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The Civil Society Approach to
Democratization in Iran:
The Case for Bringing it Back in, Carefully

Mojtaba Mahdavi

A few weeks after the rise of Iran’s Green Movement, followed by the June
2009 presidential election, the following anonymous “Letter from Iran” was
published and posted on cyber media:

In the history books of the 21* century, the first chapter will be about us [Irani-
ans]. In the introduction, they might write about 9/11 and war on Iraq and Af-
ghanistan, but those events symbolized an outdated language of violence and
tools of the previous century: airplanes, bombs and bullets. Then they will write
that the first chapter is dedicated to us because we have been the true children
of our time . . . . They will write that we were the social movement of which all
of us were its leader and all of us were its organizer . . . . They may make a sub-
section to describe how a movement without a command centre was acting so
well orchestrated. How its ideas, desires and slogans were suggested, criticized,
and completed so well, and then one day they were expressed in such a har-
mony as if all these millions had practiced together for years . . . . In the same
chapter they will write that we lived the last days of guns and bullets and we
showed that where awareness, information and channels of communication for
human connection exist, bullets are pointless. They may put a picture of a sin-
gle bullet somewhere in our Freedom Museum and write for its caption ‘the last
bullet that was ever pulled out of a magazine.’

The letter, in its tone and content, symbolizes the richness, diversity, and matur-
ity of Iran’s civil society. It signifies an epistemic shift towards nonviolence in
Iran’s political culture.! It implies that the Green Movement is a strong case in
support of a civil society approach to democratization. In this chapter, however,

I will problematize the civil society approach in order éxamine the extent to
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which this approach contributes to Iran’s democratization process. I will first
employ d.:ree episodes of contemporary Iran to evaluate three major theories of
den'xocranzation: modernization theories, the elite-centered theory, and the civil
society theory. The second section examines some caveats and connotations—
strc.angt.hs, weaknesses and implications—of the civil society approach to democ-
ratization in Iran. The conclusion suggests that despite its conceptual untidiness
an.d political limitations, the civil society approach to democratization is vital to
brmg.a_sustainable, grassroots, and authentic democratic change from within
The civil society approach, then, must be “brought back in"—but carefully. .

Three Theories of Democratization

Like theories of democracy, democratization theories have changed over time
apd develfnged in different socio-historical contexts. There are three major theo-
ries explaining the origins of democratization. The first generation of democrati-
zation thepries adopted a structuralist account. They include modernization theo-
ries, Barrington Moore’s school of historical sociology, the dependency and
world system theories, and the “three power structure” introduced by Ruesche-
meyer, Stephens, and Stephens.?

. The rpodernization theories were developed in the late 1950s. These theo-
ries perceived social change as a progressive and irreversible process with a uni-
versal and linear path. The route to democracy, it was argued, corresponds to the
Western path taken from tradition to modernity. Tradition and modernity, Walt
R9stow argu?d, are mutually exclusive concepts; modernization is asso’ciated
w!th Yvestermzation, while modernity broadly consists of urbanization, industri-
alization, secularization, and eventually, democratization.? On this viéw struc-
tural.pre§sures, not political elite decisions, drove democratization, Se:ymour
Max:tm I.‘lgset, a towering figure of this theory, argued that democracy is not a
choice; it is a natural result of economic modernization. Development and de-
mocracy, he argued, go hand in hand; economic development contributes to the
growth of a middle class and a large middle class “is able to reward moderate
and democratic parties.” In Lipset’s argument “the more well-to-do the nation
the greater the chances it will sustain democracy.”” Modernization theorists wen;
beyond Lipset’s original argument by suggesting a correlation (a causal link)
between Fconomic development and democratization.

‘In his classic work, The Social Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy
Baz.nlngton Moorg introduced a new structural approach in the study of socio-’
political _change. Moore’s methodology of “historical-structural sociology”
sharply differed from the universal, linear approach of modernization theorigs
Moore’s schqol of Historical Sociology amended the theory but came to thé
same conclusion: the presence of an independent middle class, a bourgeoisie, is
vital for democratization; in Moore’s words: “no bourgeoisie, 1;0 democracy.",7
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However, empirical evidence in India, Latin America, the Arab World and
pre-revolutionary Iran suggest that the relationship between development and
democracy is complex and contingent on multiple factors. There is no simple
correlation between economic development and political development.® The
structuralist theories failed to explain why modernization (economic develop-
ment and secularization) in pre-revolutionary Iran did not bring democracy; in-
stead, the 1979 revolution brought Islamism to power.

The second theoretical explanation holds a voluntarist approach. The
elite/actor-centered school or voluntarism underlines the role of political elites in
democratic transitions. O’Donnell, Schmitter, and Whitehead, among other
Transitologists, argued that authoritarian regimes collapse when the regime’s
elite and the regime’s opposition divide into two camps of hardliners and
softliners. The regime’s softliners will agree to a pact with the softliners among
the opposition. Mutual political interests drive the regime-opposition pact for a
democratic transition; democratization is not motivated by normative choice.
“Democracy is simply a convenient compromise institution.”® Part of the second
generation of the Transitologists, Adam Przeworski employs game theo-
ries/models to explain how opposition and the authoritarian elites make strategic
choices to maximize their own interests. The ruling elites “comply with present
defeats because they believe that the institutional framework that organizes the
democratic competition will permit them to advance their interests in the fu-
ture.”'® The elite actor paradigm assumes that the elite-opposition pact facilitates
democratic transition, which gradually and eventually leads to democratic con-
solidation. The facts, however, do not support such a teleological process. Not
many authoritarian elites have voluntarily made a strategic choice to facilitate
democratic transition. In some cases new autocrats have quickly emerged in the
transition process.

The elite-centre explanation underestimates the role of civil society. Theo-
rists of this school admit that the Solidarity Movement in Poland, the student
movement in South Korea, and mass mobilization or, to use O'Donnell and
Schmitter’s concept, the “resurrection of civil society”'! in the Philippines, Ar-
gentina, and Chile were conducive to the politics of democratization. But civil
society movement, it is argued, is helpful as long as it is controlled by the elites.
A strong and independent civil society, T. L. Karl observes, could hinder a suc-
cessful democratic transition since the acts of civil society are not consistently
predictable. The regime hardliners are likely to jeopardize the process of democ-
ratization if the demands of civil society exceed the capability of the regime’s
soft-liners.'> Accordingly, the primary actors are individual elites, and civil soci-
ety is of secondary importance. This reductionist assumption ignores the fact
that the success of democratic transitions, as John Markoff observes, depends on
the interaction between social movements (civil society actors) and the elite re-
formists.”” The pressure from below (civil society) provides invaluable soft
power to be used in the negotiation from above (the negotiation of softliners
with hardliners). Last but not least, in non-democratic countries where democ-
ratic institutions are weak, civil society organizations could serve as multifunc-
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tional organs. They could educate and also aggregate the citizens’ interests
where party politics is weak.

Iran’s reformist government under President Mohammad Khatami (1997-
2005) is a strong case against a universal application of the elite-centre theories.
The failure of Iran’s reformists in a democratic transition suggests that elite fac-
tionalism in itself does not bring democracy.' In the absence of a strong and
well-organized civil society (pressure from below), politics of the regime soft
liners (negotiation from above) is not sufficient. Moreover, in a hybrid political
regime such as the Islamic Republic—which constitutes elements of totalitarian-
ism, authoritarianism, and democracy—the elite factional politics cannot be the
only game in town.

It is worth noting that the critique of the modernization theories and the
elite-centre theories in the context of revolutionary Iran does not undermine the
value of such theoretical approaches. It simply employs two episodes of con-
temporary Iran to reveal the limits of these approaches and to underline the
complexity of Iran’s democratization.

The third major explanation examines the role of civil society and social
movements in democratization. The civil society thesis is not new. The term can
be traced back to ancient Roman and Greek philosophers, and to modern think-
ers including Thomas Paine, Hegel, Antonio Gramsci, Tocqueville and neo-
Tocquevillians such as Robert Putnam. Civil society is a contested term. How-
ever, it generally refers to a public realm of voluntary association (unions, pro-
fessional associations, human rights groups and other NGOs) essential for mak-
ing democracy. For Gramsci, civil society is a special centre of independent
political activity, an essential sphere of struggle against tyranny. For neo-
Tocquevillians, the civil society paradigm suggests that strong associational life
or “civic tradition” develops social trust (social capital) to build democracy.'®
Central to this thesis is that civic voluntary associations contribute to democracy
in two ways: they provide a buffer zone between state and citizens;' and they
foster and facilitate democratic culture (social trust and self-govemance).l7

The current Green Movement in Iran is a strong case for a civil society ap-
proach to democratization. The movement can be identified as a symbol of
Iran’s divers, plural, mature and rich civil society. It might be characterized as
an epistemic shift towards the formation of a civic nonviolent political culture in
Iran. It can be praised for its use of novel social/horizontal organizational meth-
ods, leadership tactics, and communication techniques in pursuit of civic goals.
The movement might also be congratulated for its great potential to transcend
constructed dichotomies such as tradition and modernity, faith and freedom,
revelation and reason, particular and universal, and sacred and secular in Iran’s
politico-intellectual discourse. As such, the Green Movement represents a new
era in Iran. Today’s Iran is on the brink of a “post-Islamist” turn, as the first
post-Islamist civil society in the Middle East is in the making, underneath the
Islamic Republic. However, like the first two theories of democratization (Mod-
ernization theories and the elite-centre theories), the civil society paradigm
needs some careful examination. In the following section, I will examine some
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caveats, limitations and implications of this civil approach to’ democracy in con-
temporary Iran.

The Civil Society Approach to Democratization: Caveats and
Connotations

According to Iris Marion Young, “the critical and oppositional functions of thx%
public spheres of civil society perform irreplaceable functions for democracy.”
However, there are some caveats to this approach: The first caveat is about the
relationship between civil society and democracy. Contrary to the neo-
Tocquevillian argument, an active civil society does not necessarily ensure de-
mocracy. In her critique of Putnam, Sheri Berman has established the insuffi-
ciency of civil society’s democratic potential in its own right. There is a need for
strong institutionalized political parties/organizations to fulfill civil society’ de-
mocratic promise. Whenever weak political parties/organizations are unable to
respond to demands of civil society they create a vacuum, which is most often
filled by nationalist-populist groups. In other words, in the absence of strong
pro-democracy political institutions, an active civil society might facilitate the
rise and/or consolidation of populist authoritarianism. Germany’s Weimar Re-
public (1920-30) is a case in point: While German civil society during the nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries was rich and strong it did not “provide fer-
tile soil for a successful democratic experiment. Instead, it succumbed to
totalitarianism.”"® Likewise, Amaney Jamal argues that civil society institutions,
especially those allied and affiliated with the ruling power, might reinforce au-
thoritarianism. In other words, there is no correlation between individual civic
participation and democratic aspirations.’ Moreover, authoritarian regimes
might facilitate the growth of a limited form of civil associations in order to un-
dermine pro-democracy political parties/institutions. It is much easier for the
state to monitor registered apolitical civic associations than to control political
parties seeking power. The lesson for today’s Iran is that the crisis of an institu-
tionalized party politics and the presence and pressure of a powerful populist
discourse of the current president, the rural poverty—which remains a source of
ever growing migration into urban areas (urban poor)—and the legacy and con-
tinuity of neo-liberal economic policies since the end of Irag-Iran war might
contribute to the robustness of authoritarianism.

The second caveat points to “the myth of middle class” and democratiza-
tion. No social class holds a historical mission and its role has to be contextual-
ized. Contrary to the argument put forward by orthodox Marxism, the middle
class has played a vital role in democratic movements in various socio-historical
contexts. And contrary to the mainstream modernization/liberal arguments, there
is enough evidence to support that the middle class sometimes supports authori-
tarian politics. The middle class, as Rueschemeyer, Stephens and Stephens ar-
gue, has shown its inconsistency over democratization.”’ In today’s Iran, some
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segments c_)f the upper class and the middle class have picked their immediate
economic interests and worked with the state-sponsored bazaaris and the ruling
class. The Green Movement is mainly, though not exclusively, a middle class
movement. However, the state-society relations are complex: While some seg-
ments of the middle class are very critical of the socio-economic policies of the
state, they are dependent on it for their daily life.

It is evident that uneven socio-economic development and the growing gap
betv.veer_l haves and have-nots in today’s Iran contribute to the robustness of au-
thoritarianism. The uneven socio-economic structure is due to the fact that the
rura! poverty and unemployment still remain a source of ever growing rural mi-
gration to the urban areas, increasing the number of the urban poor. These urban
poor have constituted the major part of the Basiji militia and remain a potential
source of organized anti-democratic activities. Khatami’s reformist government
Pm§ued a mild version of the neo-liberal economic policy of President Rafsan-
Jjani, a policy that had brought down his government in 1997. Under this policy
agha-zadeh (clerical noble-born)—a common name attributed to the elite’s sons‘
and/or close relatives—were privileged by the rents received from the state. This
Ne.w. Class, to use Milovan Djilas’s classic concept, has continued to enjoy its
privileged position in the post Iraq-Iran war era.

Although significant in number and subject to economic hardship, Iran’s
more than 4 million wageworkers, excluding the salaried middle clas;‘ have
remained relatively ineffective in recent democratization.”* The strict con;rol by
state over all labor organizations and the reformists’ inability to communicate
v_v1th the working class have contributed to the inactive, not proactive, participa-
tion of the working class in the democratic movement. Iran’s working class, as
Garton Ash put it, could hardly perform what “Poland’s did in the Solida,rity
Mpvement twenty-five years ago.”” Although the working class’s solidarity
with the current Green Movement is evident, the middle class constitutes the
main body of the movement.

:Thfa rich and modern businessmen have remained critical of the Islamic Re-
p}xbllc in private, but dependent on it for their businesses and formed commer-
cial pa'rtnerships with the ruling mullah-merchant coalition. “In the words of
refqrmlst strategist Said Hajjarian, the private sector is now part of the problem
facing democracy in Iran.”** Iran’s urban middle class remains the most compli-
cated case as it has shown its inconsistency over democratization. In post-
revolutlogary Iran the traditional middle class with ties to the clerical authority
has remained on the whole the most unfavorable social force to democratization
The merchants and the mullahs have historically been allies since the past cen:
tury a.nd worked together against the political establishment. The politics of the
Islam.lc Republic has divided the two groups into forces for and against change
!3ut lnkfe Iran’s upper class the pro-democracy bazaaris have often picked their'
m?rpedmte economic interests rather than long-term interests. They remained
critical of t!le Islamic Republic, but dependent on it for its daily economic life

.The third caveat implies that an effective civil society, as Jurgen Habenr;as
reminds us, needs to gain the strength against the other two actors of public

-
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sphere: state and market. Habermas introduces a procedural -and deliberative
concept of democracy in which politics is about deliberation of civil society and
democracy aims at “institutionalization of a public use of reason jointly exer-
cised by autonomous citizens.”® Deliberative democracy, Habermas argues,
“differs in relevant aspects from both the liberal and the republican paradigm.”26
In the liberal paradigm, society is perceived as a “market-structured network of
interactions among private persons.” Politics is the function of “pushing private
interests against a government apparatus.” By conrast, in the republican tradi-
tion set by Rousseau and Hanna Arendt, Habermas argues, “politics is conceived
as the reflective form of substantial ethical life.”*” Put simply, the liberal and
republican models accept a state-centred model of democracy; they both “pre-
suppose a view of a society as centred in the state—be it the state as guardian of
a market-society or the state as the self-conscious institutionalization of an ethi-
cal c:ommunity.”28 The third alternative is a society-centred paradigm through a
dialogical and deliberative model of democracy. The paradigm is neither the
state nor the market; it is dialogue. To this end, it places civil society in centre
by empowering the civil society forces and acknowledging the role of agency in
socio-political change; it keeps distance from an elitist conception of politics
where civil society remains apolitical and immobilized. It subscribes neither to
the liberal notion of apolitical private citizen nor to the republican view of a col-
lective political society. In this paradigm, “the boundaries between ‘state’ and
‘society’” are respected; but in this sense, civil society provides the social basis
for autonomous public spheres that remain as distinct from the economic system
as from the administration. This implies that civil society “should gain the
strength to hold its own against the two other mechanisms of social integra-
tion—money and administrative power.””

Likewise, as Michael Walzer argues, democracy requires not only an open
and inclusive political society but also an open and inclusive economic society.
According to Walzer, “the members of political society and economic society
are collectively responsible for each other’s welfare. Citizens and workers have
claims, always partial, on the resources of the whole society.” More specifically,
“economic power,” Walzer argues, “should be shared by the same people who
share political power.” This principle, he argues, “by no means rules out market
relations; it only rules out what might be called market imperialism—the con-
version of private wealth into political influence and social privilege.” It is only
with both political and economic openness and equality that we would have a
“society of lively, energetic, active, component people shaping their common
life.”*® Social equality gives meaning and substance to political democracy; it
makes the value of democratic ideas tangible to the public. Social inequality
results in a gradual decline of democratic aspirations in civil society; it gives a
rise to populist-authoritarian trends and pushes democratic ideas and institutions
at bay. “Poverty,” as Przeworski et al. observe, “can trap societies in grip” and
“breeds dictatorships.”!

Uneven socio-economic development and social injustice in contemporary
Iran have strengthened the power of hardliners in the Islamic Republic. The
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populist discourse of “butter and bread” and the blessing of powerful political
institutions coupled with favorable structural conditions have contributed to the
rise and survival of Iran’s neo-conservatives since 2005. Like other late-
industrializing countries, in Iran neo-liberal economic privatization without so-
cial justice brings about economic inequality, which results in support for popu-
list agenda at the polls. The 2005 ninth presidential election results partly repre-
sented the failure of the reformists in dealing with the uneven socio-economic
structure of the Republic. The lesson is that social elements of democracy re-
main an essential part of democratization. Iran’s civil society therefore will be
strong and effective if two ideals of freedom and social justice, middle class and
working class stay together. Neo-liberal discourse of civil society in the global
south, Iran included, is counter-productive.

The fourth caveat or connotation reminds us that societal empowerment is
vital to a civil society approach to democratization. Empowering people as the
real agents of change has a few implications: first and foremost, it implies that
the goal is self and social awareness of the people. It suggests that gradual
change by the people brings more sustainable and authentic change than rapid,
violent change by political vanguards. In other words, it is not power-hungry at
any cost. It stresses the moral legitimacy of the process and the goal, means and
end. It therefore admires nonviolence as a tactic and strategy, a policy and a
moral preference. The currency and popularity of nonviolence in the current
movement is significant to the extent that it has even captured the public state-
ments of Mirhossein Mousavi, the former Prime Minister of the Islamic Repub-
lic and one of the public figures of the Green Movement: “I was among people
who wished my death. On the chaotic road we were marching together, I took a
good look at them and realized that I love their faces; that our victory will not
bring about defeat for anyone.” Our vision is “to bring different colors together
to one scene.”” Societal empowerment also implies that a military attack by
Israel and the United States, or even economic sanctions, would be immoral and
counterproductive because they can harm and undermine Iran’s civic movement.

Last but not least, the civil society approach to democratization implies that
the question of religion and democracy, or sacred and secular is more a social
issue rather than merely a theological one. The real question is how social
agents read and interpret the relationship between religion and democracy. As
Asef Bayat reminds us, rather than asking whether Islam is/is not compatible
with democracy and secularism, we need to ask under what conditions Muslims,
or social agents, can make their religious beliefs-ams compatible with democ-
racy.

According to Jurgen Habermas, modernity is an “unfinished project.” Simi-
larly, some social theories suggest “‘tradition’ is likewise a perpetually unfin-
ished project—that is how people understand their traditions and apply them to
practical situation.”*® The notion of the unfinished project of tradition implies
that tradition and change are mutually exclusive concepts. There is instead a
constant and critical dialogue between tradition and modernity, religion and de-
mocracy. A discursive dialogue with culture and mining the tradition could
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show that modern values such as freedom, democracy, and justice are universal
and have native roots in the intellectual soil of society. A dialogue with people’s
traditions/cultures empowers civil society, facilitates active and deliberative
engagement, and provides the most effective path to challenge the status quo. It
brings change from within.

It is only through this approach that we could argue that today’s Iran is ac-
tually on the brink of a post-Islamist turn, as the first post-Islamist civil society
in the Middle East is in the making, underneath the Islamic Republic. However,
this is only a new chapter in Iran’s long history of quest for freedom and social
justice. Over the past one and a half centuries, modern Iran has been a pioneer of
progressive political changes in the Middle East: the home to the first Constitu-
tional Revolution (1906-1911), to the first nationalist and parliamentary democ-
ratic movement in the post-WWII era (1950-1952), and to the first anti-despotic
revolutionary change (1977-1979). Iran is also home to the first major civic so-
cial movement in the Middle East, known as Green Movement (2009-present).
The past three historical democratic waves introduced Iran to the rule of law and
constitutionalism, democratic nationalism, and anti-despotic revolutionary
change with elements of an Islamic discourse. The current Green Movement has
great potentials to push Iran into a new historical era towards post-Islamism.

Post-Islamism is a relatively new concept that has emerged in the last two
decades to describe a new phenomenon, a stage of development, and discourse
in the Muslim World. The crisis of Islamism contributed to the rise of post-
Islamism in the 1990s. Post-Islamism, Oliver Roy argues, is a deParture from a
violent revolutionary discourse to a missionary Islamist agenda.>® According to
Gilles Kepel, post-Islamism attempts to de-globalize Islamism.*® For Asef Ba-
yat, post-Islamism “represents both a condition and a project.” It refers to a con-
dition where Islamism “becomes compelled, both by its own internal contradic-
tions and by societal pressure, to reinvent itself.” It is also a project, “a
conscious attempt to conceptualize and strategize the rationale and modalities of
transcending Islamism in social, political, and intellectual domains.”® Post-
Islamism signifies the impact of secular exigencies on a religious discourse in
our post-secular age.

Post-Islamism, despite its varieties, shares the following themes: It is a ra-
dial call for a critical dialogue between sacred and secular, faith and freedom,
revelation and reason, tradition and modernity, religiosity and rights, and local
and global paradigms.’” The post-Islamic discourse is neither anti-Islamic, nor
un-Islamic, nor a radical break from Islamism. It implies that Islam is neither
the solution nor the problem. There is a continuity and change between Islamism
and post-Islamism. Similar to Islamism, post-Islamism accepts public religion.
Contrary to Islamism, it rejects the concept of Islamic state. While religion
might play a constructive role in civil society, state is a secular entity no matter
who the statesman is. Islamic state in theory is an oxymoron; in practice it is no
less than a clerical oligarchy, a Leviathan, which protects interests of the ruling
class. Hence, the concept of Islamic state is a marker to make a distinction be-
tween post-Islamism and Islamism, including moderate Islamism.
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Interestingly, today’s Iran under the first modern Islamic state represents the
most complex form of post-Islamism in the Muslim world. The main features of
post-Islamism in post-revolutionary Iran are twofold: first, it is more than an
intellectual discourse; it is deeply rooted in the civil society. The reform move-
ment in the late 1990s and the current Green Movement symbolize the socio-
political features of Iran’s post-Islamist movement. Second, post-Islamism in
Iran is not monolithic; it can be divided into three main intellectual trends with
each trend subdivided into various views: Quasi/semi-post-Islamism;*® Liberal
post-Islamism‘,39 and Neo-Shariati post-Islamist discourse.*

Conclusion: Bringing Civil Society Back in, Carefully

According to Charles Tilly, four general processes explain the affinity of social
movements with democratization. They include “increases in the sheer number
of people available for participation in public politics, equalization of resources
and connections among those people, insulation of public policies from existing
social inec}ualities, and integration of interpersonal trust networks into public
policies.” These four factors, writes Tilly, “promote the formation of social
movements” since they encourage the establishment of various forms of “asso-
ciations, public meetings, demonstrations” and institutions such as political par-
ties and labor unions.** The major question is when and how social movements
promote democratization. For Tilly, this happens when “they broaden the range
of participants in public politics, equalize the weight of participants in public
policies, erect barriers to the direct translation of categorical inequalities into
public policies, and/or increase previously segmented trust networks into public
policies.”"3 The reformist government (1997-2005) did not succeed on this front.
Hence, the people’s participation was decreased, the public resources remained
un-equalized, the existing social inequalities were not fully insulated into public
policies, and the people lost their trust in the reformists.

The current Green Movement has great potential to fulfill this task as it has
brought civil society back in Iran’s quest for democracy. The Green Movement
has great potential to materialize Iran’s century-old quest for democracy. It has
proved its potentials to transcend constructed dichotomies of freedom and social
justice, tradition and modernity, sacred and secular, religion and reason, local
and global. The movement has largely depended on women and the youth. With
almost two-thirds of its seventy million inhabitants under thirty years of age,
Iran, an old country with thousands of years of history, “is also a remarkably
young country.” It is estimated there are a million men and a million women
attending universities. Post-secondary education, internet and satellite televi-
sions have made Iranian youth well-informed about national and global issues.
The youth population has remained most vulnerable to unemployment, inflation,
and economic, socio-cultural policies of the state. Hence, they constitute the
backbone of the current Green Movement. A successful democratization in Iran,
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in sum, depends in part on the role of social movements and civil society forces.
However, active civic associations and civil society organizations would foster
and facilitate democratization if well-organized political institutions/parties, a
strong leadership, and an inclusive egalitarian democratic discourse/ideas bless
them. The current Green Movement has brought some discursive changes. These
changes are deeply rooted in civil society to the extent that they put their mark
on Mousavi and Karroubi’s discourses. After all, the movement signifies a radial
epistemic shift in Iran’s political culture towards embracing nonviolence (the
slogan of “where is my vote” instead of “where is my gun”), celebrating plural-
ism and co-existence of religious and secular agents. Nonetheless, Karl Marx
and Max Weber remind us that ideas/discourses are powerless unless they are
fused with material forces. Ideas are connected to their social settings, institu-
tions and social groups. More specifically, progressive ideas are easily defeated
by populist slogans when powerful institutions, a strong leadership, and favor-
able structural/material conditions bless the latter. Moreover, substantive democ-
racy is about societal empowerment, strengthening civil society and establishing
democratic procedures based on engagement, dialogue and deliberation of civil
society. But the dominant neo-liberal discourse of democratization is heavily
market-based and does not actually empower civil society because state remains
the guardian of market-society, not in the service of civil society. Social ele-
ments of democracy remain an essential part of democratization in Iran. Social
equality gives meaning and substance to political democracyj; it makes the value
of democratic ideas tangible to the public. Social inequality results in a gradual
decline of democratic aspirations in civil society; it gives rise to populist-
authoritarian trends and keeps democratic ideas and institutions at bay. Neo-
liberal economic privatization without social justice brings economic inequality,
which results in support for populist agenda at the polls.

Last but not least, Islam and democracy are not mutually exclusive; differ-
ent Islams have played different roles in democratization because different Mus-
lims are exposed to different social, cultural and political contexts. Cultural es-
sentialism is wrong and dangerous. Religious ideas in abstract are neutral; social
agents give meaning to the ideas; what we need to examine are socio-political
trends outside the religious domain.

The current Green Movement has energized and empowered the whole
country. Iran’s civil society is looking for its civil rights, life and “joy.” The
“joy” and “heights of hope,” as Iranian poet Mohammad Reza Shafiee Kadkani
reminds us, have been “lost of late.” The civil society approach can materialize
this joy “here between the Persian Gulf and the Caspian sea” if and only if we
bring it back in carefully.”
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