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Introduction

In contemporary lIranian history, three waves of democratization have been identified,
each of which subsequently reverted to authoritarianism. This research posits that in the
fourth wave, the demaocratic transition during the Principalist era also became problematic
and regressed to authoritarianism.

Guided by a critical rationality framework, this study first explains this issue within the
democratic transition process. The central research question is: "Why was the fourth wave
of democratization in Iran halted during its transition phase and reversed to
authoritarianism”?

To answer this, prioritizing *agency-oriented transition theories*, a theoretical framework
was formulated and hypotheses were deduced. This framework and its hypotheses were
then evaluated within the historical context based on empirical findings. The research
employs a comparative-historical and case-oriented methodology. The studied cases—the
Reformist and Principalist eras—underwent historical interpretation and causal
explanation, utilizing narrative analysis and conjuncture analysis techniques, respectively.
Data collection was conducted through documentary and library research. The causal
analysis reveals that two factors—the state of elites and the presence of crisis—are
conjunctural with the regression to authoritarianism in the Principalist period. The
democratization process stalled following the dominance of ideologically unified elites
and reverted to authoritarianism due to the absence of an institutionalized party system
and low democratic legitimacy. These findings confirm the explanations derived from the
theoretical framework and hypotheses but indicate that the role of crisis in the transition
process contrary to the theoretical expectations.

The subject of this article is an analysis of a segment of Iran's fourth wave of
democratization, beginning in 1997. Drawing on Huntington's (1991) framework of the
"third wave" and transition theory, the democratic transition is defined as a three-stage
process (collapse of authoritarianism , transition, and consolidation) that, in Iran, has
consistently failed to reach the consolidation phase (Huntington, 1991; Saei, 2013;
Bashiriyeh, 2008). Empirical evidence—such as the violent suppression of protests,
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increasingly stringent guardian council oversight, and mass disqualifications of candidates
and sitting MPs—indicates that a **return to authoritarianism** occurred during the
Principalist era (2005-2013) (Saei, 2018). This paper seeks to explain the causality behind
this reversal.

Literature Review and Theoretical Framework
Empirical Literature

Existing scholarship on democracy in Iran has often focused on cultural obstacles (Imani
Booshehri, 2013; Tavassoli, 2010), the role of individualism in reproducing
authoritarianism (Mousavi & Tavassoli Rokanabadi, 2016), or the electoral system
(Etemad, 2004). The most systematic research effort is the program led by Ali Saei at
Tarbiat Modares University, which has spawned numerous studies on various aspects of
Iran's democratization waves (Moghaddas, 2015; Abouzari Lotf, 2019; Kushafar, 2010).
Other studies cite factors like the dominance of a single faction, disorganization of
reformers, and the absence of a threatening crisis as reasons for the failure to consolidate
democracy (Mohammad Nia Bahabadi, 2006; Paknia, 2009). This study distinguishes
itself by focusing on a causal explanation for the authoritarian reversal using a
comparative method.

Theoretical Foundations

Democratic theory is divided into two main strands:

Structural theories: Emphasize socioeconomic and cultural preconditions for democracy
(e.g., Economic development, urbanization) but often fail to explain the how of transition
(Bashiriyeh, 2008; Saei & Kushafar, 2010).

Agency-Centered (Transition) Theories: Focus on the role of agents, elites, strategic
choices, and struggles during the transition process. This research aligns with this
approach. Key theorists include:

Rustow (1970) Posits democracy as a product of conflict.

Huntington (1991): Highlights the role of both "causes" (preconditions) and "causers"
(actors)

Przeworski (1991): Framed democracy as a rational elite bargain to overcome stalemate.
O’Donnell & Schmitter (1986): Identify the "pact" as the key mechanism for a peaceful
transition.

Higley & Burton (1987): Stress the pivotal role of elites and their configuration
(“disunited”, “ideologically unified” or “democratically consolidated”) An ldiologically
unified elite structure is seen as inimical to democratic pacing.

Linz & Stepan (1996): Emphasize elite consensus and agreement.

Morlino (2012): Argues democratic consolidation requires either high “legitimacy” or a
Strong “party system”.

Research Methodology

This study utilizes a comparative-historical research method, employing both historical
interpretation techniques and co-occurrence analysis. Research data has been collected
from various sources including official documents (laws, regulations, and declarations),
speeches and political statements by key actors, periodicals and media from the study
period, as well as expert analyses. The examined periods include two historical phases:
the Reformist government (1997-2005) and the Principalist government (2005-2013).

Research Findings

During the Reformist period, although the political atmosphere became more open
compared to previous eras and democratic discourse expanded, fundamental
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disagreements among political elites and resistance from traditional, non-elected
institutions prevented democratic consolidation. In contrast, the Principalist period
witnessed a return to authoritarian policies, extensive restrictions on civil and political
liberties, and the closure of public space. The post-2009 presidential election crisis
marked a turning point in intensifying this trend. Overall, the crisis played a significant
role in consolidating the ideological cohesion of elites, which explains the return of
authoritarianism.

Discussion and Analysis

The findings of this research indicate that the most important factors contributing to the
failure of Iran's fourth democratization wave include: 1) Lack of consensus and mutual
trust among political elites, 2) Structural resistance from non-elected governing
institutions, 3) Duality in the constitutional structure, and 4) Relative weakness of civil
society and independent political institutions. Conventional democratic transition theories
face limitations in explaining this situation as they insufficiently account for the unique
role of official ideology and dual power structures.

Table (1). Valuation of Democratization Status in the Fourth Wave-

Cases
Causal Conditions / Case (A): Case (B): Benchmark Indicator:
Effective Factors on Reformists Period Principlists Period Democratic
Transition (1997-2005) (2005-2013) Consolidation (Theory)
C3: Existence of a O | O
unified ideological elite
status
C2: Existence of a | O |
fragmented elite status
al: Stalemate of n] ]
conflicts
a2: Presence of an i | |
effective crisis
a3: Independence from 0 |
anti-compromise mass
pressure
a4: Existence of party | | |
organization
G: Formation of a 0 |
democratic pact
bl: Existence of a i i |
powerful party system
b2: Existence of | ] |
democratic legitimacy
Democratization F1 F3 F2
Status: F
Symbols:

[] = Present / Positive

[1 = Absent / Negative

F1 = Democratic Opening

F2 = Democratic Consolidation (Theoretical Ideal)
F3 = Return to Authoritarianism

Conclusions and Recommendations

Iran's fourth democratization wave failed due to multiple structural and agency-related
factors. Structurally, the existence of parallel, unaccountable institutions, and at the

Iraj Zarey et al., Sociological Analysis of the Fourth Wave of Democratization...



Research Letter of Political Science

T
‘@“
Summer 2025, Volume XX, Number 3, pp.87-124 B

agency level, the lack of elite consensus and strategic weaknesses of the reform
movement were among these factors. For democratization in Iran, the following
recommendations are proposed:

Constitutional reforms to reduce institutional tensions

Strengthening civil society and independent institutions

Establishing trust-building mechanisms among political elites

Developing democratic discourse at the public level

Key Findings

The research theory demonstrates that during the Reform period (1997-2005), despite
party organization, elite fragmentation and absence of acute crisis prevented the formation
of a democratic pact.

In the Principalist period (2005-2013), despite the existence of crisis, the lack of an
institutionalized party system and democratic legitimacy led to authoritarian regression.
Findings confirm that the complete absence of democratic conditions in the Principalist
period (ideologically cohesive elites, no democratic pact) caused the return of
authoritarianism.

Co-occurrence analysis shows that crisis, rather than facilitating transition, intensified
authoritarian regression by transforming fragmented elites into ideological ones.

Key conclusion: In Iran, crisis in the absence of a democratic pact makes elites
ideological and leads to authoritarianism.

Keywords: Democratization, Fourth Wave of Democratization, Democracy,
Authoritarianism, Reversion to Authoritarianism, Democratic Transition, Democratic
Consolidation, Principalist, Reformists
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1. Institutionalized Party System
2. Authoritarianism
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