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Abstract

The present article is written with the aim of critically reassessing the
position of social cohesion in Iran’s public policymaking during the
post—Iran—Iraq war period. Over the past four decades, Iranian society
has repeatedly experienced political, economic, and social shocks and
crises. Although these crises have at times activated social capital and
generated short-term solidarity, weak institutional trust and the
absence of structural reforms have prevented the consolidation of
sustainable social cohesion. The findings of the present study, derived
through a theoretical and secondary analysis approach, indicate that
the cycle of social cohesion and social resilience in Iran inherently
unstable and intermittent. During periods such as the Reconstruction
and Reform eras, infrastructure development policies, the expansion
of higher education, relative improvements in social welfare, and the
strengthening of the middle class contributed to higher levels of trust,
participation, and social optimism, thereby fostering greater cohesion.
By contrast, the suspension of reforms, the dominance of ideological
approaches over national interests, political centralization, the erosion
of civic life, and the neglect of social demands in subsequent years
have led to the depletion of social capital, declining national
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belonging, the spread of administrative corruption, and the deepening
of social cleavages. This instability stems from a centralized and non-
reflexive policymaking structure, the predominance of short-term
security-oriented perspectives, and the lack of structural justice.
Accordingly, rebuilding social cohesion requires a transition toward
learning-oriented and  participatory  governance,  alongside
strengthened institutional trust, transparency, social justice, and the
adoption of rational, Iran-cantered policies.

Keywords: Public policymaking; social cohesion; social resilience;
learning and participatory governance.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The present article is written with the aim of critically reassessing the
position of social cohesion in Iran’s public policymaking during the
post—Iran—Iraq war period. An analysis and reflective review of public
policies implemented between 1989 and 2021 indicate that the
condition of social cohesion in Iran is shaped more than by any other
factor by the quality, logic, and orientation of public policies pursued
over recent decades. The findings show that although, particularly in
the early postwar years, certain policies in infrastructure development,
the expansion of higher education, and selected welfare measures
contributed to a relative improvement in social conditions, these
achievements failed to translate into durable social cohesion. The
absence of sustained institutional reforms, combined with the
dominance of short-term and ideologically driven decisions, prevented
the consolidation of long-term cohesion. The suspension of reforms,
the prioritization of ideological interests over national interests, the
marginalization or exclusion of elites and experts, the weakening of an
inclusive national identity in favor of ethnic-centered tendencies, and
the adoption of costly and tension-producing foreign policies have
gradually eroded social capital and weakened the middle class.
Consequently, social cohesion in Iran over recent decades has been
less the outcome of rational planning than the result of imprudent
decisions and neglect of national priorities.

The results further indicate that the instability of social cohesion
is not merely a consequence of external shocks or episodic crises, but
is deeply rooted in institutional structures and policymaking
approaches. In many instances, social cohesion has been activated
only temporarily and emotionally, particularly during periods of crisis,
and has quickly dissipated afterward due to the lack of institutional
mechanisms capable of generating and sustaining trust. Accordingly,
the study emphasizes the necessity of adopting a set of scientific and
practical strategies to rebuild social cohesion. The first pillar of these
strategies is the strengthening of Iran-centered social policies—
policies grounded in Iran’s history, culture, and geography. Owing to
its long-standing legacy of coexistence among diverse ethnic and
religious groups, Iran possesses significant potential for social
cohesion; however, this potential can only be realized when
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policymaking moves away from short-term and ideological logics and
is organized around the concept of the “Iranian nation.”

Within this framework, the reinforcement of Iranian thought and
culture occupies a central position. Attention to the Persian language,
Iranian art, literature, and philosophical traditions not only serves as a
unifying force among ethnic and social groups, but can also function
as a form of cultural capital that strengthens national cohesion and
enhances Iran’s active presence in the global arena. At the same time,
reforming economic policies is identified as a fundamental
prerequisite for sustainable social cohesion. Moving away from rent-
seeking, populist, and non-transparent models toward a knowledge-
based economy founded on sustainable development and social justice
is presented as the only viable path to strengthening the middle class
and reducing structural corruption. In this perspective, economic
justice is not limited to the distribution of resources; rather, it requires
equal opportunities, economic stability, and institutional transparency.

Foreign policy is also addressed as a key variable influencing
internal cohesion. A return to a rational and interaction-oriented
foreign policy, based on the principle of balance—neither isolation
nor dependency—can reduce domestic costs while fostering social
hope and a sense of national belonging. Replacing ideological
confrontation with scientific, cultural, and diplomatic engagement
would not only improve Iran’s position in the international system but
also contribute to greater social cohesion at home.

Another major recommendation concerns the strengthening of the
public sphere and civil society institutions. The expansion of civil
liberties, support for voluntary and non-governmental activities, the
promotion of tolerance and pluralism, the development of inclusive
and interactive public spaces, and the avoidance of polarizing policies
are identified as essential preconditions for institutional trust and
social participation. Without genuine civil society participation and
sustained social dialogue, social cohesion cannot transcend a
temporary or fragile state.

In the second set of recommendations, the study focuses on
stabilizing the positive cycle of social cohesion and national
resilience. It demonstrates that the persistence of a flawed cohesion—
resilience cycle in Iran is directly linked to the characteristics and
quality of public policymaking. To address this problem, the study
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calls for a comprehensive revision of policies at three levels: structure,
process, and content. At the structural level, excessive centralization,
top-down decision-making, and sectoral fragmentation have impeded
the emergence of network-based and participatory governance,
rendering state responses to crises episodic and devoid of institutional
learning. As a result, social capital mobilized during crises tends to
dissipate once the crisis subsides.

At the procedural level, the dominance of short-term and security-
oriented considerations over social policymaking has eroded
institutional trust and hindered the use of crises as opportunities for
rebuilding trust and fostering social dialogue. A lack of transparency
and accountability in responding to critical events exemplifies this
procedural deficiency. Finally, at the substantive level, a widening gap
between distributive justice and social inclusion becomes evident.
Although policies may appear justice-oriented in form, structural
inflation, chronic inequality, and ineffective welfare systems have
intensified perceptions of injustice and undermined social cohesion.

The study concludes that transforming temporary and emotionally
driven cohesion into sustainable social cohesion requires a
fundamental transition from a “crisis management” model to a
“learning and participatory governance” paradigm. Such a transition is
only possible through the strengthening of institutional trust,
transparency, distributive justice, and genuine civil society
participation—conditions that can simultaneously enhance social
cohesion and national resilience.
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