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Introduction

The present study aims to analyze different scenarios of media governance on political
legitimacy in Iran. This issue is of particular importance in the era of rapid technological
developments and profound transformation of the media ecosystem, as the media have
become one of the main pillars of influencing public opinion and shaping political
legitimacy. The increasing expansion of access to the Internet and transnational social
networks has transformed traditional patterns of information production and consumption,
and on the other hand, the inconsistency between official narratives and the lived
experiences of citizens has created significant gaps in the public arena of Iran. This issue
is important due to the nature and popular roots of the government in Iran on the one
hand, and the widespread and all-out media war against the government on the other.
Accordingly, the central issue of the research is that the media governance system in Iran
is on the verge of a historical transition, and this transition is being shaped by two main
forces. First, the increasing pressure of technological developments on the one hand, and
the increasing demand of society for transparency, accountability and participation on the
other. In the meantime, the “war of narratives” has become a key arena in which
government institutions, official media, civil society, digital citizens and transnational
actors compete.

Research Question and Hypothesis

The central question of the research is what effects the possible macro scenarios of the
future of media governance in Iran have on the patterns of formation or erosion of
political legitimacy? The research hypothesis is based on the proposition that the model of
media governance (from control-oriented to participation-oriented) and the way the
political system uses new communication technologies (from tools of repression to tools
of interaction) will be the main determinants of the type of political legitimacy (stable,
survivalist, efficient or eroded) in the future horizon of Iran.
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Methodology

The present study was conducted with a futures approach and a scenario writing method
based on a two-uncertainty matrix. The required data were collected with a mixed
approach (qualitative-quantitative). In the qualitative section, 20 in-depth semi-structured
interviews were conducted with experts in the fields of media and communications,
political science and governance, futures studies, and information and communication
technology. Sampling was carried out purposively using the snowball technique. The
interview process continued until the theoretical saturation stage, which was achieved in
the fifteenth interview. Library and document studies were also conducted, including
upstream documents such as the "National Document on Cyberspace Development”, the
"Comprehensive Scientific Map of the Country”, and the "Seventh Development Plan
Law".

In the quantitative part, after extracting five driving categories (political, social,
technological, media, and geopolitical) from the qualitative analysis, a structured
questionnaire was provided to 20 experts to evaluate each factor from the perspectives of
“strategic importance” and “degree of uncertainty.” By calculating a composite score
(product of importance and uncertainty), the two factors “transparency of media
governance” and “level of technological development/how to use artificial intelligence”
were selected as critical uncertainties and formed the main axes of the scenario matrix.

Results and Discussion

Based on the combination of the two main axes, four distinct scenarios were drawn.
Scenario 1: Participatory media governance (desirable horizon): In this scenario, the
political system accepts transparency and constructive interaction with society as a
strategic necessity. Key features include a shift from centralized control to intelligent
regulation, active transparency and structured accountability, relative congruence of
narratives and a narrowing of the perception gap, and technology at the service of
engagement and empowerment. Political legitimacy in this scenario has a mixed, stable,
and deep-rooted pattern, and social capital and generalized trust in institutions increase.
Scenario 2: Narrative Crisis (Unfavorable Horizon): In this scenario, media governance is
opaque, centralized, and based on top-down command, and governance is technologically
impotent and passive. Key features include structural incoherence and responsiveness of
official media, dominance of external narratives and transfer of news authority to foreign
media, deep nation-state divide and systematic distrust, and economic crisis of official
media. Political legitimacy is gradually and systematically eroded and reduced to weak
survivalist legitimacy.

Scenario 3: Media Securitization (Conservative Horizon): In this scenario, despite having
advanced surveillance and control technology, the government ignores transparency and
participatory space due to the absolute priority of security and stability. Key features
include omnipresent technology-based control, mass production of a uniform official
narrative, blocking of competing discourse, and digital migration of elites. Political
legitimacy is transformed into advanced (technological) survivalist legitimacy, and
political participation is reduced to a minimum.

Scenario 4: Technological Leap (Transformative Horizon): In this scenario, the
government, by adopting a transparent and participatory approach, uses advanced
technology for smart interaction, improving governance efficiency, and rapid
responsiveness. Key features include digital government and data-driven governance,
smart service delivery, competitive native platforms, and active digital citizenship.
Political legitimacy is largely rebuilt on the basis of high efficiency and transparency, but
there is a risk of deviation towards securitization.

In the discussion of the comparative analysis of scenarios, it should be said that this issue
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has been done from three main perspectives.

Sources of legitimacy: In the participatory scenario, combined and sustainable legitimacy
is based on three sources: functional, participatory and institutional. In the narrative crisis
scenario, all three sources of legitimacy are simultaneously weakened. In the
securitization scenario, technological survivalist legitimacy is based on ensuring security
through technological control. In the technological leap scenario, digital or service
legitimacy focuses on rebuilding legitimacy by strengthening functional legitimacy.
Dynamics and possibility of transition between scenarios: Three main paths were
identified. The regressive path (from narrative crisis to securitization), the gradual
transformation path (from securitization or narrative crisis to participatory), and the
deviant path (from technological leap to securitization). Policy choices in the areas of
transparency, engagement with society and technological investment determine the
transition paths.

The role of key actors: The government, as a determining actor, directs the future path
through regulation, investment in technology, and commitment to transparency. Society,
with its level of media literacy and social capital, can be an enabler or a deterrent.
Transnational actors, through the war of narratives and technological pressures,
exacerbate the bottlenecks and opportunities of domestic governance.
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Conclusion

The research results show that the pattern governing the relationship between the
government and the media is not a secondary variable, but a determining variable in the
production or erosion of political legitimacy. Political legitimacy in Iran has gone beyond
its mere economic or security function more than ever before and depends on
strengthening the quality of informational, discursive, and trust-building interaction
between the government and citizens. The desired scenarios (participatory and responsible
technological leap) that are based on transparency, accountability, and interaction,
although facing transition difficulties, are the only sustainable paths to reproducing public
trust and strengthening national resilience. In contrast, paths based on security control or
governmental passivity lead to the systematic erosion of social capital, the accumulation
of discontent, and increased structural fragility in the long run.

The findings of this research are consistent with key theories such as Habermas’s
“communicational  legitimacy,” Castells’s “communication power,” Zuboff’s
“surveillance capitalism,” and Putnam’s “social capital” theory, and show that in today’s
interconnected world, no power can survive for long outside of persuasive public
discourse and trust based on transparency. This is the case in Iran, which is built on the
basis of popular participation and serious attention to public opinion as a fundamental
principle. Sustainable security and genuine legitimacy are sustained not in obstruction but
in trust, nor in homogenization but in the intelligent management of plurality.
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