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Hamzeh Nozari's (2021) book, Sociology and Understanding Iranian Society: The Perspective of Proper
Configuration Between Civil Society, State, and Economy, attempts to move beyond the traditional
dichotomies of "less state-more market" and "Iranian despotism." Instead, it proposes a model based on a
"proper configuration" among the three institutions of state, market, and civil society. This review critically
evaluates the explanatory power and practical feasibility of this proposed framework in light of the
historical and structural realities of contemporary Iran. Employing a descriptive-analytical method with a
critical approach, this paper examines the book's structural organization, theoretical foundations, and
historical applications. While the book achieves significant theoretical progress by emphasizing the role of
civil society, it exhibits notable limitations: the absence of a coherent historical analysis of the Pahlavi and
post-revolutionary eras, an ahistorical critique of Mossadegh's government, and ambiguity regarding the
practical implications of its framework. Furthermore, the author's proposed alternative (radical
democracy) suffers from an "institutional void" analysis and an epistemic blindness toward material power
relations. The principal merit of the book lies in opening new theoretical horizons for re-examining the
relationships among the state, market, and civil society. However, due to the lack of a grounded historical
analysis and an actionable roadmap, the book's core argument remains at the level of an abstract ideal; a
matter that itself represents one of the most significant obstacles to "directed social change" in
contemporary Iran.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Hamzeh Nozari’s (2021) book, Sociology and Understanding Iranian Society: The Perspective
of Proper Configuration Between Civil Society, State, and Economy, seeks to transcend the
prevailing analytical dichotomy in Iranian underdevelopment studies—namely, "less state-
more market" on the one hand and "Iranian despotism" on the other—by proposing a third
framework. Emphasizing "relational thinking" and rejecting essentialism in social analysis, the
author argues that without examining the configuration and dynamic interplay among the
three institutions of civil society, state, and market, neither a comprehensive understanding of
Iranian society nor a sustainable development strategy can be achieved. The primary question
of this review is whether this "proper configuration" functions merely as a normative ideal or
whether it can serve as a robust analytical tool for understanding the structural barriers to
development in Iran. Accordingly, this article critically evaluates the explanatory power and
practical feasibility of Nozari's model in confronting the historical and structural realities of
contemporary Iran.

Findings
The findings of this critical review fall into three main axes:

First, the book represents a significant theoretical contribution through its emphasis on the
central role of civil society. By critiquing the two dominant paradigms, Nozari demonstrates
that both suffer from a form of essentialism while neglecting relational dynamics among the
state, market, and civil society. The incorporation of perspectives from Fligstein, Dobbin,
Campbell, and other new institutionalist theorists offers valuable educational insights.
Moreover, the author’s conceptualization of a "legitimate civil society"—distinguishing it from
generalized and romanticized notions—provides a more rigorous analytical framing.

Second, the book exhibits substantial limitations in its historical analysis. In Chapter 5, the
author focuses exclusively on the Constitutional Revolution, foregoing a contextualized and
coherent analysis of the First and Second Pahlavi eras as well as the post-revolutionary
period. Regarding the Pahlavi era, the state is reduced to a "powerful state" representing the
failure of the Constitutional movement, without analytically exploring the distinct
complexities of its developmental trajectory (such as the non-oil economy of the First Pahlavi
versus the rentier economy of the Second Pahlavi). Regarding the post-revolutionary era,
despite noting constraints on civil society, no endogenous analysis of the neo-feudal situation
or the rentier state is provided—a notable gap given Nozari's previous work (Another
Discourse of Development in Iran, 2015/1394), which analyzed post-revolutionary
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development strategies. Furthermore, the critique of Mossadegh’s government (pp. 83-84) is
profoundly ahistorical. The author evaluates Mossadegh's administration against an abstract
criterion of the "necessity of a strong civil society," overlooking the historical reality that a
government overthrown by a foreign-backed coup on August 19, 1953 (28 Mordad 1332) had
virtually no structural opportunity to "reduce bureaucracy" or "strengthen civil society."

Third, the "proper configuration" model and the author's proposed alternative—Laclau and
Moulffe’s radical democracy—suffer from operational ambiguity. The book provides neither
concrete empirical examples of states achieving such a configuration nor an actionable
roadmap for Iran's transition. Moreover, Laclau and Mouffe's framework faces two
fundamental critiques: Mouzelis (1988) demonstrates that it collapses the distinction
between institution and agent, analyzing political action within an "institutional void"; Jal
(2024) argues that rather than illuminating progressive movements, the theory has
frequently served as an apology for right-wing populist movements grounded in messianic
theology, displaying "epistemic blindness" toward material power relations and the distinct
socio-historical realities of non-Western societies.

Conclusion and Discussion

The principal merit of Sociology and Understanding Iranian Society lies not in delivering an
operational model for development policy, but in opening a novel theoretical horizon for re-
examining the triadic relationship among the state, market, and civil society in Iranian
sociology. Nozari correctly demonstrates that balanced development is unattainable without
accounting for these three pillars, marking an important theoretical advancement. The book’s
core thesis, however, remains an abstract ideal lacking a practical roadmap, primarily because
the proposed framework suffers from historical shallowness and theoretical over-reliance on
a highly abstract and contested model (i.e., Laclau and Mouffe’s radical democracy). While the
book marks a crucial step in transcending simplistic state-market dichotomies, transforming
it into a guiding framework for development policy requires substantial theoretical and
historical grounding. Thus, its principal contribution lies in initiating a new line of questioning
rather than providing definitive answers.
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