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The manifestation of genuine national development, as expressed in a 

growing number of recent studies, is more than merely a higher level 

of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita. The outcome of genuine 

national development includes not only economic, but also social and 

political dimensions of public lives, which have been highly suppressed 

by the Islamic Republic State in Iran (IRI). Likewise, during the last 

several decades, social capital and trust, identified as national 

resources, have often been used to explain national development. This 

study addresses declining national development in Iran since the 1978 

Revolution, mainly the result of the authoritarian state and degrading 

human capital like "Western Education," since the democratic state 

and public education are two major "rational" sources of social capital 

and trust. Finally, departing from Fukuyama's theory (2001) that 

culture and religion are "a-rational" sources of social capital/trust, the 

study shows that the Iranian "Islamic Culture" has played an 

"irrational" role in national development, since "Shiite Culture" has 

been used as the "state ideology" to suppress the public demands and 

stabilize the regime. The study concludes that the Islamic Republic 

State has not contributed to genuine national development, and has in 

fact, undermined it by suppressing the principles of democracy and 

degrading the content of public education. 
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Declining Social Capital and Trust in the Islamic 

Republic of Iran (IRI) and Its Impacts on National 

Development  
 

Introduction: "Social capital" in general and "social" or "generalized trust" in 

particular (hereafter, social capital/trust) have been frequently applied by social 

scientists to explain a variety of subjects, from criminology (e.g. Rose and Clean 

1998) to national development (e.g. Fukuyama 1995 and 2001) during the last 

several decades. In fact, the theory is gaining the status of a "social paradigm" and 

evolving to be potentially promising and a highly attractive explanatory power in 

the social sciences. Fulkerson and Thompson (2008), for example, remark that 

social capital is “a theory in transition to becoming a paradigm that has some unique 

qualities." Their study reveals a total of 178,714 social capital articles published 

only in sociology journals from 1988 through 2006 (P. 547).  

 

This study is also about the impacts of social capital/trust on national 

development. However, the focus here is specifically on the declining social 

capital/trust and its adverse effects on Iranian national development. The study 

includes three parts: Part one reviews the theoretical context within which social 

capital/trust affect national development, along with the corresponding studies. It 

also addresses the major sources of social capital/trust, especially the role of a state 

and culture on generating and maintaining social capital/trust. The second part, 

after a short discussion of the major concepts, sources of data, and methodology, 

acknowledges and substantiates the relationships between a "democratic state," 

"social capital/trust," and "national development" in a global context (within 110 

nations). Finally, the study explains the role of Iran's Islamic State and its Islamic 

culture on declining social capital and trust. This section ends with a conclusion 

which cites the Islamic Republic's deteriorating economic, social, and political 

dimensions of national development.   

 

 I. Social Capital/Trust and National Development:  

 

The scholarly interests in the role of social capital/trust in national development 

stems from the limitations of the economic approach, that is, the GDP per capita. 

For example, Young and Lindstrom (2009) suggest social capital/trust as an 

alternative measure of national development and say “countries with high levels of 

social capital achievement are more economically prosperous and provide a higher 

quality of life for those who live in them. Countries with low levels of social capital 

are more prone to poverty; and more severe economic, political, and social 

inequalities” (Pp. 1-2). They developed an aggregated measure of social capital, 

based on fourteen different socio-economic factors, which is more reliable than 
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merely an economic measure of national development. Higher levels of GDP per 

capita in nations, when their social and political structures do not guarantee the 

civilians’ social and political rights, is a poor measure of national development. "The 

World Bank Development Report" confirms that studies on social capital “are 

already demonstrating its potential impact on local economic development, on the 

provision of local public goods, and on the performance of public agencies” 

(1997:114). Scholars of national development say social capital/trust, like other 

forms of capital, is a major national treasure that facilitates national development 

and makes the achievement of certain national goals possible.  

 

 Oorschot et.al. (2006), separating objective and subjective dimensions of 

social capital, argue that the “objective or structural dimension” of social capital 

generates a durable social network which is crucial for national development; while 

its "subjective dimension," the generalized or public trust, reduces the transaction 

costs and improve economic development, by "enabling the citizens to participate 

actively in the social, economic, and political life of their nation, through more 

involvement in decision-making processes and less social isolation and alienation" 

(P.151). Likewise, Warren (1999) says that the “extensions of trust, especially to 

strangers embedded in institutions, enable coordination of actions over large 

domains of space and time, which in turn permits the benefits of more complex, 

differentiated, and diverse societies. At the same time, trust reduces complexity for 

individuals while providing them with a sense of security by allowing them to take 

for granted most of the relationships upon which they depend” (p. 3). He adds that 

social capital/trust is a set of features in the social structure that promotes collective 

actions, reciprocity, and solidarity. When citizens are inevitably in situations 

demanding trust, or find it “desirable to trust” officials or people that they have 

limited or no information," they "optimize the ways" in which they "allocate their 

scare resources on the issues matter for national development" (p. 4). Woldemariam 

(2009), exploring the impacts of social capital/trust on national development in 

Africa, reveals that in “the absence of mutual or generalized trust, coupled with 

widespread perception of the illegitimacy of the state, it would be unrealistic to 

expect durable peace and effective mobilization of domestic and foreign capitals 

for the development and democratization” (P. xi). Furthermore, Fukuyama (1995) 

argues that social capital at the national level is “the cement” of a society, meaning it 

facilitates a higher level of civic engagement and cooperation which are perquisites 

for higher levels of political and economic development. He also adds (1999) that 

social trust reduces the transaction costs related to “formal coordination 

mechanisms like contracts, hierarchies, bureaucratic rules, and the like,” while it is 

possible to achieve coordination among a group of people with limited or no social 

trust, “but this would presumably entail additional costs of monitoring, negotiating, 

and enforcing formal agreement” (Pp. 3-4). Finally, Kashefi (2015), using 

statistical analyses of data for more than 120 countries, displays that "the measures 

of social capital and trust" have "statistically significant coefficients with the socio-

economic measures of national development, including GDP per capita," which 
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substantiates the assertion that different forms of capital are 'fungible,' i.e., can be 

traded for each other,…required for national development" (P. 46).  

 

 Thus, social capital/trust, like financial or human capital, belong to a 

community and/or a nation. Putnam (1993) refers to this by using the “stock of 

social capital” possessed by a community and have its structural effects on national 

development. A nation with a relatively higher GPD per capita does not necessarily 

reflect a “developed society” since it may ignore the socio-political dimensions of 

national development. A simple comparison of the GDP per capita for a few nations 

clarifies the point. The World Bank reports that per capita GDP for Qatar ($89,736) 

was higher than the United States ($49,854) or Germany ($44,315) in 2011, while 

the citizens of Qatar or some of the Arab nations with relatively higher GDP per 

capita, do not enjoy basic human and/or citizenship rights (Amnesty International 

Report 2012; Human Rights Watch 2013).1  

 

Major Sources of Social Capital/Trust: Several sources have often 

been reported and substantiated as the major originator and/or maintainer of social 

capital and trust; most of them can be categorized as "rational" or "a-rational" 

sources. State and education are two major rational sources of social capital/trust 

while culture and religion can be categorized as "a-rational" (Fukuyama 1999). The 

resources that function rationally in establishing and/or maintaining social capital 

and trust are the ones that have been consciously and formally designed for the 

socio-economic development of a nation. They are embodied in formally codified 

rules, not in the cultural or religious norms and values. In "a-rational" sources of 

social capital, however, the norms and values are mostly the product of culture and 

religion, which are not formally or consciously codified for socio-economic 

development, but can contribute to social capital/trust, and thereby national 

development. The following sections develop the mechanism through which the 

rational and a-rational sources of social capital/trust contribute to national 

development.2 

 

1. Democratic States and Social Capital/Trust: In modern societies, a 

democratic state and its institutions are consciously designed to implement national 

development. The principles of democracy and their implementations not only 

directly, but also indirectly through producing social capital/trust, are the agents of 

national development. Comparing the performances of the states in the developed 

and the under-developed nations clearly reveals that a state can be a major 

destroyer/barrier or investor/enforcer of social capital in different ways (Fukuyama 

1999; Fedderke, De-Kadt, and Luiz 1999; Warren 1999; Kashefi 2015). 

Woldemariam (2009) reports that the corrupted governments (“elected 

dictatorship”) in Africa are one of the major reasons for the erosion of social capital 

and trust in those nations. Woolcock (2001), using the concept of “linking social 

capital,” underlines the role of states on national development. The concept refers 

to the relationships among the parties who know they have unequal power to access 
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major resources, but trusting each other and attempting to achieve mutually 

beneficial goals. Robbins (2011), using a variety of international data, tested the 

“state-center models of generalized trust” and concluded that “state institutions 

matter for the development of trust. As states become more effective at protecting 

rights they create more trusting societies. With ineffective and inefficient states 

trust is more difficult to establish” (P: 334). Herreros (2004) lists two major, but 

indirect roles for the state in the development of social capital/trust. The state is the 

“guarantor” of social agreements, “by sanctioning those who do not honor trust 

placed in them” and supporting voluntary associations through a “welfare state,” 

such as giving grants, tax breaks, or “assess to and use of public premises.” He 

substantiated the hypotheses by state efficiency, measured by the reverse degree of 

state corruption (Pp: 79-85). Fukuyama (1999), while putting more emphasis on 

religion/culture, does not ignore the indirect role of states on social capital/trust. He 

says, “states indirectly foster the creation of social capital by efficiently providing 

necessary public goods, particularly property rights and public safety” or “states 

can have a serious negative impact on social capital when they start to undertake 

activities that are better left to private sector or civil society” (Pp:10-11). He also 

adds that the trustworthiness of a democratically-elected state attracts foreign 

investors, which are foundations for national development in a global economy 

(Fukuyama 1995 and 2001).  

 

Among the features of a democratic state, "separation of powers," "rules of 

law," "transparency," "accountability," and "government efficiency," more than the 

others, have been covered in the literature. For example, "separation of powers," 

including independence of the judicial system and the media, enforces a check-and-

balance system and establishes an institutionalized trust and accountability. In such 

systems, trust among, and between the agents and public increases, while reducing 

the transaction costs, since the structure of the system encodes information that is, 

in principle, equally accessible to all parties in the society (Fedderke et al. 1999; 

Herreros 2004; Warren 1999). Under the “rule of law,” all the state agents, while 

having authority, are also accountable for using their authority which, in turn, 

compels the office-holders to maintain a reputation of trustworthiness. 

Furthermore, establishment of a democratic state entails the establishment of laws 

characterized by neutrality and public trust. The application of laws, at least 

formally, if not always substantively, comes to apply to everyone, which ends in 

public trust for the state institutions (Fedderke et al., 1999). In addition, 

transparency is grounded in the state rules for "deliberations" of information among 

the government agents from one hand, and between the agents and pubic from the 

other. Such “deliberations” not only improve the certainty of outcomes for agents, 

but increase the official trustworthiness as well and the likelihood of trust among 

the agents and the people (Herreros 2004). Finally, rationality of a democratic state, 

which causes its socio-economic efficiency, is mainly embodied in officially 

codified rules and associated with the degree of, and fighting against corruption, 

which is the major problem of underdeveloped societies (Fedderke et al., 1999). 

Thus, the features of a democratic state are sources of social capital, generalized 
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trust, and trustworthiness, which, in turn, reduce the transaction costs and thereby 

promote national development. In practice, democratic states not only produce 

national socio-economic development, but make the state institutions (such as 

federal or local administrations, judicial systems, etc.) trustworthy and role models 

for private organizations and citizens. In sum, as Portes and Landolt (2000) 

concluded from the experience of Latin America, when in a system, “authorities 

and the population are imbued with a sense of collective responsibility and 

altruism;” [a democratic system], social capital and public trust emerge and “the 

system will be better governed and its policy will be more effective” (P: 536, 

emphasis original). 

 

2. Education as a Source of Social Capital: The second major rational 

source of social capital/trust, structured by democratic states and stressed in 

democracy, is human capital (public education). Fedderke et al. (1999), reviewing 

the studies that covered the contribution of education on social capital, conclude 

that the major effects of human capital are related to the rationalization of social 

capital. "In effect, rationalization of social capital is human-capital intensive, and 

can only be achieved where investment in human- capital accompanies 

rationalization" (P. 738). In other words, rationalized social capital "allows for 

improved information transmission in terms of both prior certification of human 

capital inputs, as well as the assessment of the quality of the output of human capital 

employed in institutions... an efficiency advantage over less rationalized forms with 

respect to both the formation and efficient use of human capital" (P: 739). Thus one 

discovers a mutual relationship between human capital and social capital in 

rationalizing social institutions. Fukuyama (1999) reveals other influences of 

education on social capital and trust: "Educational institutions do not simply 

transmit human capital, they also pass on social capital in the form of social rules 

and norms. This is true not just in primary and secondary education, but in higher 

and professional education as well. Doctors learn not just medicine but the 

Hippocratic Oath;" one of "the greatest safeguards against corruption is to give 

senior bureaucrats high quality professional training and to create an esprit de corps 

among this elite" (P.10). The contribution of education to social capital/trust, 

however, goes beyond just the Hippocratic Oath. Human capital is, in fact, a 

context within which social capital and trust become national resources. Human 

capital promotes social capital/trust by explaining their roles in national 

development and makes them major national resources. On the other hand, human 

capital functions within the context of social capital and an environment of trust. 

One major reason for "human capital flight" or "brain drain" from the 

underdeveloped to the developed nations is lack of trust and freedom of expression 

which characterize the underdeveloped nations.   

 

 3. Culture and Social Capital/Trust: Culture, including religion, like 

democratic vs autocratic states, can be a resource or destroyer of social capital and 

trust. However, unlike a democratic state or education, social capital/trust generated 
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by culture and religion are not necessarily rational since they are the products of 

religious obligations or cultural habits, not a rationally conducted behavior. For 

example, as will be covered in the upcoming sections, today, Islam is functioning 

as a major, if not the major, threat to social capital/trust between different branches 

of Islam, while it may establish trust within different fractions (bounded solidarity), 

especially within most radical ones. Putnam, in Making Democracy Work (1993), 

argues that the variation of social capital and thereby public trust in north and south 

parts of Italy are the consequence of different cultures developed in the regions. He 

traces the differences back to the eleventh century, when the cities developed in the 

north of Italy fostered the active participation of citizens in public affairs while the 

southern Italy were occupied by Norman Monarchy, yielding to the pattern of 

feudalism, lack of political autonomy, and especially "clientelism" in ancient cities 

like Naples. The "a-rational source" of social capital/trust thus can be identified as 

the "by-product" of religious, cultural, or organizational participations/activities 

which have not necessarily been designed for delivering social capital/trust and 

thereby national development (Herreros 2004). Fukuyama (2001), underlining the 

social, economic, and political outcomes of social capital/trust in national 

development, says “states do not have obvious levers for creating many forms of 

social capital…Social capital is frequently a product of religion, tradition, shared 

historical experience, and other factors that lie outside the control of any 

government” (P.17). According to Fukuyama (1999), the world's major religions, 

such as Buddhism and Confucianism, have produced hierarchical sources of 

authorities based on religious values and norms. Such entities have gradually 

become agents of socialization for the members and thereby sources of social 

capital/trust. However, following Fukuyama's view, the nature of social 

capital/trust under the religious and cultural conditions are "totally a-rational 

reasons" (P: 9).  

 

Fukuyama's explanation of the "a-rational" nature of social capital/trust 

produced by culture or religion needs some clarifications. First, as Fukuyama 

(2001) notes, globalization has been "the bearer not just of capital but of ideas and 

culture as well…injures indigenous cultures and threaten longstanding traditions. 

But it also leaves new idea, habits, and practices in its wake, from accounting 

standards to management practices to NGO activities" (P: 19). Globalization, while 

braking the "a-rational" basis of social capital/trust, is entering wedge for 

democracy and constituting "rational social capital/trust." Globalization, by 

exposing the citizens of the underdeveloped nations, especially the educated 

people, to their citizenship and human rights, makes them aware of their rights, 

while ideology and religion mostly dictate their religious or cultural identity and 

responsibilities. The "Arab Spring" in the Middle East and North Africa, regardless 

of its outcomes, has been examples of this process. Internet and new Mass Media 

have exposed the young Muslims to their human and civilian rights, causing their 

public uprising demanding officials' accountability, rule of law, and in general the 

principle of a democratic state, which is the "rational source" of social capital/trust 

(Kashefi 2013). Likewise, as Fukuyama (2001) acknowledges, “not all forms of 
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religion are positive" for development of social capital "sectarianism can breed 

intolerance, hatred, and violence” (P: 11). These events are happening now within 

and between some Muslim nations. Islamic radicalism (e.g., ISIS) is undermining, 

rather than fostering, social capital and trust. Or in the case of the Islamic Republic 

of Iran, covered in the upcoming section, religion has been used as the "State 

Ideology" to undermine formal education or rationalism as the "Western 

Education," and thereby the downfall of national development. Thus, religion and 

culture have been and can be major sources of social capital and trust; however, 

and unlike the rational sources of social capital and trust, their outcomes, as 

Fukuyama says, are "a-rational" since their participants' behaviors are based on 

religious duties or cultural identity, while in the developed nations, social 

capital/trust are consciously promoted by the agents of the states since they are 

foundations for their national development.   

 

 

II. Democratic State, Social Capital/Trust, and National 

Development in a Global Context: 

 
Before exploring the role of the Islamic State and the culture in the declining social 

capital/trust in the Islamic Republic of Iran, it is crucial to substantiate the 

postulated propositions among the three major concepts (Democratic State, Social 

Capital/Trust, and National development) within a global context. However, a short 

discussion of the definitions of the concepts, sources of data, and the methodology 

is required. To achieve the goals, the study follows the most widely accepted 

definition of social capital, while acknowledging its limitations; that is, “the ability 

to secure resources by virtue of membership in social network or larger social 

structure.” (Portes and Landolt 2000, P. 532, emphasis added). This definition is 

basically consistent with Bourdieu’s (1985) and Coleman’s (1988) discussions that 

social capital is an "aggregate of real or potential resources" associated with a 

network of “institutionalized relations,” which like “human and physical capital, 

makes it easier to achieve certain ends” [national development, in this study] 

(P.103). The critical aspect of this "ability" is "public trust," which facilitates 

cooperation to "secure resources" required for national development. The concept 

of trust, as covered in the previous section, is often defined as the subjective 

dimension of social capital (Fukuyama 1999 and 2001; Woldemariam 2009). Both 

concepts (social capital and trust) will be used to explain the direct and indirect 

effects of the Islamic State and the Iranian culture on national development since 

the 1979 Islamic Revolution.  

 

 Data and Measurement: No single source of data or mere qualitative 

versus quantitative methodology has been applied. A variety of data have been 

collected from international sources, including, but not limited to, "Social Progress 

Index," "International Monitory Fund," "Reporters without Borders," "Social 
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Capital Index," "The Economist," World Value Survey (WVS), and the 2009 World 

Legatum Prosperity Index (WLPI).  World Values Surveys (WVS, 2000 and 2006) 

are used to measure the average trust and their trends during that period. The 2000 

WVS includes 2,532 Iranian respondent, and the 2006 WVS covers 2,667 Iranian 

respondents. These two samples are the most recent surveys containing the 

measures of social and public trust in Iran. Finally, the 2009 WLPI data were 

applied to explore the correlation coefficients among the measures of the 

democratic state, social capital/trust, and national development across the 110 

nations in this section. Some concepts, including social capital and trust, are multi-

dimensional and measured by different indicators, such as membership and 

activism in different voluntary associations, trust in several social and state 

institutions, generalized or public trust, and so forth. After a careful examination of 

the questions measuring different aspects of social capital and trust, several items 

were selected and subjected to an exploratory factor analysis with oblique rotation, 

which assumes that the resulting factors are correlated with one another. Figure 1 

displays the pattern of correlations among those three concepts and Appendix 1 

shows their sub-categories and measurements.  

 

 
 

Using the 2009 WLPI data, Table 1 presents the average measures of the three 

concepts for the "underdeveloped," "developing," and "developed" nations, 

categorized based on their GDP per capita. The Table clearly indicates that the 

average measures of the democratic state for the "developed nations" (25.09, 3.28, 

6.82, 7.50) are significantly higher than the corresponding averages for the 

"developing" (16.76, 1.87, 4.13, 4.14), and for the "underdeveloped" (9.42, 1.20, 

2.82, 2.86) nations. The same measures for the "developing nations" are 

significantly higher than the corresponding averages for the underdeveloped ones. 

On the other hand, as expected, the average general trust and trust on institutions 
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for the developed nations (416.94 and 213.10) are significantly higher than the 

corresponding averages for the developing (172.00 and 160.53) and 

underdeveloped ones (233.44 and 163.18). However and unexpectedly, the average 

general trust and trust of institutions for the underdeveloped nations (233.44 and 

163.18) are significantly higher than the same averages for the developing ones 

(172.00 and 160.52). Further analysis of data reveals that this is mainly caused by 

classification of some southern Asian countries as underdeveloped nations, based 

on their GDP per capita, while they indicate relatively higher levels of social trust.  
 

 

Table 1 

The Means for the Measures of Developed, Developing, 

and Underdeveloped Nations (WLPI Data) 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

   Measures of State:      Y1    Y2     Y3       F-Score    Sig.* 

               -----------------------------------------------------------------------

  

    Separation of powers  9.42         16.76     25.09        32.25 0.000 

    Rule of laws   1.20    1.86      3.28      131.62 0.000  

    Gov. Sub-Index  2.82    4.13      6.84      125.98 0.000  

    Transparency   2.86    4.14      7.50      138.88 0.000  

       

  Measures Social Capital/Trust: 

            ------------------------------------------------------------------  

    Social Capital  4.05    4.75        6.92         40.58 0.000  

    Trust Institutions            233.44      172.00    416.49         13.84 0.000  

    General trust             163.18      160.53    213.10         12.16 0.000   

    Trust in Election              42.45  49.54      71.77         21.26 0.000 

     

  Measures of National Development: 

             ----------------------------------------------------------------- 

     Economic Sub-Index             7.17   8.69     10.45         60.17 0.000           

     Personal Freedom             4.03   5.32      7.36         52.75 0.000 

     Entrepreneurship              2.20   4.05      6.33       197.05 0.000 

     

    Education              4.24   6.42      7.76         70.56 0.000              

    GDP              218  1048     4283       280.90 0.000  

    ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

    * 0.000 ≤0.001            

   Y1: Underdeveloped Nations   

   Y2. Developing Nations  

   Y3. Developed Nations 
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For example, China, with $4,990 GDP per capita in 2009, was categorized as an 

underdeveloped nation, while it displays much higher averages on general trust and 

trust on institutions (523.0 and 180.45), which are within the developed and the 

developing nations. As discussed, such a higher degree of trust in China and some 

other South Asian countries are mainly attributed to their cultural background 

(Fukuyama 2009 and Fedderke et al. 1999). Finally, the average measures of 

national development (economic sub-index, health and safety, personal freedom, 

and entrepreneurship) for the developed nations (10.45, 13.78, 7.36, and 6.33) are 

significantly higher than the developing (8.69, 9.82, 5.32, and 4.05) and 

underdeveloped nations (7.17, 6.43, 4.03, and 2.20). Overall, the findings in Table 

1 are consistent with the notion that the socio-political measures of national 

development, along with GDP per capita, provide a more robust indicator for 

national development. 

 

 Table 2, on the other hand, displays the standardized coefficients (βs) for 

the measure of a Democratic State with the four measures of social capital/trust (top 

panel) and the coefficients of social capital/trust with the measures of national 

development, including GDP per capita (the second panel).The findings in the top 

panel reveal significant coefficients between the measures of a democratic state 

with the measures of social capital/trust. The states with higher levels of "rule of 

law," "transparency" and "the government sub-index" (efficiency) reveal 

significant and positive coefficients with all measures of social capital/trust. All 

four measures of a democratic state, including the "government sub-index" 

(reflecting "efficiency and accountability,") are statistically significant with all the 

measures of social capital/trust. The second panel, on the other hand, displays the 

coefficients between the four measures of social capital/trust with the measures of 

national development, while the direct effect of the cumulative state measure on 

national development is controlled. Social capital/trust display significant 

coefficients with most of the measures of national development, including GDP per 

capita; suggesting that social capital and trust significantly improve the GPD per 

capita, supporting the idea that different forms of capital are “fungible,” or can be 

traded for each other. As expected, the direct effect of a democratic state (the 

cumulative measure) is strong and significant, hinting that democratic states both 

directly and indirectly, through social capital/trust, affect all dimensions of national 

development. Finally, the positive and significant coefficients of the state with 

entrepreneurship support the proposition that a democratic state, both directly and 

indirectly, through social capital, creates opportunities for entrepreneurship and 

attract foreign investors which are the foundation of national development in this 

globalized economy (Fukuyama 2001). 
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Table 2 

Standard Regression Coefficients (βs) among the 

Measures of a State, Social Capital, and Development 

(WLPI Data) 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

   State & Social Capital:      Y1  Y2  Y3           Y4 

               -----------------------------------------------------------------------

  

    Separation of powers  0.277***          0.128**             0.165**      0.111* 

    Rule of laws   0.483***          0.422***             0.211**      0.128** 

    Gov. Sub-Index  0.559***          0.585***             0.449***      0.690*** 

    Transparency   0.542***          0.431***             0.462***      0.539*** 

       --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

     Social Capital/Trust with Development: 

 

      Y5   Y6             Y7       Y8 

    ---------------------------------------------------------------------

  

    Social Capital   0.282*** 0.543***         0.194***     0.131** 

    Trust Institutions   0.116*** 0.197***         0.014     0.033* 

    General trust    0.263*** 0.191**          0.023*     0.131** 

    Trust in Election  0.060*  0.136**           0.081*     0.013 

    ----------------- 

    State (Cumulative)  0.667*** 0.404***         0.702***     0.493*** 

    Education   0.207*** 0.422***         0.034*     0.472***

    

    -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- --------------- 

    * ≤0.05   ** ≤0.01   ***≤0.001            

   Y1: Social capital  Y2. Trust in institutions Y3. General trust 

   Y4. Trust in Election  Y5. GDP per Capita  Y6: Economic Sub-Index  

   Y7: Personal Freedom  Y8: Entrepreneurship   

 

 

 

III. The Islamic Republic of Iran and Social 

Capital/Trust: 

 

The preceding sections provided both theoretical and substantive contexts within 

which the nature of the state, both directly and indirectly through social 

capital/trust, affect national development. Following the contexts, this section 

becomes more specific regarding the characteristics and role of the Islamic State on 

social capital/trust. Then, following the discussion on the "a-rational" source of 
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social capital, a detailed coverage of Iranian culture and religion (Shiite Islam) and 

their adverse effects on social capital/trust and thereby on the national development 

will be offered. Figure 2 displays these relationships and shows that the Islamic 

State of Iran, directly and indirectly through manipulating cultural norms/value and 

formal education, affects social capital/trust by using "Shiite Islam" as the ideology 

of the State. 

 

 

 

 
III. 1: The Islamic Republic State and Social Capital/Trust: The term 

"Republic" in IRI suggests that the State in Iran, like most Western States, has a 

president or a premier who is popularly elected, a sound legislature, and an 

independent/powerful judiciary system. That is incorrect; IRI is an Islamic 

theocracy and the Supreme Leader, Ali Khamenei, exerts religious, political, 

economic, and military control over the major State and other institutions. These 

institutions are dominated by clergies who are directly and/or indirectly assigned 

by the Supreme Leader or by the Revolutionary Guards who are also officially 

under the Supreme Leader's authority. The direct and indirect control systems have 

made sets of established vicious cycles that shadow every function of a Democratic 
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State and public institutions. Mozaffarizadeh and Mir-Abbasi (2014), comparing 

the separation of powers in Iran with the Western States, write: 
 

Although the constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran has accepted 

the principle of separation of powers, a fundamental difference is 

evident in it. That is to say, in the classical separation of powers system 

[the Democratic States] there is no power higher than their powers. 

Basically, the purpose and meaning of the separation of the powers is 

that there is no higher power than the three powers and the three powers 

moderate each other to prevent the abuse of power. However, according 

to Article 57 of the constitution, these powers are applied under the rule 

of absolute jurisdiction and leadership of… the just Supreme Leader in 

the absence of Wali Asr…[the 12th occult Imam of Shiite Moslems]… 

Apparently, the Supreme Leader's broad authority has led to such a 

power concentration that naturally in the extant powers separation in 

the Islamic Republic, the basic and fundamental goal of powers 

separation, which is dealing with concentration of power, cannot be 

accomplished. (Pp: 75-76). 

   

Thus, unlike the structure and processes of a Democratic State, no separation of 

powers and thereby no transparency/accountability exists to promote or maintain 

social capital and trust. A brief review of three IRI powerful institutions supports 

the preceding discussions. 

 

 The Council of Guardian: The council is the most powerful branch of the 

system; it examines the qualifications of candidates for presidential, parliamentary, 

and the "Assembly of Experts" elections. Their qualification is basically stands on 

their loyalty to the Islamic Republic and obeying the lines and orders of the 

Supreme Leader. The council unequivocally disqualifies the nominees who dare to 

challenges the system or the Supreme Leader's power. The council has often 

dramatically screened the field of candidates. In the 2014 presidential election, for 

example, the council disqualified Hashemi Rafsanjani who has been president, 

speaker of the parliament, and a pillar of the Islamic Republic. In the 1997 

presidential election, only "four out of the 230 declared candidates made it to the 

ballot." 3 The council is comprised of twelve jurists, six of whom are directly 

appointed by the Supreme Leader and the other six indirectly, by the head of the 

judiciary system who is also officially appointed by the Supreme Leader. The 

Council is vested with the power to determine whether the laws passed by the 

parliament are in line with the Islamic Law and the constitution or not. Likewise, 

the council determines the "correct" interpretation of the constitution. This means 

that the council has an effective veto power over the parliament. If it conceives that 

a law passed by the parliament is incompatible with the Supreme Leader's view 

and/or interpretation of sharia, it is referred back to the parliament for revision (for 

more see: Boroujerdi and Rahimkhani 2010).   
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 The Judiciary System: This branch of the State is legally and actually 

controlled by the Supreme Leader, who appoints the head of the system. The head, 

in turn, appoints the chiefs of the public courts and the public prosecutors. While 

the public courts deal with civil and criminal cases, the "Revolutionary Courts" deal 

with other offenses, including crimes against national security and any action that 

undermines the Islamic nature of the Islamic system. The decisions rendered by 

these courts are final and cannot be appealed. Finally, the "Special Clerical Court" 

handles crimes allegedly committed by clerics, functions independently of the 

regular judicial system and is accountable only to the Supreme Leader; their 

decisions are also final and cannot be appealed (Boroujerdi and Rahimkhani 2010). 

Ganji (2015) asserts that the judicial system as the main reason of declining social 

trust in IRI, "a large majority of the people does not trust the officials, and casts 

doubts on their sincerity… The reason is Iran's undemocratic political system and 

the erosion of public's trust in it. The most important factor in the erosion of trust 

has been the performance of Iran's judiciary, which has been totally politicized." 4  

 

 The Assembly of Experts: The Assembly meets every year to "elect" or 

"assess," the qualification and performance of the Supreme Leader. The assembly 

is made up of eighty-six "virtuous and learned" clerics "elected by the public" for 

eight-year terms. Like presidential and parliamentary candidates, the Council of 

Guardians determines who can run for a seat in the Assembly and rejects anyone 

who challenges the system or the authority of the Supreme Leader. The Assembly 

has never been known to challenge any of the Supreme Leader's decisions, since 

all its members have already been screened by the Council of Guardians. Ayatollah 

Yazdi, the head of the Assembly of Experts, speaking recently for the Iranian 

reporters, made the following remark on the position of the Supreme Leader (Ali 

Khamenei); what the "Iranian people accept or reject does not matter, Iran's 

Supreme Leader is appointed by God and Imam." 5 All the members of the 

Assembly are male and clergies. Non-clergies and clergies who disagree with 

“Islamic Republic” or with the "Velayat-Motlagheh-Faqih" (guardianship of the 

jurists, or the absolute power of the Supreme Leader) have been screened and 

disqualified before all the elections. The preceding briefs on three major Islamic 

Republic institutions reflect the direct and indirect influence and manipulation of 

the political system by the Supreme Leader. The following report on the structure 

of the Islamic Republic of Iran and the power of the Supreme Leader, Ali 

Khamenei, substantiates the previous remarks.  

 

 

The Supreme Leader is responsible for the delineation and supervision 

of the general policies of the Islamic Republic of Iran, which means 

that he sets the tone and direction of Iran's domestic and foreign 

policies. The Supreme Leader also is commander-in-chief of the armed 

forces and controls the Islamic Republic's intelligence and security 
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operations; he alone can declare war or peace. He has the power to 

appoint and dismiss the leaders of the judiciary, the state radio and 

television networks, and the supreme commander of the Revolutionary 

Guard Corps. He also appoints six of the twelve members of "Council 

of Guardians" who are the powerful body that oversees the activities of 

Parliament and determines which candidates are qualified to run for 

public office. "The Supreme Leader's sphere of power is extended 

through his representatives, an estimated 2,000 of whom are sprinkled 

throughout all state institutions. In key institutions the Supreme 

Leader's representatives are more powerful than the president's 

ministers and have the authority to intervene in any matter of state on 

the Supreme Leader's behalf" (PBS, Frontline: The Structure of Power 

in Iran). 6 
 

 

In Democratic States, as covered earlier, the separation of powers and rule of law, 

along with official accountability and transparency are the major rational sources 

of social capital/trust and thereby of national development. In IRI, however, 

"Velayat-Motlagheh-Faqih;” not only has undermined the independence of the 

three branches, but made them, in fact, the proxies of the Supreme Leader. Article 

110 in the IRI Constitution legally substantiates the autocracy of the Supreme 

Leader and reveals his “superpower” over not only the three branches of the state 

but over eleven major headings, including his authority over the political, social, 

military, and financial institutions (see, "Foundation for Iranian Studies").7 Lack of 

the “separation of powers” in the Islamic Republic is actually reflected in the score 

of the "Separation of Powers Index" in the international community, 5 out of 32 in 

2014, much lower than the international average of 15.7; and -1 in "Rule of Law" 

out of 2, with the average of 0.119.8 Consequently, the Supreme Leader's decisions 

and his proxies' behaviors in political, social, and especially financial institutions 

are without any accountability and transparency which, in turn, have inspired 

widespread political and economic corruption. Iran was ranked 78 in corruption 

(measured by lack of transparency) in 2003, which was its best rank during the last 

few decades. However, the rank started falling during the administration of ex-

president Ahmadinejad (2005-2013).The worst rank occurred in 2009, when Iran 

ranked 168 among 180 nations. In 2014 (the first year of Hassan Rouhani’s 

presidency), IRI obtained a score of 27 in the corruption index which was an 8 

points improvement, compared to 2013. The trend of corruption Index suggests 

"that the abuse of power, secret dealings and bribery continue" to ravage the Islamic 

Republic's image around the world. In 2014, Denmark, with a score of 92, and New 

Zealand with a score of 91, stood at first and second place in the world. Table # 3 

shows the IRI corruption ranks during the last ten years. The index places IRI within 

the lowest quarter of the ranks. 
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Table # 3: Corruption Scores and Rank for IRI (2005-2014) 

 

Year 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 201

 
 

Rank:   92 105 131 141 168 146 120 133 144 136  

Scores:  29   27   25   23   18   22   27   28   25   27 

 
Source:  Collected from Transparency International 2005-2014 

 

 

In addition to general corruption, according to Reuters, the "Supreme 

Leader Institution" ("Setad" in Farsi) controls a financial empire worth an estimated 

US $95 billion with no accountability. The assets are based on property seizures by 

an organization called "Headquarters for Executing the Order of the Imam" under 

the Supreme Leader. A report in "Telegraph Middle Eastern" by correspondent 

Robert Tait (2013) reveals that Setad had expanded into a "business juggernaut" in 

the past six years, to hold stakes in every sector of the Iranian economy, including 

telecommunications, production of contraception pills, finance, oil, and even 

ostrich farming. According to the report, Setad's growth has attracted the attention 

of the US treasury department, which imposed sanctions on the organization last 

year after branding it "a massive network of front companies hiding assets on behalf 

of the Iranian leadership." 9 

 

 The absence of separation of powers and thereby the tyranny of the Supreme 

Leader without any transparency and accountability are done under suppression of 

a free Mass Media which is the foundation of democracy and the source of social 

capital and trust. Muller (2014) defines and substantiates two major functions that 

mass media fulfill in a democracy and thereby on social capital and trust. First, 

media disseminate politically relevant information to citizens and thereby act as a 

public watchdog (called ‘vertical function’). Second, mass media provide a public 

forum that reflects the diversity of the society (called ‘horizontal function’).10 

Public Information reveals lack of transparency and accountability in Iran, which 

are the engines of public trust and social capital. The World Press Freedom Index 

reveals that the Islamic Republic has one of the worst records in mass-media 

freedom. In 2014, Iran ranked 173 out of 180 nations in press freedom. During the 

last 15 years the mass media consistently ranked in the "Not Free" group, scoring 

6 out of 7, indicating the worst freedom both in the "Political Right" and the 

"Civilian Liberty." The final report in 2015 shows:  
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President Hassan Rouhani marked a year in office in August 2014 amid 

a power struggle with his influential conservative opponents, who 

object to social and cultural reforms and any easing of state repression. 

Rouhani’s calls for increased civil liberties, a reduction of state 

intervention in private lives, and greater access to information came 

under attack from hard-liners who control key state institutions. The 

president’s rhetoric and a few positive steps by his government failed 

to result in a significant improvement in the human rights situation, 

which has been deteriorating since a brutal 2009 crackdown following 

the disputed reelection of former president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad ... 

Freedom of expression remained under attack, and the authorities 

continued to disrupt the free flow of information. Some 35 journalists 

and dozens of activists and human rights lawyers remained behind bars, 

while new arrests and prison sentences for media workers and online 

activists were reported throughout the year.11 

 

 

The crackdown of mass media actually started since the beginning of the Islamic 

regime when Ayatollah Khomeini, in a meeting with Iranian students and educators 

(March 13, 1979), said: "Don't listen to those who speak of democracy. They all 

are against Islam. They want to take the nation away from its mission. We will 

break all the poison pens of those who speak of nationalism, democracy, and such 

things."12 His successor, Ali Khamenei, using his "supreme power," has ignored 

the constitution, and under "Hokm-e-hokomati" (the state-decree) ordered tens of 

newspapers to close which were enjoying some freedom during the President 

Khatami's administration. No one dared to challenge his order, since his critics have 

been arrested and convicted many times under "insult of the Supreme Leader." 

Thus, without a free Mass Media there is no transparency, and without 

transparency, there is no chance for public trust of officials.  

 

 Overall, following the "Economist's Democracy Index," (Economist, 2014), 

the Islamic Republic State is an "Authoritarian Regime." In the "Authoritarian 

Regime," "state political pluralism is absent or heavily circumscribed." Some 

"formal institutions of democracy may exist, but these have little substance." 

"Elections, if they do occur, are not free and fair." "There is disregard for abuses 

and infringements of civil liberties. Media are typically state-owned or controlled 

by groups connected to the ruling regime. There is repression of criticism of the 

government and pervasive censorship. There is no independent judiciary" (P. 38). 

Table 4 displays the declining of democracy in the Islamic Republic between 2006 

and 2014.  The Index is made up of five measures: "Electoral process and 

pluralism," "Functioning government," Political participation," "Political culture," 

and "Civil liberties." At the top of the list is Norway as a "Full democracy," with 

the average Index Score of 9.93 in 2014, while the Islamic republic State is ranked 

158 out of 167 nations, with the average index score of 1.98 (0.00, 2.86,2.78, 2.50, 

and 1.76). The average scores for the Islamic Republic State are lower than not only 
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the averages for North America or Western Europe but lower than the averages for 

the International community, Africa, and the Middle East. 

 

 

 

Table # 4: Democracy Index for IRI (2006-2014) 

 
 Year   2006   2008     2010      2011    2012      2013  2014 

 
                

   Islamic Republic     2.93    2.83   1.94     1.98      1.98       1.98   1.98   

   World Average    5.62   5.55   5.46         5.49      5.52       5.53        5.55 

 

   Middle East & N. Africa    3.53   3.54    3.43      3.62      3.73      3.68   3.65 

   Africa & Sub-Saharan    4.24   4.28         4.23      4.32      4.32      4.36       4.34 

 

   North America     8.64   8.64    8.63      8.59      8.59      8.59       8.59 

   Western Europe    8.60   8.61    8.45         8.40      8.44      8.41        8.41 

 

 Source:  Collected from "Democracy Index, the "Economist."  

 

   

 

III. 2: Declining Social Capital and Trust via Degrading Human 

Capital: Human capital has been covered as a major rational source of social 

capital and public trust. Since the 1978 Revolution, the public education in general, 

and social sciences in particular, have been degraded by the Islamic Republic 

officials as "Western Education." When Ayatollah Khomeini addressed the 

meaning of "Cultural Revolution" to Iranian students in Tehran, April 16, 1980, he 

said: 
 

The universities must change fundamentally. They must be 

reconstructed in such a way that our young people will receive a correct 

Islamic education side by side with their acquisition of formal learning, 

not a Western education. This is our aim, to prevent one group of our 

young people from being drown to the West and another group to the 

East….To Islamize the universities means to make them autonomous, 

independent of the West and independent of East, so that we have … 

independent university system and an independent culture." (Reda 

2014, P. 125) 

 



                                                    International Journal of Social Issues                            
                                                                                   Volume 21, No 1, 2016: 38-68 
                                                                                                 Mahmoud "Max" Kashefi                       
   

57 

 

Following such discourses, the regime lunched the "Cultural Revolution" on June 

12, 1980, and shut down the universities and higher education for a comprehensive 

revision of their educational contents. According to the Ministry of Culture and 

Higher Education, "before the revolution and subsequent closure of all the 

universities in 1980, there were 16,222 professors teaching in Iran's higher 

education institutions. When the universities reopened in 1982, this figure had 

plummeted to 9,042" (Hakimzadeh 2006).13 Analyzing the "Post-Revolution 

Education," Omid (1994) reported two major spheres in which "the process of 

Islamification made more lasting impacts; these were education and the media." 

Guided by Khomeini, the Higher Education Ministry  set about changing "the 

parameters and the content and concepts; all challenging views and idea were to be 

eradicated for being 'pro-Western' and 'imperialist' and, in the name of Islam and 

unity, a bland conformity was to be forcibly imposed on intellectuals, authors and 

educationalists." (P. 153). Since then, the flight of educated Iranians started, but it 

was intensified when Ayatollah Khomeini disparaged the importance of higher 

education and human capital on Oct 31 of 1980, saying: 

 

 

They say there is a brain drain. Let these decayed brains flee. Do not 

mourn them, let them pursue their own definitions of being. Is every 

brain with - what you call - science in it honorable? Shall we sit and 

mourn the brains that escaped? Shall we worry about these brains 

fleeing to the US and the UK? Let these brains flee and be replaced by 

more appropriate brains. Now that they (the Islamic Republic) are 

filtering, you are sitting worried why they are executing [people]? Why 

are you discussing these rotten brains of [these] lost people? Why are 

you questioning Islam? Are they fleeing? To hell with them. Let them 

flee. They were not scientific brains. All the better. Don't be concerned. 

They should escape. [Iran] is not a place for them to live any more. 

These fleeing brains are of no use to us. Let them flee. If you know that 

this is no place for you, you should flee too.14  

 

 

 Today, the brain drain is one of the major damaging sources of social 

capital/trust in the Islamic Republic. More than "150,000 Iranians left the Islamic 

Republic every year in the early 1990s, and an estimated 25% of all with post-

secondary education then lived abroad in 'developed' countries…" (Wikipedia, 

Human Capital Flight, Iran). The Islamic Republic, because of its religious nature, 

does not back human capital and has an existential conflict with the liberal and 

social sciences, since it considers religion as  a "socially constructed phenomenon," 

the major challenge to the foundation of the Islamic Regime. Furthermore, other 

contributing factors have also facilitated the Iranian brain drain, including 

"economic well-being and better educational prospects abroad." There is the 

inability of the Islamic Republic to "respond to its citizens' needs, coupled with 
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high unemployment rates and general lack of intellectual and social security."15 

According to Reza Farajidana, the IRI Minister of Science and Higher Education, 

in the celebration of the eighteen Science Olympiad, "the cost of the brain drain for 

Iran is, based on the estimated international statistics, close to $150 billion each 

year, which is our help to the West."16 

 

 Among the "Western Nations," the United States has been at the top, 

facilitating the residency for Iranian graduates and pulling the immigration of 

educated Iranians to the USA after the 1979 Revolution. Between 1980 and 1990, 

the number of foreign-born people from Iran in the United States increased by 74 

percent. Today, the United States contains the highest number of Iranians outside 

of Iran. The Iranian-American community has produced experts in many scientific 

fields such as medicine, engineering, and the humanities. According to the 2000 

United Sates Census, Iranian-Americans have been among the highly educated in 

the country. "More than one in four Iranian Americans over the age of 25 hold a 

graduate degree or above, the highest rate among 67 ethnic groups, ..." In addition, 

their per capita average income is 50 percent higher than that of the U.S. population 

overall" (Cited in Hakimzadeh 2006). During and after the revolution, most 

students who had studied in the USA did not return to Iran, and those who did, were 

gradually purged from the newly established Islamic Republic. Many students who 

graduated abroad after the revolution also did not return, due to the ruling clergy's 

repression. As a result, the educated elite who left Iran after the revolution and the 

new graduates in the United States who chose not to return home created a large 

pool of highly educated and skilled Iranian professionals in the United States. Over 

1.5 million Iranians have chosen to leave Iran for other countries due to Islamic 

government's authoritarian practices" (Wikipedia, Iranian-American). One of the 

major outcomes of this ideologically-imposed brain drain has been the declining 

"rational source" of social capital and public trust in the Islamic Republic of Iran. 

  

  

III. 3. Iranian Culture and Social Capital/Trust: Iranian culture is 

marked by a high degree of mendacity, distrust, and mostly "mistrust" in 

authorities, oppositions, and foreigners, especially the West. Abrahamian (1993), 

explaining "the paranoid style in Iranian political culture," cites numerous terms 

such as plot (tuteah), spy (jasous), treason (khianant), dependent (vabasteh), puppet 

(aroosak), etc., concluding that "this vocabulary culturally treats Iranian politics as 

a puppet show in which foreign powers control the marionettes--the local 

politicians--by invisible strings.…The picture assumes the puppets are devoid off 

all initiatives; the puppeteers are not only omnipresent but also omniscient and 

omnipotent…" (P: 111). Since the establishment of the Islamic Republic, Ayatollah 

Khomeini (1978) and his followers have intensified the mistrusted culture by 

labeling all the oppositions as "Satanic plotters," "foreigners' agents," "American 

Muslims," "American Marxists," "Russian spies," and so forth.  
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 Such labels include not only non-Muslims but the moderate and apolitical 

Muslims who do not believe in an Islamic Republic or who dare to criticize the 

system. Ayatollah Khomeini often claimed (1978) that "the West spread cultural 

imperialism and false notions of Islam through its control of schools, universities, 

publishing houses, journals, newspapers, and radio television" (Pp: 17 and 179). 

Most of his discourses (for more see: Algar 2002) have revealed two important 

points; first, for the Islamic Republic and Khomeini's followers, the separation of 

state and religion is the Western not the Islamic culture, since the prophet 

Mohammad was both the head of state and the religious leader. Furthermore, in 

practice, it is the "State Authorities" who are qualified to make the interpretation 

and implications of his religious-political discourses in such ways to justify and 

stabilize the system. This process has created a "state religion" used to suppress not 

only the religious minorities, but all oppositions. To achieve the goal, the regime 

has made a vertical religious-government organization in which all forms of 

horizontal associations, which are the major sources of social capital, are 

suppressed. This has left the Iranian society bereft of both social capital/trust and a 

durable civil society. Second, as the discourse reveals, Ayatollah Khomeini was 

strongly against "Western Culture," which includes the principles of democracy 

and the human/civilian rights, that is, the "rational source" of social capital and 

trust. However, the daily public life in Iran displays an emerging new reality, 

having access to "Western Culture" extensively by using the newly developed 

source of social capital and trust, that is, the internet technology. Ashtary (2013), 

reviewing social capital in Iran, says "the virtual sphere" as an alternative source of 

social capital in the Iranian restrictive civil society, worsen by the election of 

Ahmadinejad in 2005 within which "many of Iran's civil society organizations have 

been abolished and the government heavily regulated activities of the remaining 

organizations." They, however, "underestimated the increasing influence of the 

internet as a virtual source of social capital in their politically restrictive 

environment" (P.4).  

 

 Thus, contrary to Fukuyama's theory, and unlike Buddhism and 

Confucianism, the Islamic Republic not only has not produced religious 

values/norms to generate or promote social capital/trust; but the Islamic State, while 

it controls and manipulates the religious culture in ways to stabilize its own power, 

has become an “irrational” source of social capital and public trust. The following 

are some examples of Islamic cultural norms and/or values that have deliberately 

undermined social trust and trustworthiness. Pollack (2014), analyzing "the limits 

to our understanding of Iran" puts emphasis on Iranian Islamic culture and says 

"Iranian society tends to be secretive by nature. Much has been made of the 

principally Shi'a practice of dissimulation, known as Taqiyyah, which forgives--

some would say encourages--believers to mislead others about one's faith and other 

important information." More than 90 percent of Iranians are Shi'a; they and the 

outside observers, alike, understand "how the practice of taqiyyah has spread on 

other aspects of Iranian life, particularly the secrecy of the clerical regime" (Pp.4-

5). Taqiyyah (dissimulation) is one of the major cultural/religious sources of 
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justifying mendacity which undermines social trust. Anyone, based on his/her 

judgment of the situation, can practice taqiyyah and mislead others, based on self-

interest. Another Shi'a cultural element is the practice of "expediency," known as 

"maslahat." Following the clergy's instruction, a Muslim can and should lie in order 

to protect him/herself and the interest of the Islamic State. Misleading others to 

protect self-interest ("maslahat') is applied at the national level to protect the interest 

of the Islamic State. The national "Expediency Discernment Council," has power 

to ignore constitution, suppress transparency, and ignore the officials' 

accountability for the sake of protecting the interests of the system. In addition, one 

of Shias' popular traditions is the emulation or "Taghleed" (to follow a religious 

authority which is called "Grand Ayatollah," or the source of emulation). Following 

this tradition, it is a religious obligation for a Shia Muslim to obey whatever his/her 

Grand Ayatollah asks or says. Practicing this tradition in fact undermines the 

rationality of fellow Muslims, since a “real Muslim” does not have the 

"qualification" to challenge the Grand Ayatollah. This tradition has been 

historically one of the important religious/cultural factors that has undermined self-

confidence and thereby self-judgment and rationality among most of Shiite 

Muslims. "They continually fail to subordinate their emotion to reason. They lack 

commonsense and the ability to examine and reason from facts. Their well-known 

mendacity is rather carelessness of the trust than a deliberate choice of falsehood" 

(Abrahamian, P. 115).  

 

 Finally, the "state-religion," using Shiite/Islam to justify the political power 

and status, has crumbled the morality in the Islamic Republic of Iran, since it has 

taken the "spirituality" of religious messages and undermined social capital/trust. A 

significant proportion of Iranian people are religious and learned through the 

religious speeches that they should not lie. But now they see in their daily life that 

the officials, who are the religious leaders, not only hide, manipulate, and lie about 

corruptions, but they are actually involved in most of political, social, and financial 

corruptions. Such a gap between what they say and do causes the public to suffer 

from a kind of confusion and/or anomie. Today most Iranians feel lying has become 

acceptable and expected. They know lying is morally bad, but for their survival, 

they have no choice; this has become another source of distrust between the 

officials and the various publics and among the people as well. Table 5 displays the 

declining public trust for some Iranian institutions, collected by the World Value 

Survey during 2000-2006, the period between the second term of President 

Khatami and the first term of Mr. Ahmadinejad's presidency. 
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Table 5:  

Declining Public Trust on Some Institutions in IRI 

(WVS) 2000 & 2006* 

 
    "A Great deal"        "Not much Confidence 

Social Institutions year & "Quite a lot"    & "Not at all"        Drop % 

----------------------- ------- -------------------       ----------------------   ---------- 

Confidence in   2000  68.5%     31.5%   

Government  2006  48.7%     51.3%     -19.8% 

 

Confidence in   2000  34.4%     65.6%  

Political parties   2006  20.8%     79.2%     -11.6% 

 

Confidence in  2000  69.6%     30.4%  

Parliaments  2006  41.5%     58.5%      -28.1% 

 

Confidence in   2000  36.2%      63.8% 

Press   2006  29.0%      71.1%      -07.2% 

 

Confidence in  2000  86.4%      13.6% 

Religious leaders  2006  75.5%      25.0%        -10.9% 

 

Confidence in  2000  37.4%      62.6% 

Labor Unions  2006  25.9%      74.1%         -11.6% 

 

Confidence in   2000  30.9%      30.9% 

Major Companies  2006  20.8%      79.2%      -10.1% 

 

Confidence in  2000  44.4%      55.6% 

Civil Services  2006  30.5%      69.5%        -13.9% 

 

Confidence in  2000  42.9%      57.1% 

Women’s Movement 2006  35.8%      64.2%        -07.1% 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

* Calculated from 2000 and 2006 World Value Surveys (WVS) 

 

 

 

Conclusion: The Iranian National Development in Crises. 
The preceding discussions bring the conclusion that the lack of a democratic state, 

the declining social and human capital, and the extended corruptions in the Islamic 

Republic of Iran have directly and indirectly undermined Iranian national 

development. National development, as already covered, is more than just GDP per 

capita. While GDP per capita reflects a dimension of economic development, it 
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ignores socio-political contexts within which the economy operates. Following the 

"Social Progress Index," genuine national development includes three interrelated 

dimensions--"Basic Human Needs," "Foundation of Wellbeing," and 

"Opportunity." These dimensions have been measured by various social, economic, 

and political sub-categories of national development, such as "Freedom of 

Assembly/Associations," "Freedom of Religions," "Tolerance & Inclusion," 

"Access to Basic Knowledge," etc. The overall rank for the Islamic Republic of 

Iran in 2014 was 94th among 133 nations (the total score of 33.82, contrasted with 

95.73, the highest score for Denmark). In the first sub-category (Basic Human 

Needs), the IRI was ranked 86th, in the second one (Foundation of Wellbeing), it is 

ranked 103th, and in last one (Opportunity), it is ranked 122th among the133 nations. 

In some socio-political sub-categories, such as "Personal Rights," "Personal 

Freedom and Choice," and "Tolerance," the IRI's scores are at the lowest levels. 

For example, in Personal Rights it is ranked 131th among 133 nations (scored 5.82, 

contrasted with the highest score of 98.80 for New Zeeland).17  

  

 Following other International data similar conclusions can be made. The 

Heritage Foundation's "Economic Freedom Index" shows that the IRI's "Economic 

Freedom Index" is 41.8 in 2015, making it the 171th freest nation in the world 

(within the "Repressed" nations with the Index ranging between 40.0- 49.9). 

Likewise, the Legatum Institute, using the "Prosperity Index," which is based on a 

combination of eight socio-political and economic indicators of national 

development (the overall economy, entrepreneurship opportunity, governance, 

education, safely and security, personal freedom, and social capital), ranks 142 

nations. The Islamic Republic ranks are: The 107th in the overall rank, 114th in 

economy, 93th in entrepreneurship, 120th in governance, 57th in education, 67th in 

health, 126th in safety and security, 128th in personal Freedom, and 111th in social 

capital among 142 nations.18 In addition, based on the "Caus Round Table" 

explanation (2009), national development measured by "Social Capital" is 

"Kyosei," or "dependent co-arising." That is, social capital as the measure of 

national development, is a complex and multi-dimensional concept. It used an 

indicator reflecting 14 social, political, and economic variables. "Economic 

development does not occur independently from social, cultural, and political 

institutions. Wealth creation is not isolated, autonomous, self-referential process 

within countries; it is a dependent variable, subordinate to dictators of prior 

conditions. Markets are organic phenomena; they grow strong and vibrant only in 

facilitating environments" (P.01). Their measure of "social capital" as the indicator 

of national development includes "Gross Domestic Product per Capita" (GDP), 

"Human Development Index" (HD), "Freedom Index (FREE), "Economic 

Freedom" (EF), "Voice of Accountability (VA), "Rule of Law" (RL), "Control of 

Corruption" (CC), "Government Effectiveness" (GE), etc. The highest score is 

1.0000 and the lowest one is 0.0100. The range of scores for the IRI is between 

0.0241 and 0.4430, lower than the international averages in most dimensions. The 

lowest score (0.0241), is the indicator for "ESF," measures the "country's 

implementation of certain standards for management of national institutions for 
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financial implementation, including securities, insurance and banking, and 

government fiscal accountability." Finally, the World Bank data, the worldwide 

measures of "Governance Index," support previous discussion and displays the 

declining indicators of socio-political dimensions of the national development. The 

IRI's Indexes declined during the last decade for the "Rule of law" (from 39.2 in 

2000 to 17.1 in 2013), the "Control of Corruption" (from 50.2 in 2000 to 27.8 in 

2013), the "Voice of Accountability" (from 21.2 in 2000 to 4.3 in 2013), the 

"Government Effectiveness" (from 38.0 in 2000 to 28.2 in 2013), and the "Political 

Stability Index" (from 24.0 in 2000 to 10.4 in 2013).19  

 

 Concluding this research with some citations from the "Economic Freedom 

Index of Iran" reflect the conditions of economic opportunities in IRI: "…rising 

business regulations have made it harder for entrepreneurs to do business." "Weak 

rule of law and autarkic trade and investment policies have long undermined the 

foundations of economic freedom in Iran." "All investment must be approved by 

the government and is limited to certain sectors." "Iran is ranked last out of 15 

countries in the Middle East/North Africa region, and its overall score is well below 

the world and regional average." "Bureaucracy and a lack of transparency often 

make business formation and operation costly and burdensome." "Labor 

regulations are rigid, and informal labor activity is substantial." "Corruption is 

pervasive. The hardline clerical establishment has gained great wealth through 

control of tax-exempt foundations that dominate many economic sectors." 

Reviewing the economic conditions before the 1979 Islamic Revolution, it remarks 

that "Iran had one of the Middle East’s most advanced economies before the 1979 

Islamic revolution," [e.g., one US dollar was exchanged with seven Iranian 

Tomans]. Today, the economy is in shambles [one US dollar is exchanged with 

3350 Tomans]; "…thanks to an agenda characterized by large subsidies to favored 

sectors, a bloated public sector, and high inflation." "Corruption is another serious 

problem. Economic sanctions imposed by the U.S. and European Union in response 

to Iran’s illicit nuclear weapons program have had devastating effects." Finally, the 

recent agreement of the 5+1 countries with the Islamic Republic (July, 2015) 

revealed another important point, the declining social capital and international trust 

in Islamic Republic, since the  5+1 countries made it very clear, "the agreement is 

based on verification, not trust." 20  
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Endnotes: 

 

01. http://www.amnestyusa.org/sites/default/files/air12-report-english.pdf 

02. The literature review shows other variables such as income, employment, and 

even gender have significant correlations with social capital and/or trust (Fedderke, 

De Kadt, and Luiz 1999; Oorschot, Arts, Gelissen 2009). These factors, however, 

can be identified either as mediators between a state and social capital, or some of 

them as the outcomes of social capital or public trust (Robbins 2011). 

03. PBS: Frontline (2002): The structure of power in Iran. 

04.http://www.huffingtonpost.com/akbar-ganji/the-crisis-of-trust-in-th_b_ 

6209216. 

05. http://www.bbc.co.uk/persian/iran/2009/07/090719_si_ir88_islam_election… 

06. PBS: Frontline (2002): The structure of power in Iran.  

07. http://fis-iran.org/en/resources/legaldoc/constitutionislamic 

08.http://knoema.com/GSBTI2014/bertelsmann-transformation-index-

2014?country= 1000620-iran 

09.http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/middleeast/iran/11600377/Rich-

kids-of-Iran-face-backlash-after-fatal-Porsche-crash-sparks-anger-at-antics-of-

capitals-elite.html 

10. Muller, Lisa 2014. Comparing Mass Media in Established Democracies… 

11. Reporters without Borders (2015). World Press Freedom… 

12. http://iranian.com/Opinion/2003/August/Khomeini/ 

13.www.migrationpolicy.org/article/iran-vast-diaspora-abroad-and-

millionsrefugees-hom 

14. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Human_capital_flight_from_Iran  

15. Human Capital flight from Iran, Wikipedia free encyclopedia. Also 

International Monetary Fund. For more on the power of the supreme leader's see: 

Karim Sajadpour: The Iran primer; Fundhttp://iranprimer. usip.org/resource/ 

supreme-leader 

16. Reporters without Borders (2015). World Press Freedom. For more 

information, see: http://en.rsf.org/world-press-freedom-index-2015-12-02-2015, 

47573.html 

17. http://socialprogressimperative.org/data_table/countries/spi/dim1,dim2, dim3 

18. World Prosperity.com, Legatum Prosperity Index   

19.http://data.worldbank.org/data-catalog/worldwide-governance-indicators 

20. http://www.heritage.org/index/country/iran 
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Appendix 1: Measures of the Three Concepts (WLPI):* 

 

A. Democratic State:  

1. Separation of Powers: Measures the extent to which the three branches of the state 

are independent from each other. It reflects "to what extent citizens enjoy freedom 

of political choice;" "the extent to which judiciary system is independent in its 

actions from the preferences of the executive authorities," and "the extent of 

competition in the participation of various political factions in the executive 

branch." 

2. Rule of Law: The extent to which individuals within a society respect law and 

property rights. 

3. Government Sub-index: Measures performances of a country in several areas, 

including "Government effectiveness and accountability." 

4. Transparency: This variable reflects a country's rank on "transparency," taken 

from: http://www.transparency.org/country  

5. State measure (cumulative): the weighted average of the top four measures  

 

B. Social capital and Trust:  

1. Social Capital sub-index: Measures the countries' performances in two areas: Social 

cohesion and engagement.  

2. Trust in institutions measures the degrees of confidence in the judicial system, in 

the national government, and in the military. 

3. Generalized Trust (from WVS data and aggregated for the countries in the WLPI. 

 

C. National Development: 

1. Economy sub-index: Measures a country's performances in four areas that are 

essential to promoting prosperity (macroeconomic policy). 

2. Personal freedom sub-index: Measures a country's performances in two areas: 

Individual freedom and social tolerance.  

3. Entrepreneurship and opportunity sub-index scores: Measures countries 

performances in three areas: entrepreneurial environment.   

4. Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita (US dollar); taken from 2007 

World Bank. It applies to the "quantities of final goods and services produced in a 

given country in a given year." This variable was added to WLPI data. 

 

*Source:http://www.slideshare.net/hamishbanks/2009-prosperity-index-

summary- report. 
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