and party systems; (2) constitutional and statutory
texts governing party formation, licensing, oversight, and restrictions;
and (3) a historical-institutional reading of post-1979 party development
and state—party relations across major political periods. In the legal-
institutional segment, special attention is given to the rules and
administrative mechanisms regulating party activity. Article 26 of Iran's
constitution formally permits the formation of parties and associations,
conditional on not violating independence, freedom, national unity,
Islamic criteria, and the foundations of the Islamic Republic. In statutory
practice, party regulation and licensing are tied to formal oversight
bodies, including the “Article 10 Commission”, established within the
Ministry of Interior under relevant party legislation. The analysis
proceeds by mapping recurring barriers onto Huntington's four
dimensions and then deriving feasible reform levers consistent with
Iran’'s formal legal environment.

Findings
The findings indicate that party institutionalization in Iran has been
systematically constrained across Huntington's four dimensions:
1. Low adaptability (limited organizational learning and
responsiveness): Many parties and coalitions demonstrate short-
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term activation cycles, with weak mechanisms for continuous
membership engagement, policy updating, and sustained
representation of evolving social demands. This reduces parties'
capacity to serve as credible intermediaries during periods of
social stress and protest, thereby narrowing channels for
nonviolent bargaining and policy feedback.

2. Limited complexity (thin organizational differentiation): Parties
frequently lack multi-layered structures (durable provincial
branches, specialized committees, professional policy units) and
instead rely on temporary electoral lists or ad hoc coalitions. This
reduces the ability to aggregate diverse interests into coherent
platforms, weakens programmatic policy competition, and
discourages long-term cadre formation.

3. Fragile autonomy (dependence and constrained independent
action): Autonomy is weakened by both patterns of dependence
(e.g., reliance on powerful patrons, state-adjacent networks, or
non-transparent funding channels) and by formal oversight
requirements that shape party incentives and survival strategies.
The regulatory framework establishes official monitoring and
licensing procedures; the Article 10 Commission is explicitly
associated with monitoring party activities and issuing permits.
Such arrangements can, in practice, increase the cost of
organizational dissent, encourage risk-avoidance, and intensify
“electoral-season” behavior rather than sustained party-building.

4. Weak coherence (unstable internal cohesion and rule-based
discipline): Personality-centered leadership patterns, factional
splits, and underdeveloped internal governance rules limit durable
cohesion. Where coherence is weak, parties struggle to maintain
disciplined parliamentary behavior, produce consistent policy
messaging, or credibly commit to long-term reform programs—
further eroding public trust.

Across these dimensions, the study argues that barriers mutually
reinforce each other: limited autonomy discourages deep organizational
investment; thin complexity prevents durable membership integration;
weak coherence amplifies fragmentation; and low adaptability hinders
societal responsiveness. The resulting harms include reduced
meaningful participation, weaker accountability, limited policy
continuity, and diminished crisis-management capacity, since the system
lacks robust intermediary institutions able to negotiate between state and
society.

Regarding feasibility, the paper concludes that a localized competitive
multiparty model could improve representation and accountability if
reforms deliberately strengthen the four institutionalization dimensions
while remaining within Iran's constitutional boundaries. This is not
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presented as a wholesale importation of external models, but as a
constrained institutional design choice: shifting competition away from
personality and episodic coalitions toward programmatic parties that are
legally recognized, organizationally durable, financially transparent, and
socially rooted.

Research limitations/implications

Because the study is documentary, it cannot directly measure internal
party finances, membership density, or informal power relations shaping
party incentives. The analysis is also limited by uneven public access to
party organizational records and the difficulty of systematically
observing informal gatekeeping dynamics. Future research should
triangulate documentary findings with fieldwork (elite interviews,
member surveys, organizational network analysis) and comparative
cases of “regulated multiparty systems”, where ideological constraints
coexist with structured competition.

Practical implications

The paper proposes a reform agenda aimed at institutionalization rather
than mere party proliferation:

% Legal and procedural predictability: Clarify licensing/oversight
rules and standardize administrative procedures so parties can
invest in long-term organization with lower uncertainty (the
existence of formal owversight bodies such as the Article 10
Commission underscores the importance of predictable
procedures).

< Financial transparency and compliance capacity: Strengthen
reporting systems and practical compliance support so parties can
operate with clearer funding rules and higher public credibility
(scholarship on party finance in Iran highlights legal expectations
for reporting to oversight bodies).

% Organizational capacity-building: Incentivize durable provincial
branches, internal elections, specialized policy committees, and
continuous member training (cadre formation) to raise complexity
and coherence.

< Programmatic competition: Encourage parties to publish
measurable platforms and periodic performance reports, shifting
political competition toward policies and outcomes rather than ad
hoc alignments.

Social implications

More institutionalized parties can expand lawful participation channels
and reduce the social costs of representation gaps by providing structured
mediation between citizens and state institutions. When parties are
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capable of aggregating demands, articulating policy alternatives, and
sustaining dialogue, public attitudes toward participation and
accountability may improve, and crisis episodes may become more
governable through negotiation and institutional brokerage rather than
escalation. Within Iran's constitutional framework—where party
formation is permitted under specified conditions—effective
institutionalization would mean converting formal permissibility into
functional representation.

Originality/value

The paper's contribution is twofold: (1) it operationalizes Huntington's
four dimensions as a diagnostic framework for Iran's party development
and the harms of non-institutionalization; and (2) it connects this
diagnosis to a constrained, lran-compatible pathway toward a
competitive multiparty arrangement focused on programmatic rivalry
and accountable governance—without assuming that party competition
must mirror unconstrained liberal models. The result is a structured
framework useful both for scholars assessing party institutionalization
and for policymakers considering reforms that strengthen mediation,
participation, and policy coherence.
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