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Abstract

Religion, culture, and society are three central categories in theoretical and
practical studies of governance. These three concepts are very close to each other in
the field of implementation. This research aimed to examine the triple relationship
between religion, culture, and society with an emphasis on the thoughts of Islamic
Revolution thinkers in order to provide a model for optimal governance in religious
societies. If the exact relationship between these categories is not determined, the
field of optimal religious governance will face challenges and there will be an
overlap between these cases. This research was conducted using a qualitative
method and the information was collected in the form of documents. The texts of
Islamic Revolution thinkers and Western theories were examined with an
interpretative-critical approach, and the data were analyzed using three-stage
coding (open, axial, selective). The findings of this research indicate that the
relationship between these three categories in the perspective of the thinkers of the
Islamic Revolution is dialectical and multi-level, not reductionist (unlike Marxist or
positivist approaches); therefore, in the implications of governance, the
multidimensionality of these categories and their overlapping relationships should
be taken into account. Also, religion as an independent variable has both a culture-
forming role (creating religious patterns) and a culture-destroying role (reforming
incompatible patterns). In desirable governance, culture acts as a context and
society as the scene of interaction between the two. This article concludes that
culture is the context of the main movement of society and religion is the content
and nourishment of culture, which should show their dialectical relationships in
governance through a clear passage.
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Extended abstract

Purpose

This study aims to explore the intricate and often overlooked
interrelationship between religion, culture, and society from the standpoint
of prominent thinkers of the Islamic Revolution in Iran. In doing so, it
seeks to formulate an indigenous model of governance rooted in Islamic
thought that is capable of addressing the specific cultural and social
contexts of Muslim societies. The importance of this analysis stems from
the fact that failure to define the correct relationship among these three
constructs can result in conceptual overlap and practical governance
challenges, particularly in policy-making, cultural engineering, and
identity formation.

By clarifying this triadic relationship and its dialectical nature, the study
contributes to the intellectual foundation of what can be described as
"Islamic dialectical governance"—a system of rule that preserves religious
authenticity while dynamically interacting with evolving cultural and
social structures.

Design / Methodology / Approach

The research adopts a qualitative design situated within an interpretive-
critical paradigm. The data were gathered through documentary and
library-based sources. Primary sources included the works and speeches of
two key Islamic Revolution thinkers—Ayatollah Ali Khamenei and Martyr
Morteza Motahhari—as well as key theoretical texts from both Islamic and
Western sociopolitical literature.

The analytical process followed the methodology of Grounded Theory
(GT), which consists of three stages of coding:

Open coding: Identifying basic concepts such as "sacred rationality",
"cultural resistance", or "Islamic identity construction".

Axial coding: Linking these concepts into thematic categories like "the role
of religion in social change" or "dialectical cultural governance".
Selective coding: Synthesizing categories into a central theoretical model
of religion-culture-society interaction.

The data corpus included 28 books by Martyr Motahhari and more than
three decades of speeches by Ayatollah Khamenei. Purposeful sampling
focused on segments with high conceptual relevance. Methodological
triangulation and peer debriefing were used to ensure internal and external
validity.
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Findings
The findings underscore a unique model of interaction among religion,
culture, and society in Islamic governance. This relationship is:
o Dialectical rather than hierarchical or reductionist.
o Multidimensional rather than linear.
o Context-sensitive, reflecting both ideal religious principles and
empirical cultural-social realities.

Religion emerges as an independent variable and guiding force that
plays both a culture-forming and culture-correcting role. Culture, in turn, is
both shaped by and shaping of religion. It provides the soft infrastructure
or the operating context within which religious and political directives are
enacted. Society acts as the platform of interaction, the arena in which
these forces engage, conflict, and co-evolve.

Motahhari views religion as a comprehensive system capable of
generating social transformation, emphasizing its ideological vitality,
flexibility, and resistance to cultural imperialism. He critiques both
fundamentalism and eclecticism as deviations from authentic Islamic
cultural engagement.

Khamenei emphasizes religion as the bedrock of cultural identity,
calling for cultural policies that resist Western secularism and promote
Islamic ethics. His speeches often portray culture as "the air we breathe",
stressing that governance must aim to Islamize educational systems, media,
and public life to counteract foreign influence.

Originality / Value
This study is among the few that provides a triadic, dialectical model of
religion-culture-society interaction grounded in Islamic political thought.
While previous research has often addressed bilateral relationships (e.qg.,
religion and culture), this paper offers:

o A three-dimensional analytical framework based on dialectics.

e A theoretical comparison with Western models (e.g., Marxist,

Durkheimian, Weberian).

o A redefinition of sacred rationality (‘Aqgl-e Qodsi) as a governing

epistemology in Islamic public management.

The research advances the discourse on faith-based governance by
challenging secular assumptions in Western sociological theory and
positioning religion as a constructive, autonomous force rather than a
derivative of economic or cultural structures.
Research Limitations / Implications
The primary limitation is the theoretical and documentary nature of the
research. While it provides a robust model, the empirical application
remains limited. The framework has not yet been tested in comparative
studies across Islamic countries, nor does it account for practical
constraints in modern governance structures.

Additionally, the model is highly contextualized within the Iranian
experience of Islamic governance, which may limit its generalizability to
more pluralistic or less ideologically unified Muslim societies.



Future studies should incorporate empirical policy analysis, cross-
national comparisons, and possibly quantitative testing of specific
governance outcomes linked to this model.

Practical Implications

The dialectical model of governance proposed here holds several
actionable implications:

Cultural Engineering: Design of media, education, and arts institutions
must align with religious values while engaging public sentiment.
Institutions like state media should mediate between doctrinal purity and
cultural relevance.

Policy Formulation: Laws and public policies should reflect divine
principles while responding to local cultural and social realities. For
instance, laws on family, education, and public morality must merge fixed
religious tenets with evolving cultural forms.

Civic Engagement: Civil society organizations should be structured to act
as intermediaries between state religious objectives and grassroots cultural
expressions, embodying what the model refers to as “dialectical
mediation.”

Saocial Implications

On the social level, the model contributes to building a coherent national
identity that is neither culturally rootless nor religiously dogmatic. By
acknowledging the dialectical overlap between faith and culture, the model
provides tools for navigating globalization, cultural pluralism, and
ideological contestation.

It presents religion not as a repressive force, but as a dynamic engine
for social cohesion and identity preservation. This stands in contrast to
secular modernization theories that treat religion as either obsolete or
marginal.

In contexts where cultural invasion and secular pressures challenge
traditional values, this model offers a path toward cultural resilience and
value-centric modernization.

Keywords: Relationship between religion and culture, desirable
governance, dialectical relationships.
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