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The Islamic Revolution of Iran, as one of the profound transformations of the twentieth
century, was initially characterized by the broad participation of various social groups
and diverse elites. Nevertheless, during its first decade, it encountered a fundamental
challenge concerning the cohesion and solidarity of political elites. Using a
descriptive—explanatory method and drawing on library and documentary sources, this
article analyzes the roots and consequences of divergence among political elites
following the victory of the Revolution. The findings demonstrate that the absence of
institutionalized mechanisms for managing conflicting viewpoints, the predominance
of revolutionary fervor over political rationality, and the lack of consensus regarding
the state-building project were the principal factors contributing to elite divergence.
The article also examines the effects of this fragmentation on the weakening of political
stability, the escalation of political violence, and the deceleration of the institution-
building process. Finally, it emphasizes the importance of revitalizing the concept of
elite cohesion to ensure the future sustainability of the Islamic Republic.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The Islamic Revolution of Iran constituted one of the most consequential political transformations
of the twentieth century, mobilizing a heterogeneous coalition of religious activists, nationalists, leftist
organizations, religious intellectuals, technocrats, and various social groups around the shared objective
of overthrowing the Pahlavi monarchy. Nevertheless, the cohesion generated during the revolutionary
struggle proved difficult to sustain once the revolutionary coalition confronted the requirements of state-
building, institutional consolidation, political representation, and the distribution of authority. The
transition from revolutionary solidarity to the establishment of a durable political order exposed profound
disagreements regarding the nature of the new state, the role of religion in governance, the position of
elected and unelected institutions, economic development, social justice, foreign policy, and the
boundaries of legitimate political participation. In this context, elite cohesion refers to the existence of
shared procedural norms, minimum agreement regarding the political order, and institutionalized
mechanisms for managing conflicts without resorting to exclusion, coercion, or political violence. Political
systems characterized by cohesive elites are more capable of producing strategic consensus, maintaining
institutional stability, and resolving disputes through accepted procedures, whereas fragmented elite
structures are frequently associated with unstable policymaking, factional conflict, weak
institutionalization, and recurring crises of legitimacy (Bashiriyeh, 1998; Burton & Higley, 1987;
Hateminejad, 2010). The present study therefore examines the historical contexts, structural causes, and
political consequences of weak cohesion among political elites in post-revolutionary Iran. Its central
argument is that elite divergence was not merely the outcome of personal rivalries or temporary factional
disputes, but rather emerged from unresolved ideological cleavages, the absence of institutionalized
mechanisms for elite accommodation, the predominance of revolutionary legitimacy over procedural
political rationality, and the failure to establish a broadly accepted project of state-building (Abdi, 2004;
Saei, 2008; Tajik, 2008).

The analysis is grounded in elite theory, political sociology, theories of legitimacy, and discourse
analysis. Classical elite theory emphasizes that all political systems are governed by relatively small
groups whose circulation, cohesion, recruitment patterns, and access to power significantly shape
institutional performance and political stability. Pareto’s concept of elite circulation highlights the
necessity of renewing governing groups and preventing the complete closure of access to political
authority, while modern elite theorists argue that stable political orders depend less on the disappearance
of conflict than on the emergence of procedural consensus among competing elite factions (Burton &
Higley, 1987; Pareto, 1968). From this perspective, elite systems may be broadly distinguished as unified,
divided, or fragmented. Unified elites share fundamental rules of political competition and accept
nonviolent mechanisms for dispute resolution; divided elites remain separated by serious ideological or
institutional disagreements; and fragmented elites lack both normative agreement and reliable mechanisms
of coordination. The post-revolutionary Iranian elite structure has displayed characteristics of both divided
and fragmented systems, particularly where factional competition has been transformed into exclusionary
conflict and where disagreement over policy has become intertwined with disputes over ideological
legitimacy. The study also employs the concept of functional legitimacy, according to which political
elites are increasingly evaluated not only on the basis of revolutionary, religious, or historical credentials,
but also according to their capacity to provide public goods, manage crises, ensure economic stability, and
respond effectively to social demands (Beetham, 1991; Hashemi, 2019). In addition, discourse-oriented



approaches clarify how political elites seek to construct hegemonic narratives and define the legitimate
boundaries of political identity. When no dominant discourse can integrate competing elite groups,
political language becomes polarized, adversaries are represented as threats to the political order, and
institutional disagreements are converted into struggles over political authenticity and legitimacy (Tajik,
2002, 2019). Accordingly, elite cohesion in Iran must be understood as a multidimensional phenomenon
involving ideological compatibility, institutional coordination, political trust, circulation of elites, and
agreement over the rules of political competition.

This study adopts a descriptive—explanatory and historical-analytical approach based on library
research and documentary analysis. The investigation covers the period from the victory of the Islamic
Revolution through the first decades of the Islamic Republic, while particular attention is given to the
formative decade after the Revolution and to subsequent periods in which earlier divisions were
reproduced in new institutional and discursive forms. The analysis proceeds through several interrelated
stages. First, the conceptual dimensions of elite cohesion, elite fragmentation, elite circulation, and
functional legitimacy are clarified through the literature of political sociology and elite theory. Second,
major episodes of elite conflict are examined as historical indicators of broader structural tensions,
including the marginalization of liberal and nationalist forces during the early revolutionary period, the
confrontation surrounding Abolhassan Banisadr, the institutionalization of left-right factional divisions,
the emergence of the reconstruction discourse after the Iran—Iraq War, the conflict between reformist and
conservative elites during the Khatami administration, the populist and anti-elite discourse associated with
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, the political crisis following the 2009 presidential election, and the growing
contradictions within the coalition supporting Hassan Rouhani (Bashiriyeh, 2001; Montazeri, 2021; Nasri,
2012; Zibakalam, 2013). Third, the study identifies recurring mechanisms through which elite fragmentation
has been reproduced, including ideological recruitment, weak party institutionalization, informal power
networks, limited circulation of political elites, exclusionary candidate-selection mechanisms, parallel
institutions, unstable policy coalitions, and the securitization of political competition (Abedi, 2016;
Alavitabar, 2015; Kazemi, 2017). Rather than treating each political conflict as an isolated event, the study
interprets them as manifestations of persistent tensions within the structure of political power. This method
makes it possible to connect historical events with underlying patterns of elite formation, institutional
interaction, and political legitimacy.

The findings indicate that weak elite cohesion in post-revolutionary Iran originated in the
heterogeneous nature of the revolutionary coalition and the absence of a stable agreement regarding the
political and institutional order that would replace the monarchy. During the revolutionary struggle, unity
was sustained by opposition to a common adversary; however, after the collapse of the previous regime,
disagreements over the constitution, political authority, economic policy, revolutionary institutions, civil
liberties, foreign relations, and the distribution of power became increasingly visible. In the first decade,
political rivalry frequently moved beyond ordinary competition and assumed the form of ideological
exclusion, organizational dissolution, political marginalization, and, in some cases, violent confrontation.
The conflict surrounding Banisadr demonstrated the absence of an accepted framework for coordinating
the presidency, revolutionary institutions, political parties, and religious leadership, while the subsequent
consolidation of the Islamic Republic narrowed the range of legitimate elite participation (Abdi, 2004;
Ghaderi, 2004). After the Iran—Irag War, elite divisions were reorganized around development,
reconstruction, privatization, social justice, and the role of technocratic management. During the reform



period, disagreements expanded to include civil society, political pluralism, the rule of law, press freedom,
and the authority of supervisory institutions, thereby transforming elite conflict into a sustained
institutional confrontation (Fazeli, 2017; Tajik, 2008). The Ahmadinejad era introduced a populist and anti-
establishment dimension into elite competition, producing new cleavages not only between reformists and
conservatives but also within the conservative camp itself (Nasri, 2012; Saei, 2014). The 2009 election crisis
deepened political distrust, removed influential figures from formal political participation, and
transformed existing disagreements into a more enduring security—political cleavage. During the Rouhani
administrations, the discourse of moderation temporarily sought to rebuild elite cooperation, but conflicts
over the nuclear agreement, economic governance, foreign policy, and relations between elected and
unelected institutions prevented the formation of a durable consensus (Montazeri, 2021; Sadeghi, 2019).
Overall, the evidence suggests that elite fragmentation has gradually evolved from ideological
disagreement into a structural and self-reproducing feature of the political system.

The persistence of elite fragmentation has produced significant consequences for governance,
political legitimacy, institutional development, and state—society relations. First, weak cohesion has
reduced the strategic consistency of policymaking. Successive administrations have frequently introduced
sharply different economic, cultural, and foreign-policy orientations, and the lack of an enduring inter-
elite agreement has prevented long-term policy continuity. This instability has weakened institutional
learning, discouraged sustained planning, and reduced the credibility of development strategies (Kamali,
2017; Katouzian, 2013). Second, unresolved elite conflict has encouraged the formation of parallel
institutions and overlapping centers of authority, thereby complicating accountability and generating
friction among executive, legislative, supervisory, judicial, military, and ideological bodies. Third, elite
fragmentation has contributed to exclusionary recruitment and the limited circulation of political
personnel. Where access to power depends more heavily on ideological loyalty, informal networks, or
institutional approval than on transparent political competition and professional competence, the
governing elite becomes less diverse and less capable of incorporating new social demands (Alavitabar,
2015; Fazeli, 2011). Fourth, public exposure to recurring elite disputes, mutual accusations, policy
reversals, and institutional conflicts has weakened political trust and eroded social capital. As citizens
increasingly assess elites through their practical performance, economic instability, administrative
inefficiency, corruption, and ineffective crisis management directly diminish functional legitimacy
(Hashemi, 2019; Sadeghi, 2019). Fifth, the absence of strong intermediary institutions, particularly
institutionalized political parties, professional associations, civic organizations, and independent policy
forums, has prevented disagreements from being transformed into structured negotiation. Political
competition has consequently remained personalized, factional, and wvulnerable to securitization.
Addressing this problem requires strengthening merit-based elite recruitment, improving transparency and
accountability, expanding legal and institutional channels of participation, developing stable rules for
intraregime competition, and creating national discourses capable of integrating ideological diversity
around common interests such as sustainable development, social justice, national security, and effective
governance (Beetham, 1991; Putnam, 1993; Tajik, 2019).

The historical experience of the Islamic Republic demonstrates that revolutionary solidarity cannot
by itself guarantee lasting elite cohesion. The unity produced through opposition to the previous regime
gradually weakened when political actors confronted the practical requirements of governing, institution-
building, resource allocation, and ideological definition. In the absence of institutionalized mechanisms



for negotiation and conflict management, political disagreements repeatedly developed into exclusionary
struggles, factional polarization, and institutional confrontation. Over time, these patterns expanded
beyond the original divisions of the revolutionary period and were reproduced in conflicts between left
and right, reformists and conservatives, technocrats and populists, elected governments and supervisory
institutions, and official elites and emerging social or professional elites. The resulting fragmentation has
weakened policy continuity, reduced institutional efficiency, restricted elite circulation, undermined
public trust, and widened the distance between political authorities and society. The study concludes that
rebuilding elite cohesion does not require eliminating ideological or political differences; rather, it requires
transforming those differences into regulated, transparent, and nonviolent competition within an accepted
institutional framework. Sustainable governance in Iran depends on the recognition of elite diversity, the
strengthening of intermediary institutions, the expansion of merit-based participation, and the
establishment of stable procedures through which competing political actors can cooperate on
fundamental national priorities. Without such reforms, elite fragmentation is likely to remain a persistent
source of institutional weakness and legitimacy erosion. Conversely, gradual improvement in dialogue,
accountability, inclusiveness, and political coordination could convert elite plurality from a source of
structural conflict into an asset for national development and political resilience.
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