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Abstract

Following the Islamic Revolution of Iran, contradictory political factions emerged
that neither align with any established ideology nor possess an exclusive theoretical
framework of their own, as their formation revolved around group interests,
competition over resources, and situational interpretations of Shia political Islam.
This reality - coupled with incomplete imitation of Eastern-Western paradigms - has
intensified paradigmatic ambiguity within Iran’s political structure. If sustained, it
risks marginalizing the Islamic Revolution’s ideals or coercively steering society
toward liberal-democratic models. Consequently, this study’s central question
examines the coherent theoretical and ideological foundations of each faction within
Shia political Islam. Employing Discourse Theory (Laclau and Mouffe) as its

framework, the research first identifies four principal factions - Revolutionary,
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Conservative, Reformist, and Moderate - through Iran’s socio-political cleavages. It
then argues that their operational failures stem from the absence of cohesive
theoretical underpinnings in Iran’s political factionalism. In the absence of rigorous
discourse formation, this deficit not only exacerbates theoretical confusion but also
fosters political coalitions contingent upon shifting domestic/international
conditions and immediate interests - rather than fidelity to consistent principles. The
result is that discursive ambiguity among factions obstructs the recognition of
political boundaries and the possibility of achieving lasting hegemony; and in the
absence of a coherent, indigenous governance theory, power rotation in the Islamic

Republic of Iran does not lead to tangible change in policy, economy, or culture.
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Introduction

The Islamic Republic of Iran’s government, while representing the current of



"jurisprudential political Islam" (Esldm-e Siydsi-ye Faqd hati), distinguishes itself
in the political sociology of Shia Islam by lacking a specific class-based foundation-
unlike other political ideologies. This is largely due to the transcendental nature of
the "central idea" (Ide-ye markazl) in Imam Khomeini’s Islamic governance, which
initially possessed the capacity to attract not only traditional groups and segments of
the clergy but also to channel the grievances of lower-class strata — such as anger
over inflation, socioeconomic issues, or the middle class’s concerns about
authoritarianism, the Pahlavi regime’s dependency, and foreign domination — into a

unified "doctrinal struggle” (mobdreza-ye maktebl), while rejecting class struggle.

Under these conditions, the establishment of the state preserved, to a significant
extent, the political system’s independence from social forces. Simultaneously, by
excluding secular political movements, it created space for new actors affiliated with
"jurisprudential political Islam" or aligned with its variants- such as liberal or left-
leaning political Islam. Consequently, in a context where the state sought to monitor
associations, organizations, and maintain a monopoly over mass media, a form of
sovereign authority emerged, paving the way for post-revolutionary political

factions.

Unlike the Pahlavi absolutist state (dowlat-e motlaga-ye Pahlavi), which was
autonomous, isolated, and suspended above society, the political arena transformed
into a battleground where groups competed for influence. In the absence of genuine
party politics and partisan governance, this competition has effectively led to the

formation of informal cliques and transient, disorganized parties.

Lacking accountability and discipline, these groups epitomized opportunistic,
unresponsive actors whose actions perpetuated political instability. Even when
entering the power structure, their absence of clear ideological representation or
implementation of rival governance theories left them largely incapable of enacting

meaningful reforms or pursuing comprehensive development agendas. This



dynamic contributed to declining legitimacy and electoral participation, raising
critical questions for Iranian voters: Why are Iran’s political parties and factions not
clearly alignable or identifiable, in contrast to foreign counterparts rooted in
classical ideologies (liberalism, socialism, left/right authoritarianism)? Or, more
fundamentally: What coherent theoretical or ideological foundations can be
attributed to these factions of political Islam? How might such foundations justify
expectations for governance reforms through electoral processes under the

Republic’s framework?

In response, some might explain the state of political factions through what is termed
"paradigmatic ambiguity" (ebhdm-e pArdda yml). However, this explanation holds
only if one assumes that political theorization efforts have even attempted to clarify
the ideologies of these factions. Instead, the hypothesis arises that Iran’s political
factionalism is rooted in competition over power resources, economic interests, and
instrumental interpretations of religion—rather than comprehensive ideologies or

stable theoretical identities.

Background Review
In the political sociology of the Islamic Republic of Iran’s state, studies on the
process of major political factionalism can be categorized into five levels.

1. First Level: Research focusing on factional analysis from 1979 to 1997 (the
first post-revolutionary decade), which divides factions simplistically
into right and /eft. These works do not account for internal diversity within
these broad categories.

2. Second Level: Scholarship addressing 1997-2013, framed under the two
discourses of Principlism (OSUlgardyl) and Reformism (Esiahtalab).
These studies overlook distinctions among subgroups within these
overarching labels.

3. Third Level: Research from 2013-2023, which introduces a threefold

classification following the emergence of Moderationism (E ‘tedd[gard yi)



as a political force. These works mark a shift toward recognizing newer
factional dynamics but remain limited in granularity.

4. Fourth Level: Studies that, diverging from the above frameworks, describe
factional characteristics episodically, tied to specific presidential election
cycles. These works neglect the continuity of factional identity across time.

5. Fifth  Level: Scattered  works that  vaguely  reference
a revolutionary or doctrinal faction (jenGh -e enqeld bl ya maktabl) within
socio-political forces. While acknowledging such factions, they either
assign them a generic identity or fail to move beyond superficial critique.

To date, no research has systematically mapped the four main political factions side
by side or extracted their identity components based on active social cleavages. This
study innovates by constructing a political polarization model for these factions
within the political sociology of Iran’s state, marking the first attempt to synthesize

their ideological and operational distinctions.

Methodology

In this study, to map the principal political factionalism within the political sociology
of the Islamic Republic of Iran’s state, the five aforementioned levels of prior
research are critically examined. A descriptive-analytical method is employed to
structure the  discussion, focusing on the absence of coherent theoretical
foundations in the formation of revolutionary, conservative, reformist, and moderate
factions. This lacuna is identified as a driver for redefining political alliances not
through adherence to fixed principles but as reactions to shifting domestic and

international conditions.

The analysis underscores how the lack of robust ideological frameworks has
transformed factional dynamics into fluid, context-dependent coalitions. By
interrogating existing scholarship and synthesizing empirical patterns, the study
advances a critical perspective on the theoretical vacuums that perpetuate instability

in Iran’s political architecture.



Conclusion

The formation of political parties and factions in the Islamic Republic of Iran’s
government — shaped by competition over power resources, economic interests, and
instrumental interpretations of religion — has prevented their theoretical identities
from fully aligning with classical European ideologies or coalescing into a unified
indigenous theory. Consequently, neither can Iran’s political currents be studied
comparatively through translated Western models, nor do shifts stemming from the
republicanism (jomhl riyat) of the state — due to the absence of systematic planning
or a clear governance theory among factional representatives — lead to tangible.
changes in the country’s diverse domains. These issues are often rationalized by
attributing blame entirely to the disciplinary impositions of the state’s Islamist
(eslmiyat) structures, thereby justifying the practical shortcomings of those in

power.

Simultaneously, ambiguity in Iran’s principal political factionalism obstructs
understanding of certain electoral behaviors. By distinguishing the doctrinal faction
(jenah -e maktab-ger@) from conservatives and the moderate faction (jendh-e
e‘teddl-gerd) from reformists, this study enables the relative positioning of
representatives from these factions through their stances on active social cleavages.
A critical manifestation of this new categorization’s necessity in political sociology
is the long-standing inability of the Principlist (oSUlgardyl) and Reformist
(esiahtalabt) fronts to achieve internal unity, resolve intra-factional disputes, or
persuade internal subgroups. These issues have repeatedly reinforced and intensified
hidden factional boundaries, not only following political defeats but even after
assuming power, due to profound disagreements among subgroups within each

camp.
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