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ABSTRACT

Environmental issues have expanded significantly since the emergence of modern
nation-states. Although governments and environmental organizations have made
various efforts to protect the environment and promote sustainable development for the
benefit of present and future generations, environmental crises have deepened, and the
discourse of sustainable development continues to face numerous challenges.
Consequently, sociologists have referred to such societies as "risk societies." Part of the
problem can be attributed to how policymakers and planners perceive environmental
issues and how they respond to them. This study was conducted using a qualitative
approach and employed reflexive thematic analysis. Data were collected through in-
depth interviews with experts and stakeholders involved in environmental issues in
Iran. The target population included 29 individuals comprising ministers, senior
managers, specialists, and civil society activists, selected through purposive sampling.
The findings revealed ten key themes: the complexity of the environmental concept,
Iran’s ecological understanding, unbalanced development, idealism, the pitfall of self-
sufficiency, lack of awareness regarding the issue, lack of shared concern,
overcentralization by the state, an infrastructure-centric perspective, and organizational
inertia. The results indicate that policymakers lacked an adequate understanding of
Iran’s environment, its ecological fragility, and the need for development aligned with
the country’s biocapacity. Instead, they have unilaterally imposed their ideals on
society. Moreover, environmental policymaking processes, carried out across various
levels and sectors, have predominantly focused on structural considerations, often
neglecting the multidimensional nature of environmental challenges.
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Intoduction

Environmental degradation in Iran has intensified
over the past century to the extent that it now
poses existential challenges to social stability,
economic viability, and national development.
Severe droughts, advancing desertification,
recurrent dust storms, biodiversity loss, alarming
rates of land subsidence, and deteriorating air and
water quality all exemplify a multidimensional
crisis. International indicators consistently confirm
these patterns: Iran ranks poorly on the
Environmental Performance Index (EPI), faces one
of the world’s most acute groundwater depletion
rates, and struggles with alarming levels of air
pollution in major cities. Despite repeated policy
interventions, the crises have deepened rather than
diminished, signaling the insufficiency of
conventional solutions.

Traditional explanations for environmental
failure in Iran highlight structural, institutional,
and economic factors. Scholars have pointed to
weak enforcement mechanisms, fragmented
governance among dozens of organizations,
entrenched rent-seeking, and the overemphasis on
short-term economic growth. Others stress the
influence of sanctions, demographic pressures, and
climate change. While such explanations are valid,
they often overlook a deeper dimension: the
epistemological underpinnings of policymaking.
Epistemology, defined as the study of justified
belief and knowledge, interrogates how individuals
perceive, interpret, and act upon the world.
Applied to governance, epistemology refers to the
cognitive frameworks and assumptions through
which policymakers define problems, prioritize
solutions, and legitimize actions.

In Iran, environmental crises are not merely the
result of insufficient resources, institutional
incapacity, or external shocks. They are also
outcomes of flawed epistemologies. Policymakers
frequently rely on simplistic or distorted
understandings of ecosystems. For example, water
is often imagined in terms of limitless flow, akin to
rivers in temperate regions, rather than fragile
aquifers with finite recharge rates. Similarly, the
pursuit of agricultural self-sufficiency in water-
scarce provinces reveals a cognitive misalignment
between ecological constraints and development
ambitions. This epistemic disconnect contributes
to what we call epistemic policy failure: situations
where governance outcomes are distorted not by
lack of technical expertise but by misguided ways
of knowing.

The importance of epistemology in
environmental governance becomes clear when
considering recurring paradoxes. Why do state

authorities insist on constructing water-intensive
industries in arid provinces? Why are large-scale
dams pursued despite mounting evidence of
ecological damage? Why are civic movements that
defend local ecosystems marginalized instead of
incorporated into governance? These paradoxes
suggest that the crisis is not solely material or
institutional but also cognitive. Policymakers act
upon worldviews, assumptions, and biases that
fundamentally shape their responses to ecological
problems.

This  study  therefore  explores  the
epistemological foundations of Iranian
environmental policymaking. By analyzing the
assumptions,  perceptions, and  cognitive
frameworks of senior policymakers, experts, and
civil society actors, we aim to uncover how
epistemic  distortions have contributed to
environmental decline. Unlike prior studies that
treat environmental degradation as primarily
structural or economic, our research foregrounds
epistemology as a central explanatory variable. In
doing so, it contributes to both theoretical and
practical debates: theoretically, it extends
governance studies into the epistemic realm;
practically, it suggests that sustainable reform
requires not only technical solutions but also
epistemic transformation among decision-makers.

Methodology

Given the exploratory nature of the research
question, a qualitative design was selected. The
study employed reflexive thematic analysis (Braun
& Clarke, 2021), a method well-suited for
examining the meanings and assumptions
embedded in participants’ accounts. This approach
enabled us to move beyond surface-level
descriptions and identify underlying epistemic
patterns.

Data Collection. We conducted 29 semi-
structured, in-depth interviews with a purposive
sample of individuals involved in environmental
governance.  Participants  included  former
ministers, deputy heads of the Environmental
Protection Agency, senior bureaucrats in water and
agricultural ministries, university professors,
environmental journalists, and civil society
activists. To access high-ranking officials, a
snowball sampling strategy was employed,
beginning with known civil society figures and
extending through professional networks. This
yielded a sample that encompassed both state
insiders and critical outsiders, ensuring a diversity
of perspectives.

Interview  Design.  Interviews  explored
participants’ definitions of “environment,” their
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interpretations of Iran’s ecological crises, their
developmental visions, and their experiences with
policymaking processes. The goal was to elicit not
only factual accounts but also cognitive
frameworks—how problems were framed and
what assumptions underpinned proposed solutions.
Given the political sensitivity of environmental
issues in Iran, many participants initially expressed
caution. Over time, trust was built through
repeated contact, assurances of confidentiality, and
empathetic engagement.

Ethical Considerations. Three principles guided
the study: informed consent, confidentiality, and
reflexivity. Participants were informed about the
objectives of the study and assured that their
identities would remain anonymous. Reflexivity
was maintained throughout, with researchers
reflecting on their positionality and potential
biases.

Data Analysis. Transcripts were analyzed using
a six-step thematic process: (1) familiarization
with the data, (2) generation of initial codes, (3)
searching for themes, (4) reviewing themes, (5)
defining and naming themes, and (6) producing the
report. More than 127 sub-themes emerged, which
were  subsequently consolidated into ten
overarching themes. These themes represent
epistemic distortions or orientations that structure
environmental governance in Iran.

Result

Analysis revealed nine major themes that highlight

how  epistemology  shapes  environmental
governance in Iran:
1. Complexity of the Environmental

Concept. Policymakers often rely on simplified or
reductionist definitions of the environment,
equating it with discrete issues like waste
collection or wildlife protection. This narrow lens
neglects the systemic nature of ecosystems,
leading to fragmented policies. Misunderstandings
about aquifers, for instance, have produced
counterproductive decisions such as legalizing
illegal wells.

2. Neglect of Iran’s Ecological Specificities.
Many decision-makers apply developmental
models from water-rich regions (e.g., Europe,
China, Brazil) without accounting for Iran’s arid
and semi-arid conditions. Comparative data reveal
the irrationality of such aspirations: rivers like the
Amazon or Yangtze carry water volumes hundreds
of times greater than Iran’s Zayandeh Rud.
Ignoring these ecological realities has fostered
unrealistic goals and exacerbated water crises.

3. Unbalanced Development. Development
strategies disproportionately emphasize agriculture

and heavy industry, regardless of ecological
suitability. Agriculture consumes nearly 90% of
Iran’s water resources but contributes only about
10% to GDP. Heavy industries such as steel and
petrochemicals have been located in water-scarce
provinces, creating costly contradictions between
development and ecology.

4. Idealism and Symbolic  Projects.
Policymakers often pursue grandiose projects
motivated by ideology or symbolism rather than
ecological rationality. Large dams, nuclear plants,
and megacities are framed as markers of national
strength or modernity. While politically appealing,
such projects are environmentally destructive and
socially disruptive.

5. Self-Sufficiency Bias. A strong epistemic
commitment to state-driven self-sufficiency
pervades policymaking. This mindset assumes that
only the central state can secure survival,
sidelining civil society and local communities. The
result is excessive legislation, bureaucratic control,
and exclusion of alternative governance models.

6. Lack of Awareness and Scientific
Literacy. Many policymakers demonstrate limited
ecological knowledge. Sustainable development
has sometimes been dismissed as a “Western
imposition.” Officials have promoted expansion of
car-based employment despite air pollution crises,
or viewed waste management only in terms of
visual cleanliness rather than systemic disposal
challenges.

7. Absence of Shared Concern. A
disconnection exists between state authorities and
society regarding environmental responsibility.
Communities have increasingly mobilized against
destructive projects, such as dams or industrial
expansion, but their concerns are marginalized.
This weakens the potential for co-governance and
creates conflict between citizens and the state.

8. Over-Statism. Natural resources, while
nominally national, are effectively controlled by
state institutions. This fosters a mindset that
resources are state-owned assets to be allocated at
will. Such an epistemic orientation encourages
short-term exploitation rather than stewardship or
accountability.

9. Technocratic and  Structure-Oriented
Views. Policymakers rely heavily on engineering
and infrastructural solutions, viewing
environmental problems as technical rather than
socio-ecological. This leads to large-scale
interventions such as dam construction, which
displace communities and degrade ecosystems
while failing to address root causes.

Together, these nine themes illuminate the
epistemic distortions at the heart of Iran’s
environmental crises. They reveal a governance
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paradigm shaped less by ecological realities than
by symbolic ideals, technocratic simplifications,
and centralized authority.

The findings demonstrate that epistemology is
not an abstract philosophical concern but a
concrete determinant of governance outcomes.
Unlike studies that emphasize institutional or
economic explanations, this research highlights the
role of cognitive frameworks in perpetuating
environmental  failure. In Iran, epistemic
misalignments—simplistic definitions, idealized
visions, and technocratic reductionism—distort
both the identification of problems and the
selection of solutions.

For example, the prioritization of food self-
sufficiency in arid regions illustrates how
epistemic ideals override ecological constraints,
producing water depletion and soil degradation.
Similarly, symbolic projects such as large dams or
steel plants reflect an epistemology of national
prestige rather than ecological rationality. These
examples confirm that policy failures often arise
not from lack of technical capacity but from
misguided ways of knowing.

Our findings also highlight the political
dimension of epistemology. Knowledge is not
neutral but embedded in power relations. By
monopolizing epistemic authority, the state
suppresses civic perspectives and alternative forms
of knowledge, thereby narrowing the epistemic
base of policy-making. This creates what can be
termed an epistemic governance deficit: the
absence of pluralistic, reflexive, and context-
sensitive ways of knowing in environmental
decision-making.

Conclusion

This study underscores that Iran’s environmental
crises cannot be fully explained by structural,
institutional, or economic factors alone. At their
core lie epistemological distortions—
misconceptions, cognitive biases, and ideological
commitments that misalign policy with ecological
realities. The nine themes identified reveal how
such epistemic misalignments shape decisions,
from prioritizing water-intensive industries in arid
provinces to marginalizing civic environmental
movements.

For sustainable reform, epistemic
transformation is  essential. This requires
enhancing policymakers’ ecological literacy,
integrating scientific knowledge with socio-
cultural realities, empowering civil society
participation, and cultivating reflexive awareness
of cognitive biases. Without such epistemic
reform, technical or institutional changes will
remain insufficient, and environmental
sustainability will remain out of reach.
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Age range
40-50 O3 9 2% 0jo> Jime polibnal> 5S> o5 |
Independent sociologist in the field of cities and women Ph.D Woman
60-70 Sl plojle Blo ) S5 oj )
Former head of the Environment Agency Ph.D Woman
Sl pole 5 (6551 s jlams 0jg> Sitingly 15 5o

50-60 i i 3

Researcher in the field of environment, energy and human MA. Man

sciences

50-60 w)m ojg> )K*'P‘ )| e 4

Environmental Journalist M.A. Man

Cajlazme Glojls )il 583 g il ygel (yglae a5 5ye

40-50 Vice Provincial Affairs and Environmental Organization 5

. M.A. Man

Inspection Office
olejle Cumjlame 5 alol s yaelp jgl Cons jlase 095 ()
6 90t] g dnugs oty S o L)l g d2ggasly )

60-70 Former Head of the Environment Department, Planning 55> o 6

and Environmental Affairs Division, Program and Budget Ph.D Man

Organization, and Expert at the Development and
Foresight Research Center
u.:i L;Lam)'? u{l)él Re 0Kl skl s jlamo "JLo)'L.o d"“”’ O?L‘”

60-70 Former Deputy of the Environmental Protection S5 e 7

Organization, University Professor, and Executive Ph.D Man

Director of Water Resources Management
oKy yuasdy g bl o lao ylojl Gilws (yglee .

60-70 Former deputy of environmental organization, professor S5 e 8

’ Ph.D Man

and university president
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50-60 Former Director of the Environmental Protection Ph.D Man 9
Organization, Faculty Member of the Forests and
Rangelands Organization, and Environmental Activist
ol sloojlo By e s Clojo Siagh 1) Sye
40-50 Water Researcher and Manager of Water Infrastructure MA Man 10
Projects ’
0aSuiing ) Caxto b b3l g i590] pde o)l pad Canmn jlasso o)ls] uad)
Cuejlame S5 30
40-50 Head of the Tehran Department of Environment and Ph.D Man 11
Director of Education and Industry Relations at the
Environmental Research Institute
Congjlazme )50 (Crow) sl pols dnngs 9 i ouSiingy HLaliul ;
. ; " S5 3y
40-50 Assistant Professor, Research Institute for Humanities and PLD Man 12
Cultural Studies (SAMT), Environmental Historian ’
70-80 O‘)ﬁ; o Kisly dinis )b bl d)lfb Dy 13
Retired Professor of Tehran University Ph.D Man
. ' S5 350
40-50 Professor at the University of Tehran, Researcher, and PLD Man 14
Member of the National Population Studies Institute ’
SasteoxrCanly Supliiel glagow)y 39 0 unjlaome Jlb 5 Siing . .
. .. $AS> )
50-60 Researcher and Environmental Activist, Center for PLD Woman 15
Strategic Studies of the Presidency ’
40-50 eloil S Jatu sl JUu3 €S> O3 16
Environmental activist, social facilitator Ph.D Woman
oo S imggy 3 e (Shytelin g drwgi 09)S pde )
. . S5 250
40-50 Director of the Development and Planning Department of PLLD Man 17
the Islamic Council Research Center ’
40-50 Ol ol sl &S 30 8
Associate Professor, University of Tehran Ph.D Man
g ol @lie eloin jgol 3500 oo sy ¢ ity 32l oKl sl
SISl 9 Sl glogw) p (piroh Gl Golee <535
50-60 958 )iy (oges S 3y 19
Former professor of Beheshti University, former head of Ph.D Man
the Center for Social Affairs of Water and Energy
Resources, former research deputy for strategic reviews
and public policies of the Ministry of Energy
40-50 Conj baes 00Sulinghy (oole i guae $FS3 250 20
Faculty Member, Environmental Research Institute Ph.D Man
40-50 29 ply oKl il S8 250 21
Associate Professor, Payame Noor University Ph.D Man
Sipgh o olrl 2505 5 )lel peoml iy 5 ©5pslaS S Can
70-80 S5)9UiS 0jg> 55> o 22
Ph.D Man

Head of Agricultural Jihad, President of the Iran Irrigation
and Drainage Association, and Researcher in Agriculture
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Associate Professor of Ferdowsi University Ph.D Man
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Former president and professor of Farhangian University
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50-60 F ormer Dgputy of the Environmental Protgction Ph.D Man 26
Organization and Researcher at the Expediency
Discernment Council Research Center
40-50 . Oleduo! olf.,.;‘;.’»b. )WI.J S5 S0 27
Associate Professor, University of Isfahan Ph.D Man
70-80 e e 8l sk &S5 Sy -
Professor, Amirkabir University of Technology Ph.D Man
60-70 doMe olKisly sl o . S5 S0 29
Professor, Allameh Tabataba’i University Ph.D Man
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