@ Research Letter of Political Science

Research Paper

The Crisis of Political Judgment and the Failure to Form Common
Understanding in Iranian Society: A Re-reading from Hannah Arendt's
Perspective

Winter 2026, Volume XXI, Number 1, pp.89-122

*Matin Anjomroozle Mohammad KhezriZ@

1. Department of Political Science, Ra.C., Islamic Azad University, Rasht, Iran
2. Department of Political Science, SR.C., Islamic Azad University, Tehran, Iran

DOI: https://doi.org/10.22034/ipsa.2026.561
Receive Date: 31 January 2026
Revise Date: 12 May 2026
Accept Date: 20 June 2026

m ©2021 by the authors, Licensee IPSA, Tehran, Iran. This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International (CC BY 4.0)
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/)

Drawing on Hannah Arendt's theoretical framework of political judgment and analyzing
multi-wave World Values Survey data (1999-2022) through secondary analysis and
structural equation modeling, this article examines the political crisis in Iran as a
structural crisis of intersubjective judging capacity. For Arendt, political judgment is a
reflective ability within the horizon of plurality and the shared world, requiring "enlarged
mentality” and "common understanding,” rather than reliance on absolute moral rules or
instrumental rationality. The findings indicate a persistent decline in tolerance of dissent,
a collapse of social trust, and the identity-based conditioning of the legitimacy of protest
actions. Path analysis confirms that this crisis is primarily mediated through the
"moralization of difference"—that is, the transformation of political differences into
non-negotiable moral deviations. Comparison with Turkey and Egypt highlights the
greater intensity and synergy of this pattern in Iran. The article argues that without
reviving shared judgment and curbing moralization, institutional reforms will remain
unstable, and politics will be trapped in cycles of exclusion and distrust.

Introduction

Political judgment, as conceptualised by Hannah Arendt, is not a matter of applying
universal moral rules, calculating interests, or following instrumental rationality. Instead,
it is a reflective, intersubjective capacity that emerges in the public realm, amid human
plurality, and within a shared world. Arendt draws upon Kant's Critique of Judgment to
argue that political judgment requires “enlarged mentality” — the ability to think from the
standpoint of others — and “common sense” as the horizon that makes judgments
intelligible and debatable (Arendt, 1982; Beiner, 1983). In her view, the vitality of politics
depends on citizens' capacity to judge public affairs without reducing differences to moral
absolutes or identity-based oppositions. When this common horizon erodes, political
disagreements harden into moralised exclusions, and the public realm gives way to
friend/enemy logics (Arendt, 1958, 1998; Villa, 2000).

Over the past two decades, Iranian society has exhibited mounting signs of such a crisis:
declining tolerance of dissent, a sharp drop in social trust, and increasing conditionality in
the legitimacy of protest actions. These trends cannot be explained solely by institutional
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deficiencies, ideological cleavages, or economic hardships. They point to a deeper,
attitudinal erosion of the very capacity for intersubjective judgment that sustains a shared
political life. Most existing studies on Iran’s political culture have focused on historical-
institutional factors or qualitative case analyses, with little longitudinal, comparative, and
empirical attention to the Arendtian notion of judgment. This study fills that gap by
operationalising Arendt’s framework using multi-wave World Values Survey (WVS) data
(1999-2022) for Iran, with Turkey and Egypt as comparative cases.

The core research question is: How have trends in tolerance of dissent, social trust, and
protest legitimacy evolved in Iran over the last two decades, and what do they reveal
about a crisis of political judgment? The central argument is that the observed patterns
reflect a structural weakening of intersubjective judging capacity, mediated by the
“moralisation of difference” — a mechanism that transforms political and cultural
differences into non-negotiable moral deviations. Without reviving this judging capacity
and the public horizon for contesting judgments, any institutional reform will remain
fragile and politics will be trapped in cycles of exclusion and distrust.

Methodology

This study adopts a quantitative-analytical research design, based on secondary analysis
of large-scale survey data from the World Values Survey (WVS). Data for Iran, Turkey,
and Egypt were extracted from Waves 4 to 7 (1999-2022). The sample sizes per wave
range from 1,000 to 3,000 adults (aged 18+), and WV design weights were applied in all
analyses to ensure representativeness.

Arendtian concepts, though philosophical and normative, were operationalised through
public attitudinal indicators. Four key variables were constructed:

1. Tolerance of dissent — measured by items assessing acceptance of neighbours or
co-habitants with different political views, lifestyles, or ethnic/religious backgrounds.
This indicator is widely used in the literature as a proxy for acceptance of plurality
(Inglehart & Welzel, 2005).

2. Social trust — measured by the standard question: “Generally speaking, would you say
that most people can be trusted, or that you need to be very careful in dealing with
people?” This variable is interpreted as an indicator of the presence or absence of
“common sense” — the shared horizon that enables mutual intelligibility of judgments
(Putnam, 2000; Beiner, 1983).

3. Moralisation of difference — a composite index constructed from items that reflect rigid,
value-based rejection of specific social or political groups. Crucially, this index does not
measure personal moral beliefs per se, but rather the pattern of using moral categories to
exclude others — i.e., the mechanism that transforms political differences into moral
deviations (Bernstein, 1986). Cronbach's alpha for this composite was 0.85.

4. Protest legitimacy — derived from questions on the justifiability of various forms of
protest (e.g., petitions, demonstrations, boycotts). Conditional patterns — where legitimacy
depends on the perceived moral-identity alignment of the protesters — were coded as
indicators of departure from public judgment (Arendt, 1978; Benhabib, 1992).

Reliability for tolerance and trust was acceptable (oo = 0.82 and 0.79, respectively).
Multivariate regression models controlled for age, gender, education, and economic status
to account for demographic composition. To test the mediating role of moralisation of
difference, path analysis and structural equation modelling (SEM) were performed using
AMOS. Model fit indices were: CFI = 0.96, RMSEA = 0.048, SRMR = 0.032, and y¥df =
2.14, indicating good fit.

Results and Discussion

The findings reveal a persistent and structural erosion of political judgment in Iran over
the 1999-2022 period. Table 1 summarises the trends for Iran, Turkey, and Egypt.

Matin Anjomrooz et al., The Crisis of Political Judgment and the Failure to Form...




@Research Letter of Political Science

Table (1). Changes in Political Judgment Indicators in Iran, Turkey, and

Egypt (1999-2022)

Change 1999-
Country Indicator 1999 | 20057 o0 | 2022 (perzc?aﬁage
points)
Iran Toleranc(eo/:)f dissent 42 38 31 26 ~16
Iran Social trust (%) 36 28 20 15 -21
Iran d"l"f?gféﬁ?é"zg_°1f) 052 | 0.60 068 | 0.74 +0.22
Turkey Toleranc(%/:)f dissent 45 42 _ 41 _4
Turkey Social trust (%) 25 22 19 21 -4
Egypt Toleranc(%/:)f dissent 38 35 33 30 -8
Egypt Social trust (%) 30 27 24 22 -8
*Values are adjusted according to available waves; — indicates data not available or non-comparable waves.

Source: Authors' calculations based on WVS waves 4-7 (World Values Survey
Association, 2023).

As shown in Table 1, Iran experienced a 16-point decline in tolerance of dissent,
compared to a 4-point decline in Turkey and 8-point decline in Egypt. Social trust in Iran
plummeted by 21 points (from 36% to 15%), placing Iran among the lowest globally in
this regard, while Turkey and Egypt showed much smaller decreases. Meanwhile, the
moralisation-of-difference index in Iran rose sharply from 0.52 to 0.74, indicating that
political and social differences are increasingly framed as moral deviations that preclude
dialogue.

Path analysis (full results provided in Table 2 of the main paper) confirmed that the
relationship between declining tolerance and the broader crisis indicators (trust collapse
and conditional protest legitimacy) is significantly mediated by moralisation of difference.
In Iran, the standardised indirect effect was = —0.42 (p < 0.01), whereas it was —0.24 for
Turkey and —0.19 for Egypt. Introducing the mediator substantially reduced the direct
effects, showing that the core problem lies in the mechanism that turns differences into
moral exclusions, not merely in the level of moral beliefs themselves.

These patterns are consistent with Arendt’s theory. The decline in tolerance reflects a
weakening of “enlarged mentality” — the inability to think from others' standpoints. The
collapse of social trust signals the disintegration of “common sense” — the shared horizon
that makes judgments mutually intelligible. The identity-based conditionality of protest
legitimacy indicates that politics has left the public realm and entered a friend/enemy
logic, where action is judged by who acts rather than by public norms. The comparative
dimension highlights that Iran's crisis is not merely a general feature of authoritarian
contexts, but a distinct, self-reinforcing cycle: the three indicators move in synergy,
reinforcing each other, while in Turkey and Egypt the patterns are less synchronous and
less intense.

The moralisation of difference, as a mediating mechanism, explains why political
disagreements in Iran so quickly become non-negotiable. This is not a matter of stronger
religious or ethical commitments, but of the use of such commitments to exclude the other
from the moral community. Such a process forecloses deliberation and reduces politics to
mutual exclusion, which is precisely the condition Arendt identified as the death of
politics.
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Integrating Hannah Arendt’s philosophical framework of political judgment with
longitudinal WVS data, this study demonstrates that Iran’s political crisis transcends
ideological divides or institutional failures. At the attitudinal level, what is eroding is the
intersubjective capacity to judge within a shared world. The persistent decline in
tolerance, the sharp fall in social trust, and the identity-conditional legitimacy of protests
are not isolated phenomena but components of a structural pattern, mediated by the
moralisation of difference.

The main theoretical contributions are threefold. First, the study empirically
operationalises Arendtian judgment, bridging political philosophy and empirical social
science. Second, it identifies moralisation of difference as a key mediator, clarifying how
intolerance translates into broader political decay. Third, through regional comparison, it
shows that Iran’s pattern is distinct in its intensity and synergy, offering a more robust
explanation than generic accounts of authoritarianism or underdevelopment.

From a policy perspective, the findings caution against over-reliance on institutional
reforms without addressing the underlying judging capacity of citizens. Moralising
discourses, although mobilising in the short term, deepen long-term exclusion and
distrust. Reviving politics requires creating spaces for the practice of intersubjective
judgment — arenas where disagreement is treated as part of shared political existence, not
as a moral threat. This implies the need for educational, media, and civil-society
initiatives that foster “enlarged mentality”” and protect the public realm from moralisation.
Limitations include the reliance on survey data, which cannot directly access internal
judgment processes, and the cross-national comparability of some indicators.
Nevertheless, in Arendtian terms, these limitations are not fatal, because political
judgment manifests itself precisely in public, observable patterns of attitudinal exclusion
and inclusion.

In sum, the crisis of politics in Iran must be understood, first and foremost, as a crisis of
political judgment — a crisis that is empirically traceable, theoretically explainable, and
profoundly consequential for the future of political life in the country.
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