The State Studies Quarterly

Fall 2024, 10 (39), 149-170 )
tssq.atu.ac.ir %
DOI: https://doi.org/10.22054/tssq.2025.80420.1539

ATU

On Governance: One Concept and Two Senses?

Associate Professor, Department of
Majid Vahid* Public Policy, University of Tehran,
Tehran, Iran

Associate Professor, Sciences Po
Lyon, University of Lyon 2, France

Christian Velud

Extended Abstract

Some concepts become victims of their own success. Such is the case
with the notion of governance in the Islamic Republic of Iran. A
vigilant observer notices that this concept is frequently invoked by
politicians and certain elites, often without any serious consideration
of its scientific meaning. At the same time, it is worth noting that
numerous institutes (or think tanks) and even university-affiliated
departments operate under the same frame of thought. The most
striking example is the hasty and unconsulted establishment of the
Faculty of Governance at the University of Tehran, initiated by its
presidency. In this respect, the present study aimed to clarify the
concept of governance and demonstrate that it is far more than a mere
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buzzword. Governance represents a paradigm that opens the door to a
new perspective on the conduct of state affairs, public policies, and
measures—all intricately linked with a nation’s diplomatic strategies.
The current study examined the definition and evolution of the
concept within political and academic contexts, particularly in France,
using a body of literature that is predominantly French but also
incorporates American contributions. The analysis drew upon the
seminal works of distinguished scholars such as Jacques Chevallier,
Michel Crozier, Jean-Claude Thoenig, Pierre Lascoumes, Patrick Le
Galés, Yves Mény, Patrick Hassenteufel, and Theodore J. Lowi.

This study used an analytical approach grounded in both qualitative
and quantitative methods. To collect and interpret the data, the study
relied adiverse range of sources and techniques, including document
reviews, case studies, expert interviews, and the existing data. This
approach proved valuable as it allowed us to illuminate the typology
of public policies, the evolution of state actions from the 19th century
onwards, and insights from organizational sociology. These elements
were examined to highlight the connections between constituent
policies, consultative policies, modest policies, and the concept of
governance. Furthermore, the analysis dealt with how these
governance frameworks shape and are shaped by Iran’s diplomatic
engagements on the international stage.

The results helped uncover the three distinct types of governance:
corporate governance, good governance, and global governance.
These forms of governance collectively play a role in shaping public
affairs in modern countries and their diplomatic initiatives. However,
their absence is glaringly evident in a country like Iran. This typology
underscores the significant gap between the concept of governance
and the practice of policymaking and diplomacy in Iran. The
governance model in the Islamic Republic of Iran follows a strictly
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vertical logic, characterized by a top-down approach. Policies are
devised at the highest levels of the state and subsequently imposed on
the administrative apparatus, with directives expected to be executed
without deviation. Citizens, for the most part, are excluded from any
meaningful participation in the process. The comparative approach in
this analysis offers insight into how the Islamic Republic of Iran as an
importing state—following its consolidation of power—has imported
and appropriated modern concepts to serve its own purposes. Even
more striking is the complicity of certain elites, including some
academics, who support and legitimize this approach.

The conceptual misappropriation poses significant challenges. First, it
complicates—if not outright prevents—meaningful dialogue between
the elites and academics inside the country and those abroad because
it requires them to first clarify the concept’s sense and its dual,
contradictory meanings. In the past, similar uses of other concepts led
to considerable ambiguity and confusion. Notable examples include
the notions of constitution and civil society. Regarding the latter, it is
worth recalling that Mohammad Khatami, a former president of the
Islamic Republic of Iran, rose to power advocating for respect for civil
society. However, once in office, he cited the civil society of the
Prophet of Islam’s era in the 7th century CE as his ideal model.
Second, such misappropriation stifles the transformative potential of
concepts central to new paradigms in the social sciences and
governance studies. The governance paradigm, when understood in its
original sense, can encourage authoritarian, heavy-handed states to
embrace greater modesty and accountability toward their citizens.
This paradigm also promotes a stronger role for civil society, which
in turn fosters the development of a more efficient, legitimate state.
Such a state would adopt a more nuanced and effective approach to
diplomacy.
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