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Science begins with a problem, and social sciences with a social problem;
therefore, social scientists in Iran must answer—or at least reflect upon—
this pivotal question: Have we succeeded in "problematizing™ Iran—in the
same way that social sciences in the West succeeded in problematizing their
own societies? This may well be the "zero step” in the formation of
indigenous social sciences within any given context. In this study, we
attempt to address this fundamental question. It appears that the initial step
in tackling this issue is to formulate and develop a theoretical typology of
the ideas put forward by those who have sought to realize this objective .

For this formulation, we require a clear and—as far as possible—solid
foundation; we have sought to derive this basis from the definition of the
problem itself: namely, the obstacles to transitioning from the current state
to the desired state. While the description of the current state is
characterized by endless multiplicity, the desired state for Iranian society—
as viewed through existing theories—can be categorized into three groups:
modernization, "lranization," or Islamization. Naturally, the theories falling
under each of these three categories differ in at least two respects: first, their
definition of the desired state (e.g., modernity); and second, the path to
achieving that goal. For this reason, we have outlined the various narratives
within each of these three categories, though we reserve a detailed
examination of each for a separate study.
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Introduction

In contemporary intellectual history, Iran has emerged as a fundamental subject of critical inquiry
among domestic thinkers. The conceptualization of “the problem of Iran” encompasses two distinct
analytical dimensions. The first ontological dimension regards Iran itself as an epistemic dilemma,
questioning whether the social sciences have adequately succeeded in problematizing the country
as an autonomous category of analysis. The second pragmatic dimension concerns the concrete
socio-political challenges confronting Iranian society. This orientation investigates the origins and
nature of these issues, the epistemological criteria for establishing their prioritization, and the
relative efficacy of the intellectual solutions proposed to resolve them.

Methodology

To systematically examine the engagement of prominent thinkers with the Iranian predicament,
this study employs a conceptual framework grounded in the typology of the “desired state.”
Intellectual paradigms are categorized and evaluated based on the normative civilizational horizons
and ideal institutional conditions they articulate for Iran. Through a comparative textual and
theoretical analysis, this framework delineates three primary discourses: Modernization,
Islamization, and “Iranization.”

Findings
The investigation of these three discourses yields distinct diagnostic and prescriptive frameworks:

e The Modernization Discourse (Ali Mirsepassi): Mirsepassi conceptualizes the fundamental
challenge of Iran as the attainment of cultural equilibrium between historical identity and
modern global structures. His project exhibits five core characteristics:

1. A non-Eurocentric, pluralistic definition of modernity that rejects wholesale
Westernization while critiquing colonial paradigms.

2. The prioritization of democracy as the indispensable prerequisite for realizing
Iranian modernity, framed through an Enlightenment narrative.

3. An institutional approach positing that sustainable democracy requires concrete
institutional foundations rather than purely discursive shifts.

4. A sociological conceptualization of democracy grounded in the public sphere,
explicitly opposing purely metaphysical and philosophical formulations advanced
by figures such as Abdolkarim Soroush and Seyyed Javad Tabatabai.

5. The strategic agency of intellectuals in cultivating public democratic awareness and
bridging social theory with civic engagement.

e The Islamization Discourse (Morteza Motahhari): Motahhari articulates a structured
sociological theory accounting for the historical decline of Islamic civilization, attributing
this phenomenon to three interdependent categories:

1. Internal Epistemic and Doctrinal Elements: He argues that civilizational decline did
not stem from Islamic teachings themselves, but rather from pervasive societal
misunderstandings of fundamental theological doctrines (such as predestination, the
afterlife, and eschatological expectation), ethical norms (including asceticism,
contentment, and reliance on God), and legal provisions (spanning governance,
penal codes, and civic relations).

2. Muslim Agency and Conduct: Deviations from core principles, coupled with
collective negligence, systematically undermined institutional vitality.
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3. Exogenous Disruptions: Structural and historical interventions originating outside
Muslim society, notably the Crusades, the fall of Andalusia, the Mongol invasions,
and modern colonialism.

e The “Iranization” Discourse (Seyyed Javad Tabatabai): Tabatabai conceptualizes “cultural
Iran” as a dynamic synthesis of four constitutive civilizational components: ancient Iranian
heritage, Islamic culture, Greek rational philosophy, and modernity. Prior to modern times,
Iranian civilization actively assimilated external influences—most notably seen in the
preservation and revitalization of the Persian language and the dynamic philosophical
developments culminative in the Safavid era. Tabatabai argues that the contemporary crisis
arose from the distortion of both Iranian and Islamic traditions and the subsequent
breakdown of equilibrium among these civilizational pillars.

Conclusion

The analysis demonstrates that intellectual responses to the Iranian condition diverge primarily
according to their conceptualization of identity, institutional agency, and historical continuity.
Whereas Mirsepassi locates the resolution in the institutional and sociological development of a
democratic modernity, Motahhari identifies it in the epistemic rectification of religious doctrines,
and Tabatabai advocates for restoring the dynamic equilibrium among Iran’s plural cultural
components. Collectively, these paradigms illustrate that navigating Iran’s contemporary crisis
depends on the capacity to critically synthesize indigenous historical heritage with modern
institutional and rational frameworks.
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