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Abstract

This research examines the role of new information and communication
technologies (ICTs)—particularly the internet and virtual social networks—in
the limitation of governmental powers in Iran between 2001 and 2024.
Adopting the theoretical lens of new institutionalism and grounded theory as
its methodological approach, this study provides an in-depth exploration of
how digital communication infrastructures have transformed state-society
power dynamics in Iran over the past two decades.

The study is rooted in the premise that for any nation to remain within the
"narrow corridor of liberty" (Acemoglu & Robinson), a constant balance of
power between the state and society is essential. New institutionalist theory
views the limitation of government power as a core indicator of political
development. In this context, the emergence of ICTs—especially social
media—has opened new avenues for civil society to monitor, regulate, and
challenge state authority in multifaceted ways.

The research addresses the question: What role have ICTs played in enabling
Iranian society to restrict governmental powers from 2001 to 2024 ? Drawing
upon primary qualitative data, the study involved in-depth exploratory
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interviews with 18 experts in political science and sociology from various
Iranian universities. These interviews were transcribed, coded, and analyzed
using MaxQDA software to extract grounded concepts and categories.
Findings show that ICTs have significantly reinforced the institutional
mechanisms of democratic governance in Iran, particularly in four areas: (1)
enforcing governmental accountability, (2) fostering transparency, (3)
enabling public oversight of state behavior, and (4) facilitating disclosure of
corruption and misconduct. These mechanisms collectively aim to uphold the
Rule of Law, a key index that includes regulatory enforcement, civil and
criminal justice, open governance, and anti-corruption practices.

Notably, during the 2010s and early 2020s, Iran experienced substantial
growth in digital connectivity. The household internet penetration rate
reached 79.5% in 2021, and mobile broadband subscriptions exceeded 127%.
These figures reflect a drastic expansion in digital access and point to a shift
in the public's political engagement from physical to virtual spaces.
Theoretically, the study engages with the paradigms of Manuel Castells and
Jan van Dijk. Castells’ concept of the "network society" posits that social and
political processes are increasingly shaped by informational networks rather
than hierarchical institutions. In Iran, this network logic has empowered
citizens to act outside traditional channels, promoting decentralized and
collective forms of digital political action.

From van Dijk’s perspective, digital democracy hinges on active citizen
participation through internet-based media. While institutional bottlenecks
persist in Iran, ICTs have facilitated a quasi-public sphere where citizens,
journalists, and activists collaboratively generate pressure for reform. The
internet is not a deterministic force but interacts dialectically with society,
reflecting and influencing sociopolitical structures in a reciprocal dynamic.
Importantly, the study emphasizes that the limitation of power is not merely
legal or institutional but increasingly technological and communicative.
Social media platforms have allowed for the rapid mobilization of public
opinion, the viral dissemination of political information, and the exposure of
abuses—tools that have challenged the monopoly of state-controlled media
and secrecy. Consequently, the digital domain has become an arena where
political accountability is demanded and often enforced through civic action.
The article further critiques simplistic techno-determinist views. While
technology does not automatically democratize societies, it does create
enabling conditions under which civil society can assert itself. The
effectiveness of ICTs in promoting political development is contingent upon
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the responsiveness of political elites, legal frameworks, and institutional
openness.

The findings suggest that in Iran, despite state efforts to regulate, filter, and
at times suppress digital platforms, the trajectory of ICT development has
outpaced regulatory mechanisms. As such, a new sociopolitical landscape is
emerging in which digital connectivity amplifies the capacity of society to
demand lawful governance and limit arbitrary power.

In conclusion, the study provides empirical and theoretical insights into how
ICTs have influenced the recalibration of power between the Iranian state
and its society. Drawing on the frameworks of new institutionalism, it argues
that political development in the 21st century cannot be separated from the
digital infrastructures that mediate state-society interactions. ICTs are not
neutral tools but strategic arenas of contestation and negotiation, wherein
the boundaries of authority, legitimacy, and participation are being
continuously redefined.

Keywords: New information and communication technologies, political
development, limiting government powers, community power, virtual social
networks.
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Figure A1.2: Structure of the ICT Development Index
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