The State Studies Quarterly

Summer 2025, 11 (42), 373-409 <3, | ATU
tssq.atu.ac.ir D PRESS
DOI: 10.22054/tssq.2025.72744.1396

The State—Society Interaction in the Islamic
Republic of Iran: Policymaking from the
Perspective of Network Society

Associate Professor, Department of Political

Mohsen Dianat Science, Payame Noor University (PNU),
Tehran, Iran
Mohammad Associate Professor, Department of Political

Science, Payame Noor University (PNU),

Laelalizadeh* Tehran, Iran

Extended Abstract

Introduction

The state is a special political institution that plays a central
role in sociopolitical developments, so the state—society
interaction is of utmost importance. Thinkers conceptualize
and interpret the nature of this interaction in various ways,
often associating it with the distribution of power and the
influence of various groups and institutions. There are various
theories concerning the relationship between the state and
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society, including rentier state theory, absolute patrimonialism,
authoritarian bureaucratic governance, theories of Oriental
despotism, sultanistic systems, and theories of development
and modernization. Many existing approaches to
understanding sociopolitical transformations in the Third
World tend to underestimate conflicts between the state and
society, which is the case with modernization theories, or to
focus narrowly on specific forms of conflict that only
occasionally have a class basis, as in some Marxist approaches.
Other theories, such as dependency and world-systems
theories, have overlooked key internal social dynamics. Using
Joel Migdal’s theory of state-in-society, the present study
aimed to delineate the state—society interaction in Iran after the
Islamic Revolution. It sought to move beyond traditional
modernist interpretations that emphasize the hegemonic role of
the state in controlling society; instead, an attempt was made
to propose a new model that highlights the crucial role of
religious networks and other civil society organizations in the
development process. Understanding the state—society
relationship and the mechanisms through which the state
engages with society is essential for assessing the country’s
trajectory of development.

Materials and Methods

As a descriptive—analytical inquiry, the current study relied on
Joel Migdal’s idea of state-in-society and network society to
examine the state—society interaction in the Islamic Republic
of Iran. The analysis drew on documentary and library sources
related to state—society relations during and after the Islamic
Revolution. A qualitative analysis of these materials helped
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delineate the state—society interaction in the period.

Results and Discussion

In the post-Islamic Revolution period, the state has not been
successful in influencing society or in the fair distribution and
allocation of resources. However, it has performed effectively
in the extraction of resources and has shown relative success in
the area of social control. Despite the emergence of network
society, the rigid and impenetrable state structure has led the
government to rely heavily on coercive institutions, such as
military and security agencies. As a result, a strong,
developmentalist state capable of facilitating change and
transformation has not fully emerged. Consequently, these
dynamics have shaped the nature of the state—society
interaction, as well as the linkage between society and power
in the policymaking process. Relying on Migdal’s network
society framework, the study proposed a model of
policymaking for the period following the Islamic Revolution
in Iran. Joel Migdal’s state-in-society approach (Migdal, 1994)
conceptualizes the state and other agents of social development
as competing social forces operating across multiple arenas of
society. According to Migdal, the state is neither an organic
entity nor an ontological abstraction; it does not exist outside
or above society but is instead embedded within it, alongside
other forces that affect development. The formation of multiple
power networks and social groups has resulted in a widening
gap between the state and society to the extent that society has
gained the capacity to confront the state. However, this
capacity does not indicate the strengthening of society; rather,
it reflects the weakening of the state, which is unable to exert
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influence over society or adequately respond to social
demands, despite the resources at its disposal and its role in
regulating desirable social relations. Society has thus become
increasingly rigid and impenetrable, prompting the state to rely
on coercive and formal institutions—such as political parties,
the military, and security agencies—to implement its decisions.
As aresult, the gap between the state and society has continued
to grow. While the existence of a strong and stable state is a
necessary condition for political development, an active civil
society (i.e., comprising political, social, and labor institutions
and organizations independent of the state) is equally essential
for achieving sustainable political development.

Conclusion

The findings indicated a shift from a structural view of the
state—conceived as an independent and centralized
institution—toward a process-oriented and network-based
understanding of state—society relations. Accordingly, the
policymaking model governing the relationship between the
state and society can also be reexamined through a new
analytical lens.

Keywords: The Islamic Republic of Iran, Migdal, Network
society, Policymaking, State, Society
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