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ABSTRACT

Purpose: This study critically evaluates the conceptualization mechanism in the Persian literature on qualified
governance—a field that has faced a mass of overlapping terminology over the past two decades without offering
researchers a conceptual map for orientation. The aim is not to reject or endorse the normative content of this
literature but to methodologically evaluate its concept construction.

Methodology: This is a critical review within the framework of integrative reviews. The population comprised
Persian scientific articles published between 2006 and 2025, selected through purposive theoretical sampling. The
analysis tool was a seven-criterion framework based on Sartori, Goertz, and Gerring's criteria.

Findings: The identified terms fall into six conceptual families (text-oriented, discourse-oriented, philosophical-
hikmi, civilizational-ideal, indigenous-national, and confrontational), with four dominant construction mechanisms
(suffixation, juxtaposition, idealization, and confrontation). The seven-criterion evaluation shows moderate
definitional clarity, weak differentiation from adjacent concepts and falsifiability, and a dual status in
operationalization.

Conclusion: The root of dispersion in this field lies not merely in topic selection but in the mechanism of concept
construction. A four-step framework for conceptual disciplining is proposed.

Keywords: Qualified Governance, Conceptualization, Critical Review, Persian Governance Literature,
Falsifiability.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The term "governance" has become one of the most frequently used expressions in Iranian public
administration and political science literature over the past two decades. However, its Iranian usage is
markedly different from the global experience, primarily because in Persian literature, governance is
less a composite concept and more a subject of analytical exploration. What has occurred is the
proliferation of descriptive sub-types labeled with adjectives such as Islamic, religious, Quranic,
prophetic, Alavi, transcendent, Mahdavi, revolutionary, jihadist, sound, desirable, competent, and
Iranian-Islamic. This resemblance to Collier and Levitsky's (1997) account of "democracy with
adjectives" is striking, yet with a crucial difference: in the democracy literature, adjectives were typically
added to narrow the scope and increase precision, whereas in Persian governance literature, adjectives
often serve an evaluative and legitimizing function.

The proliferation of terminology is neither a virtue nor a vice in itself. A field of knowledge naturally
generates new vocabulary during its growth phases, and each new term may open a window onto a
dimension of reality. The critical question is whether these new terms address problems that previous
vocabulary could not, whether they lead to indicators, data, and measures, whether one can imagine
evidence that would refute them, and whether subsequent studies build upon previous ones or each
researcher starts from scratch. These are conventional criteria for judging the quality of a concept in the
social sciences, and Persian governance literature has rarely been assessed against them.

The main gap lies here. A substantial volume of scientific-research articles has been published under
the aforementioned titles over the past two decades, but a systematic review that places these productions
side by side, maps their kinships and distinctions, and evaluates their conceptual quality against
recognized criteria is not available. Existing reviews are either limited to a specific term or examine the
problem of governance in Iran without focusing on the conceptual layer (Salimi & Maknoon, 2018).
Consequently, a newcomer to this field faces a mass of overlapping terminology without a map for
orientation. The present article seeks to fill this gap by addressing three questions: First, into what
conceptual families can the described Persian governance literature be classified, and where are the
boundaries of these families? Second, what mechanisms has this literature employed to construct
concepts? Third, if we evaluate these productions against conventional criteria of concept evaluation in
the social sciences, in which aspects are they strong and in which aspects vulnerable? The aim of the
article is not to reject or endorse the normative content of this literature but to provide a methodological
evaluation of its conceptualization mechanism.

Theoretical Framework

The term governance in global public administration literature emerged from the 1990s onward as a
response to the erosion of the traditional image of hierarchical government. Rhodes (1996) defined it as
"governing without government," referring to self-organizing networks among governmental and non-
governmental actors. Bevir (2012) demonstrates that this term has been polysemous from the outset,
with at least three distinct applications: describing an empirical transformation in administrative style,
providing an analytical framework, and expressing a normative agenda. Fukuyama (2013) attempted to
offer a minimal and measurable definition, reducing governance to the state's capacity to formulate and
enforce rules and deliver services—a capacity explicitly distinguished from the question of whether the
political regime is democratic. This distinction is important because it enables comparison across
different political systems, something typically overlooked in the described Persian literature.
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On the measurability side, the Worldwide Governance Indicators sought to decompose the concept into
six measurable dimensions and explicitly announced their methodology and limitations (Kaufmann,
Kraay, & Mastruzzi, 2011). Rothstein and Teorell (2008) argued that the definition of governance
quality should not be tied to input mechanisms such as democracy but should rest on a single output-
side principle: impartiality in the exercise of public power. Grindle (2004) introduced the idea of "good
enough governance," showing that long lists of institutional reforms are neither feasible nor necessarily
a priority for developing countries. This line of critique culminates in Andrews's (2013) work, which
demonstrates with extensive evidence that imported institutional reforms in many countries are formally
accepted without functioning—a phenomenon Pritchett, Woolcock, and Andrews (2013) called
"isomorphic mimicry." The theoretical roots of this analysis trace back to the classic work of Meyer and
Rowan (1977) and DiMaggio and Powell (1983), who described the formal structure of organizations
as myth and ceremony for gaining environmental legitimacy. As will be seen, this framework is
instrumental for understanding part of the described Persian literature.

Methodology

This research is a critical review and, in Snyder's (2019) classification, falls under integrative reviews—
a type of review whose purpose is not to enumerate the corpus comprehensively but to map the
conceptual landscape of a field and critically evaluate it. The design of the work stages is based on the
five-stage framework of Arksey and O'Malley (2005) and the recommendations of Tranfield, Denyer,
and Smart (2003) for transparent selection criteria. The organization is concept-oriented rather than
author-oriented or work-oriented; that is, the unit of analysis is the concept (Webster & Watson, 2002).
The target population was Persian scientific articles published between 2006 and 2025 in university
databases, Noormags, Civilica, the Islamic World Science Citation Center, the Comprehensive Portal of
Humanities, and the Iranian Publications Information Bank, which were indexed and showcased.
Keywords included the base word "governance" combined with adjectives such as Islamic, religious,
Quranic, prophetic, Alavi, Razavi, transcendent, monotheistic, Mahdavi, revolutionary, jihadist, sound,
desirable, competent, and Iranian-Islamic. Inclusion criteria were: publication in a peer-reviewed
scientific journal or book; explicit presentation of a described governance term in the title, abstract, or
keywords; and provision of a definition, model, dimensions, or indicators for that term. Exclusion
criteria included short notes and editorials, works that merely used the term without definition, and
articles whose main subject was another field and the term appeared only marginally. The final selection
of works was based on purposive theoretical sampling; that is, the addition of cases continued until each
conceptual family was covered with exemplary and diverse samples and the addition of a new work did
not lead to the identification of a new pattern. This selection does not claim comprehensive enumeration
of the corpus, and this is one of the explicit limitations of the research. The analysis tool was a seven-
criterion framework constructed from a combination of Sartori's (1970), Gerring's (1999), and Goertz's
(2006) criteria, including: clarity of definition, differentiation from adjacent concepts,
operationalizability, scope and attribute appropriateness, cumulative-ness at the indicator level,
falsifiability, and connection to global literature. Each work or conceptual family was judged based on
textual evidence at three levels: weak, moderate, and relatively appropriate. To reduce judgment error,
the objective criteria of each measure were defined before analysis and kept constant during analysis.
Since the research was conducted on published texts and had no human participants, obtaining informed
consent was not applicable.
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Results

The first finding is that the apparent diversity of terminology is limited at the conceptual level. The
identified terms fall into six families: text-oriented, discourse-oriented, philosophical-hikmi,
civilizational-ideal, indigenous-national, and confrontational. The text-oriented family extracts desirable
governance from sacred texts, with Nahj al-Balagha being the most frequent source (Hejazifar, 2023;
Qanadanzadeh et al., 2022). Rahnavard et al. (2022), examining 703 Quranic verses, categorized 33
components into five dimensions. The discourse-oriented family derives credibility from political
leaders' statements (Ma'dani & Najari, 2022; Zeinoddini, 2023). The philosophical-hikmi family, known
as "transcendent governance," draws on transcendental philosophy (Kalateh Qazi & Torabi, 2021). The
civilizational-ideal family focuses on the Islamic state and modern civilization (Javidi, 2022), while the
confrontational family defines itself against "good governance" (Aghapirouz, 2022).

The second finding identifies four construction mechanisms: suffixation, juxtaposition, idealization, and
confrontation.

The third finding applies a seven-criterion framework. The picture is heterogeneous. Definitional clarity
is moderate; definitions are detailed but rarely minimal. Differentiation from adjacent concepts is weak;
boundaries between Islamic, transcendent, and Alavi governance remain unclear. Operationalization is
dual; some works reach indicators, but most stop at enumerating dimensions without connecting to data.
Falsifiability is weakest; when the ideal instance is only realizable in the infallible's conduct or a future
society, any incomplete evidence is interpreted as "incomplete realization."

These findings align with Salimi and Maknoon (2018) on dispersion, but reveal a deeper cause:
dispersion stems from the construction mechanism, not topic selection. They also echo Grindle's (2004)
"good enough governance" and Andrews's (2013) critique of institutional reform, though this literature
remains at the level of declaring distinction rather than redesigning method.

A four-step framework is proposed: separating normative from analytical layers; replacing suffixation
with minimal definitions; connecting concepts to indicators and data; and engaging global literature
through dialogue.

Conclusion

The most important result of this research is that the root of the dispersion and conceptual
ambiguity in Persian described governance literature lies in its construction mechanism, not
merely in topic selection. The theoretical achievement is the presentation of a seven-criterion
framework for evaluating concept construction in this field and a four-step framework for its
disciplining. Practical applications include guiding researchers to move from suffixation to
adding attributes to minimal definitions and to connect concepts to indicators and data. Future
research is suggested to conduct empirical tests of the proposed framework and to examine the
possibility of theoretical dialogue between Islamic governance literature and global governance
literature.
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