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Abstract

Social capital is recognized as one of the fundamental pillars of social cohesion and sustainability in
contemporary societies and includes key elements such as social trust, civic participation, shared norms, and
interpersonal relationships. In the Islamic Republic of Iran, from 1376 to 1400, conflicts between official
political currents, especially in the three periods of reform, fundamentalism, and moderation, have had a
significant impact on the erosion of social capital. This study, using a descriptive-analytical method and based on
qualitative and documentary content analysis, examines the question of what impact official political conflicts
have had on the erosion of social capital in Iran. The main hypothesis of the study is that the intensification of
factional confrontations, the lack of dispute resolution mechanisms, and the reduction of transparency and
accountability of governing institutions have led to a decrease in public trust, a weakening of social cohesion,
and a decrease in political participation. The findings show that political crises such as the 2009 elections have
increased the distance between the people and the political elites and exacerbated distrust and social isolation.
Thus, the existing political conflicts have contributed to the continuous erosion of social capital and threatened
the stability and legitimacy of the country's political structure.
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Extended abstract:
Introduction

Social capital, broadly defined as the networks,
norms, and trust that facilitate collective
action, is a crucial determinant of societal
cohesion, governance quality, and democratic
resilience. In contexts marked by political
polarization, social capital can be eroded,
leading to diminished trust, weakened civic
engagement, and fragmented communities.
The Islamic Republic of Iran presents a
compelling case for examining these
dynamics, given its complex political
landscape and the persistent conflicts among
competing political currents over the past two
decades. This study investigates how factional
struggles within Iranian politics between 1997
and 2021 have influenced the erosion of social
capital. By combining sociological theory with
empirical analysis, it explores the mechanisms
through which political tension shapes social
trust, civic participation, and collective action.
The research contributes to a deeper
understanding of the interplay between
political polarization and social cohesion,
offering insights for both scholars and
policymakers seeking to strengthen civic life
and democratic resilience in Iran.

Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative-quantitative
mixed-methods approach to examine the
impact of political factionalism on social
capital in the Islamic Republic of Iran from
1997 to 2021. The research methodology is
structured in three key stages:

1. Documentary and Historical
Analysis
Primary and secondary sources—
including governmental reports,
political speeches, policy documents,
and media archives—were
systematically reviewed to trace the
evolution of political conflicts among
various currents in Iran. This analysis
helped identify key periods of
polarization and major political events
that may have influenced social
cohesion.

2. Survey-Based Quantitative Analysis
To measure levels of social capital and
its dimensions (trust, civic
engagement, social networks), survey
data from national and regional studies
conducted over the period 1997-2021
were collected and analyzed.
Statistical techniques, including
regression analysis and correlation
tests, were employed to evaluate the
relationship between political
factionalism and indicators of social
capital.

3. Qualitative Interviews and Case
Studies
Semi-structured interviews were
conducted with political analysts,
sociologists, and civil society actors to
provide in-depth insights into how
political conflicts affect trust and civic
participation. Selected case studies of
specific events, such as presidential
elections or social movements, were
analyzed to explore the mechanisms
through which political polarization
erodes social capital.

The combination of these methods allows for a
triangulated understanding of both the
structural and perceptual dimensions of social
capital erosion, ensuring that findings capture
the complexity of political and social
interactions in contemporary Iran.

Results and Discussion

The analysis of political factionalism and its
impact on social capital in Iran (1997-2021)
reveals several important findings:

1. Erosion of Trust
Survey data and interview responses
indicate a significant decline in
generalized social trust over the
study period. Citizens report lower
confidence in political institutions,
public officials, and even local
communities during periods of
heightened political polarization.
Historical analysis shows that
contentious presidential elections and



57 Sajadian Marzebali et al: A Sociological Analysis of the Impact of Political Factional ...

factional disputes between reformist
and conservative groups correspond to
sharp declines in trust indicators.

2. Decline in Civic Engagement
Political factionalism has negatively
influenced civic participation,
including volunteerism, political
activism, and engagement in local
governance. Individuals aligned with
marginalized or opposition factions
often disengage from formal political
channels, reducing overall societal
cohesion. Case studies highlight that
protests, electoral boycotts, and civil
society fragmentation are both
symptoms and consequences of
polarized politics.

3. Fragmentation of Social Networks
Interviews and qualitative data reveal
that intense political rivalries have
contributed to social network
segmentation, where communities
cluster according to ideological or
political affiliations. This has limited
intergroup dialogue and collaboration,
reinforcing social divisions. The
analysis suggests that social cohesion
deteriorates not only between citizens
and the state but also within
communities themselves.

4. Perceptions of Security and Fear
Recurrent political crises and factional
disputes have fostered a climate of
uncertainty and fear, reducing
willingness to trust others or
participate in collective activities.
Respondents frequently noted that
political disagreements often spill into
everyday interactions, affecting
neighborhood relations, workplace
dynamics, and broader societal
engagement.

Discussion

The findings indicate that political factionalism
in Iran functions as a structural and perceptual
mechanism eroding social capital. While social
capital historically served as a buffer for
societal resilience, persistent polarization has
weakened norms of reciprocity, trust, and civic
responsibility. These results align with theories

of political sociology emphasizing that
prolonged inter-party conflict can have long-
term consequences for social cohesion.

Moreover, the study highlights the
interconnectedness of political, social, and
cultural factors: economic pressures, media
narratives, and institutional mistrust amplify
the negative effects of political factionalism.
The results suggest that rebuilding social
capital requires both institutional reforms to
enhance political inclusiveness and societal
initiatives to strengthen cross-group
interactions and civic norms.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates that political
factionalism in the Islamic Republic of Iran
(1997-2021) has had a profound and
multifaceted impact on social capital. Over the
past two decades, increasing polarization
between reformist and conservative factions
has led to a decline in trust toward institutions,
erosion of civic engagement, fragmentation of
social networks, and heightened perceptions of
insecurity among citizens. These trends
indicate that political conflicts extend beyond
formal institutions, permeating social
interactions and weakening the bonds that
underpin societal cohesion.

The findings highlight that social capital is
both a product and a victim of political
dynamics. While historically it has provided
resilience and facilitated collective action,
persistent factional disputes have disrupted
norms of reciprocity, trust, and cooperation.
Importantly, the consequences of factionalism
are not only political but also social and
cultural, affecting everyday life, community
networks, and citizens’ engagement in public
affairs.

To address these challenges, the study
underscores the need for comprehensive
strategies that combine institutional reforms,
inclusive governance, and societal initiatives to
foster dialogue and cooperation across political
divides. Strengthening education, civil society,
and cross-group interactions can help rebuild
trust, restore social cohesion, and create a more
resilient society capable of navigating political
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differences without sacrificing collective well-
being.

Ultimately, the Iranian experience illustrates
the broader lesson that political polarization, if
left unchecked, can significantly erode the
social fabric, with implications for both
democratic governance and long-term societal
stability. Managing factionalism and fostering
inclusive political processes are therefore
essential not only for the health of political
institutions but also for the vitality of civil
society and the sustainability of social capital.
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