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Introduction

The study of government and its interaction with the elements that constitute it is essential for
understanding the developmental processes of any country. This is because the government acts
as a pioneering and leading force in managing societies. When we examine Iran as a developing
country, analyzing the nature of the state and understanding its interaction with society can
provide answers to the existing problems and inefficiencies. In this context, the concept of the
modern state introduced by Joel Migdal, which highlights the state's inefficiency in driving
transformation, particularly in third-world societies, becomes significant. This research,
considering Migdal's interpretation of the state, seeks to compare the interaction between the
government and society in Safavid Iran and the Islamic Republic. Due to some ideological and
philosophical similarities between the political system of the Islamic Republic and the Safavid
dynasty, this study could offer lessons for contemporary Iran, helping to understand many of the
obstacles and providing solutions for facilitating the path toward progress and fostering optimal
state-society interaction. Accordingly, the research question is: "Based on Joel Migdal's
perspective, what are the similarities and differences in the interaction between the government
and society in Safavid Iran and the Islamic Republic?" In the related literature, Katouzian (2016),
in his book The Conflict of State and Nation, notes that throughout Iranian history, the state has
operated independently from social classes and stood above them. This independence meant that
the state's power was not conditioned on an external framework. This view aligns somewhat with
Weber's theory of the state in Iran, which can be examined in light of Migdal's critique of Weber.
Herris (2019), in his book Social Revolution: Politics and Welfare State in Iran, takes a positive
view of the interaction between the state and society in the Islamic Republic, considering the
revolution as an opportunity for various social groups. Contrary to Harris’s findings, the present
study portrays the interaction between the state and society as sinusoidal, with the gap between
the state and society widening and narrowing in different periods. MollaeeTavani (2023), in his
research, showed that the formation of the Safavid government marked the beginning of a new
historical period within the framework of Iran's middle era and its continuation. While his study
takes a historical view of state formation in Iran, the present study compares the interaction
between the state and society during these periods. Selsman (2019) asserts that analyzing identity
without considering space ignores the methods by which identity has been formed and continues
to shape lived experience. His research focuses on the Safavid era with an emphasis on the city of
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Isfahan, particularly from an identity perspective. Reflecting on these sources, one can conclude
that political and social structures have been compared using various thinkers' frameworks to
analyze different periods of Iranian history. However, specifically applying Migdal's theoretical
model to compare the power structures of the two mentioned periods in Iranian history introduces
a novel approach.

Research Method and Theoretical Framework

The comparative method is one of the most important and widely used methods in the
field of social science research and holds special significance in comparative and
historical sociology. John Stuart Mill used the comparative method, based on
understanding similarities and differences, in his book A System of Logic, employing
causal reasoning to analyze historical phenomena. In A System of Logic (1970), Mill
writes about the methods of agreement and difference, stating that through the elimination
of alternative causes, one can both discover and confirm true causal relationships. Mill
demonstrates how, despite differences in the state and society (in this study, the Safavid
and Islamic Republic periods), similar causal factors can have comparable effects in
different contexts and how two similar cases may diverge due to the presence of a causal
factor in one and its absence in the other (Durkheim, 1973: 139; Abdollah & Beigi, 2020:
221). Based on this, the study analyzed the similarities and differences in the interaction
between the government and society in Safavid Iran and the Islamic Republic.

Many approaches have sought to demonstrate the nature of state-society interaction. In this study,
Migdal's Weak State-Strong Society theory was selected as the theoretical framework. Migdal
critiques the centralization of the state in sociological analyses, emphasizing the mutual influence
and interdependence of the state and society. Using such an approach, the state and society can be
viewed as a network of relationships competing for dominance in policymaking, with the balance
of power giving rise to measures of strength and weakness. According to Migdal, "strong states"
are those that possess the necessary capabilities (such as the ability to influence, regulate social
relations, extract, distribute, or allocate resources) to control social transformation through the
design, policymaking, and implementation of programs. “Weak states" typically demonstrate
strength in the functions of “influence” and "resource extraction,” but they lack the necessary
power for control and distribution. In this framework, the state and society can be seen as a
network of relations competing for control over policymaking. In this research, by analyzing
Migdal's perspective on the state and society, the study revisits the political history of Safavid
Iran and the Islamic Republic and compares the nature of their state-society interactions.

Comparison of the Interaction Between Government and Society in Safavid
Iran and the Islamic Republic

Using Joel Migdal's perspective, the study aimed to identify the similarities and differences
between the Safavid and Islamic Republic periods through a comparative analysis:

1. State Penetration into Society

In the Safavid era, the government was separate from society and thus lacked a stable and
continuous foundation within the community. As a result, it did not enjoy political
legitimacy among social classes. In post-revolutionary Iran, initially, the state's ability to
penetrate society increased, with the government becoming the sole source of economic
and social power by creating an extensive and complex network across the country
(Taheri & Saffari, 2009: 110). However, over time, growing divisions and the state's
disregard for society, along with policies conflicting with individual rights, led to the
state's reduced influence over society. Comparing the two periods, it becomes apparent
that the Safavids failed to implement binding rules to regulate people's behavior, a
shortcoming they share with the Islamic Republic, where overarching policies have
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conflicted with individual rights.
2. Control and Regulation of Social Relations

In the Safavid government, particular attention was given to religious scholars and
military forces such as the Qizilbash, but the state was unable to successfully regulate
social relations, and a developmental state did not emerge in this regard. In contrast,
despite many challenges, the Islamic Republic of Iran succeeded in regulating social
relations by creating and building new, complex institutions. However, this success does
not necessarily equate to the formation of a strong state.

3. Extraordinary Resources and Their Extraction

Despite its claims of centralization and power, the Safavid government was surrounded by
networks of power, such as the Qizilbash and clergy, and its operations were not based
solely on the king's directives. Similarly, the Islamic Republic, despite changes over time,
has been unable to make full use of its available resources, which has contributed to
relative conflict between the government and society. The Safavid state prioritized
Shi'ism and the clergy as intermediaries with society, along with military forces as
significant resources. The Islamic Republic, on the other hand, has had access to more
diverse resources, enabling the formation of various types of governments, such as the
rentier state. The role of factors like oil, which influenced policies and shaped the rentier
state at certain points in history, is noteworthy.

4. Distribution or Allocation of Resources

Despite variations across different periods, the Safavids lacked the necessary power to
control and distribute resources effectively, and thus could not establish a developmental
state. In the Islamic Republic, inappropriate resource distribution—due to weak
infrastructure, ineffective laws, inefficient institutions, unequal income distribution,
monopolistic structures, corruption, and rent-seeking—resulted in similar shortcomings.
Therefore, in both periods, a developmental and progressive state did not emerge. The
following table summarizes the comparative analysis of the interaction between the state
and society in Safavid Iran and the Islamic Republic.

Table 1: Comparison of the Interaction Between Government and Society

in Safavid Iran and the Islamic Republic (Based on Joel Migdal's Criteria)

Type
Issues and ] ] ’ ) ] (Similarity
Bt Safavid Period Islamic Republic Period o
Differenc)
! Lack of ability to enforce _—
1 | State Penetration | \ioyno iles to regulate Contradiction between Similarity
into Society people's behavior policies and individual rights
Focus on religious Creation of new and complex
2 R(;orLtlgc;Ii:nngf scholars and military institutions to regulate social Difference
Socigal Relations forces but failure to relations despite multiple
regulate social relations centers of power
Formal institutions (three
Extraordinary e . branches of government) and A )
3 Resources and Shi 'nimt:pdfgzggasr' informal institutions such as Sm;!g:\tgémf
Their Extraction Y the Revolutionary Guards and
religious leaders
Distribution or Inappropriate resource
4 Allocation of ;ﬁgkd?gtﬂ%\ﬁg Egsf)%r;tcgosl distribution due to political Similarity
Resources and economic reasons

Source: Research Findings
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Conclusion

In this study, using Joel Migdal's criteria and John Stuart Mill's comparative method, the
following conclusion was reached: Although the Safavid state was centralized and
authoritarian (varying with different monarchs), and the Islamic Republic of Iran
established both formal and informal institutions along with networks, organizations, and
power groups within society, both states share commonalities in their relationship with
society in the following areas: the ability to penetrate society (both states were
unsuccessful), resource extraction (both states were successful), and the
distribution/allocation of resources (both states were unsuccessful). The most significant
difference between the two was in the control and regulation of social relations. The
Safavids were unsuccessful in this area, while the Islamic Republic managed to regulate
social relations effectively by creating institutions for this purpose.

However, in both periods, due to the formation of networks, organizations, and power
groups within society, neither a strong nor developmental state emerged to drive
significant change. In fact, the relationship between the state and society during the
Safavid era was not complex or networked, whereas, in the Islamic Republic, this
relationship, with the establishment of both formal and informal institutions, involved
unequal and complex interactions. The state, through the creation of these institutions,
established extensive networks across the country.

Keywords: State, Society, Safavieh, Islamic Republic, Weak State-Strong Society theory,
Weblike society.
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