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Abstract
Iran faces major environmental crises such as water scarcity, air pollution, soil

erosion, dust storms, and land subsidence, which pose serious threats to
sustainable development. These issues not only endanger the country’s natural
ecosystem but also have significant consequences for public health, social
security, and quality of life. Although natural factors like drought and climate
change contribute to the severity of these crises, much of the problem stems from
structural weaknesses in resource management, lack of transparency in
policymaking, and absence of mechanisms for collective participation. The
emergence of environmental movements in the early 1960s was a response to
global concerns about resource destruction, increasing pollution, and rising
consumerism. These movements gained momentum in the following decade as
acquiring environmental information became the first step toward sustainability
and a condition for humanity’s survival. Understanding principles of
environmental recognition and living accordingly increasingly provides the public
with demands to protect the environment. This research, based on the general
theory of Habermas and a descriptive-analytical approach, examines the role of
social institutions, media, universities, and civil society actors in addressing
environmental crises in Iran. From a general perspective, it allows analysis of the
relationship between official power structures and public participation,
emphasizing the importance of rational discourse in decision-making. Findings
indicate that lack of an independent public sphere and discourse-centered
approaches, along with weak citizen participation, have led to declining social
capital in environmental matters. Ultimately, this study highlights the need to
reconstruct the public sphere, strengthen civil society, ensure access to
information, and foster collective will in society.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction
In recent decades, environmental issues have become a central concern globally. Iran,

characterized by a fragile climate, rapid urbanization, and unregulated industrial growth,
faces severe ecological crises including water scarcity, air pollution, soil erosion, dust
storms, and land subsidence. These challenges threaten not only Iran’s ecosystem but
also its public health, social stability, and long-term development. Despite contributions
from natural factors such as drought and climate change, most problems stem from weak
institutional structures, opaque policymaking, and a lack of public engagement in
environmental governance. This paper employs Habermas’s theory of the public sphere
to explore how citizen participation and rational discourse can enhance environmental
policy in Iran.

2. Theoretical framework

This study is grounded in Jirgen Habermas’s theory of the public sphere, which
emphasizes the importance of rational-critical debate, collective participation, and
democratic oversight. Habermas defines the public sphere as a communicative network,
not a static institution, where citizens can freely deliberate over issues of common
concern. The theory asserts that meaningful public engagement is essential for
democratic decision-making. In the environmental context, the public sphere provides a
platform for forming environmental awareness and shaping public policy. Media, civil
society, universities, and NGOs play a critical role in constructing this sphere, enabling
informed dialogue and policy pressure on governing institutions.

3. Methodology

This research adopts a descriptive-analytical methodology using documentary sources.
Data were collected from academic literature, news reports, government statements, and
policy documents related to Iran's environmental challenges. Habermas’s theoretical lens
guided the analysis, particularly in examining how environmental discourse (or its
absence) reflects the strength or weakness of Iran’s public sphere. Key environmental
crises—such as the water shortage, dust storms, and land subsidence—were assessed for
their socio-political dimensions and the degree of public participation in responding to
them.

4. Discussion

The findings reveal a significant gap between environmental policy formulation and
citizen engagement in Iran. Despite the intensifying environmental degradation,
participatory mechanisms remain weak, with top-down policymaking dominating. For
example, Iran’s water crisis is compounded by non-participatory governance and the
absence of transparent information. Similarly, dust storms and soil erosion escalate due
to limited regional cooperation and weak civil society pressure. Media, including
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traditional and social networks, have emerged as partial actors in the environmental
public sphere, but their influence remains constrained by regulatory and political
limitations. Universities and NGOs, while active, often lack institutional support or
policy impact. The absence of a robust public sphere has led to weakened social capital
and limited environmental reforms.

5. Conclusion and Suggestions
Iran’s environmental crises reflect not only ecological but also democratic deficits.

Strengthening the public sphere—through open access to environmental data,
institutional transparency, and civic empowerment—is essential for sustainable
solutions. Policy recommendations include:

1. Facilitating rational dialogue among state, civil society, and academia;

2. Empowering NGOs and local actors;

3. Institutionalizing participatory policy frameworks;

4. Enhancing environmental education and media literacy.

Habermas’s framework demonstrates that without an active and rational public
sphere, environmental governance will remain ineffective and unsustainable. Thus,
reforming Iran’s environmental future depends as much on civic engagement as on
technical solutions.
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