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Abstract

The purpose of this research is to examine the effects of Iran's political culture on
the formation of civil society from the Qajar period and the constitutional movement
to the present day. The study employs a survey method using the SWOT model to
measure the attitudes of political actors toward the obstacles, weaknesses, and threats
within contemporary Iranian political culture that hinder the formation and
consolidation of civil society. To collect data, a researcher-designed questionnaire
was used, containing items to assess the weaknesses and threats in the political
culture of contemporary Iranian society. The questionnaire was developed based on
theoretical texts, empirical studies, and interviews with political activists. The
statistical population included general secretaries and members of the central
councils of political parties and organizations licensed by the Ministry of Interior of
the Islamic Republic of Iran. According to the Ministry's announcement in 1400,
there were 126 registered parties, and the statistical sample comprised 92 individuals,
selected via systematic random sampling. Structural equation modeling (SEM) was
employed to analyze the research data. The results indicate that the most significant
weaknesses in the development of civil society include: the prevalence of lying
among the public; failure of rulers to fully respect citizens’ rights; the prevalence of
tyranny in the behavior of managers; a preference for relationship-oriented over rule-
oriented behavior; public detachment from political power; and the widespread
presence of flattery among the populace. The most important threats to civil society
include: political corruption; intolerance toward the opinions of political opponents;
public distrust of rulers; the persistence of authoritarian tendencies among leaders;
monopolistic attitudes among both rulers and citizens; and the widespread
prevalence of luxury and consumerism.
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Extended Abstract

Purpose

This study investigates the cultural-historical obstacles within Iran's political
culture that have impeded the formation and development of civil society
from the Constitutional Revolution to the present. While previous research
often emphasizes institutional weaknesses or legal restrictions, this study
argues that political culture—the deep-seated layer of collective mentality—
plays a fundamental role in either facilitating or blocking civil society
development. The research aims to (1) identify the core elements of Iran's
contemporary political culture (from the late Qajar period onward) that act
as barriers to civil society, and (2) explore the perceptions of political
activists regarding these cultural-political constraints. By integrating
historical analysis with empirical data from activists, the study provides a
nuanced understanding of persistent challenges affecting civil society in
Iran.

Design/methodology/approach

The study employs a mixed-methods design combining documentary
analysis and survey research within a SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses,
Opportunities, Threats) framework. The documentary analysis
systematically reviewed historical texts, theoretical literature, and empirical
studies on Iran's political culture to identify enduring cultural patterns. For
the empirical component, a researcher-developed questionnaire was
constructed based on literature review and preliminary interviews with
political activists, measuring perceived weaknesses and threats using a 10-
point scale. The statistical population comprised Secretary-Generals and
Central Council members of Iran's licensed political parties, totaling 126
organizations, with 92 respondents forming the accessible sample.
Systematic random sampling was applied, and data were collected through
email, WhatsApp, and SMS links to an online survey platform. Structural
equation modeling (SEM) with confirmatory factor analysis (CFA)
validated the measurement models, while face validity was confirmed by
sociology professors, and reliability was established using Cronbach's alpha
(0=10.832).

Findings

CFA confirmed the measurement models after removing low-loading items
(<0.4). For weaknesses, 25 of 28 items were retained; for threats, 24 of 27
items remained. Both models demonstrated good fit (Weaknesses:
CMIN/DF = 4.73, GFI = 0.94, CFI = 0.93, RMSEA = 0.068; Threats:
CMIN/DF = 4.76, GFI = 0.86, CFI = 0.90, RMSEA = 0.076). One-sample
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t-tests indicated that nearly all items scored significantly above the
theoretical midpoint (p < 0.05), confirming the severity of perceived cultural
barriers. The most critical weaknesses included the prevalence of lying
among the population, incomplete observance of citizenship rights by rulers,
authoritarianism and despotism in rulers' behavior, relational rather than
rule-based societal habits, mutual distrust between citizens and rulers, and
nepotism. The most critical threats encompassed political corruption,
intolerance of opposing views, citizens' distrust of rulers, authoritarian
tendencies among leaders, negative individualism, exclusivism in power,
political instability, and entrenched absolutism. SWOT analysis positioned
Iran's civil society development strategy closest to a Defensive (WT)
approach, indicating the need to minimize internal weaknesses while
avoiding external threats.

Research limitations/implications

The study has several limitations. The sample was restricted to members of
officially licensed political parties, excluding informal political movements,
civil society organizations, and ordinary citizens. The cross-sectional design
captures perceptions at a single point in time, limiting insight into temporal
dynamics. While the study identifies perceived weaknesses and threats, it
does not test causal relationships between political culture and civil society
outcomes. Furthermore, it focuses exclusively on weaknesses and threats,
leaving strengths and opportunities for future research. Subsequent studies
should adopt longitudinal designs, incorporate diverse stakeholder
perspectives, and include comparative analyses with other Middle Eastern
or post-authoritarian contexts. Qualitative research exploring lived
experiences would further contextualize these statistical findings.

Practical implications

Findings suggest actionable strategies to address cultural obstacles. To
combat dishonesty and low transparency, systematic educational and media
campaigns can strengthen ethical values. To improve observance of
citizenship rights, independent oversight bodies and legal reforms,
combined with public administration training, are recommended. Anti-
corruption measures, including digitization of administrative processes, can
reduce nepotism and relationship-based practices while promoting
meritocracy. National dialogue programs that bring together opposition and
establishment figures, alongside enhanced legal protections for freedom of
expression, can foster political tolerance and reduce authoritarian
tendencies. Independent anti-corruption commissions and transparent
budgeting practices can help rebuild public trust.
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Social implications

The study highlights that barriers to civil society in Iran are deeply cultural-
historical, not merely institutional or legal. Persistent distrust, authoritarian
tendencies, relationship-orientation, and intolerance across different
political eras—from the Constitutional Revolution to the post-1979
period—reflect entrenched collective mentalities. Citizens' defensive
approach toward power and reliance on personal networks over formal
institutions shapes public attitudes toward governance, participation, and
citizenship. The findings suggest that successful civil society development
requires gradual trust-building, reduction of vulnerabilities, and creation of
protected civic spaces before more ambitious democratization initiatives can
succeed.

Originality/value

This research offers distinctive contributions by integrating historical
analysis of political culture from the late Qajar period to the present with
empirical data on contemporary political activists' perceptions, providing
both diachronic depth and synchronic breadth. Unlike studies focusing
solely on institutional or legal barriers, it positions political culture as the
underlying determinant of structural obstacles. The application of SWOT
analysis combined with CFA and SEM represents a methodological
innovation in political culture research. Focusing on weaknesses and threats
as perceived by political elites offers insider perspectives often overlooked
by external observers. By tracing the historical continuity of these cultural
barriers, the study challenges simplistic explanations that attribute civil
society underdevelopment solely to particular regimes, providing theoretical
and empirical insights relevant for scholars of Middle Eastern politics,
democratization, and civil society studies.
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