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Abstract

Non-governmental organizations (NGOs), rooted in the deep traditions of Iranian-Islamic
culture and possessing unique capacities in their modern form, have acquired a vital role in
addressing social challenges. This study examines the legal framework governing NGOs in
seven sections: conceptual clarification, their status in higher-order documents, analysis of
the administrative body responsible for their affairs, legal requirements for their
establishment, operation, and dissolution, and the legal challenges arising from their limited
participation in the public sphere. A review of the legislative trajectory reveals that, despite
efforts since the 1990s, a comprehensive law has not been enacted, and the 2016 bylaw
remains the most significant legal document regulating NGOs. This legislative instability
reflects a fundamental tension in defining the role of NGOs between state authority and civil
liberty. Previous research in this field has often lost practical relevance due to regulatory
changes or has taken a one-dimensional approach to legal aspects of NGOs. Therefore, this
study, through an analytical-descriptive method and a review of library sources, aims to
reassess the current legal framework.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction:

Non-governmental organizations (NGOs), commonly referred to as “Saman” in Iran, are civil
and non-governmental institutions with deep historical and cultural roots in Iranian society.
These organizations play a vital role in strengthening civil society and promoting social and
cultural development. In Iran's historical context, they stem from longstanding traditions of
collective participation, charitable cooperation, and philanthropic public activities, which
have appeared in various forms throughout centuries. With the advent of modernity and the
formation of organized and independent institutions, NGOs have emerged as intermediaries
between the state and the people, facilitating citizens' active participation in public affairs,
enhancing the quality of social services, and addressing community needs. These institutions
maintain organizational and operational independence from state structures while fostering
dynamic and constructive interaction between society and the government. As such, they
serve a key role in realizing participatory democracy, sustainable development, and the
protection of citizens’ rights. Therefore, studying and analyzing the legal order governing
NGOs holds strategic importance, as the framework of laws and regulations establishes the
legal and institutional foundation for their formation, operation, and dissolution, shaping their
influence and effectiveness in the public sphere.

Research Methodology

This study is conducted using a descriptive-analytical approach, based on library research. Its
primary aim is to comprehensively analyze the legal frameworks governing NGOs in Iran and
to identify the legal obstacles and challenges these organizations face. Accordingly, the
research involves the collection and review of official legal sources, including laws, bylaws,
and national policy documents related to the establishment, operation, and dissolution of
NGOs. In addition, academic and research-based sources have been employed to offer a
critical analysis of the current legal landscape and to gain deeper insight into the institutional
position and functioning of these organizations within the legal system of the Islamic Republic
of Iran. The study focuses on addressing the fundamental research question: “How is the legal
order governing NGOs in Iran structured, and what barriers hinder the development of their
participatory role?” The analysis is organized into seven sections: conceptual clarification,
examination of the position of NGOs in policy documents, exploration of the responsible
administrative body, analysis of the legal requirements for establishment, operation and
dissolution, and finally, the legal challenges to the development of civic participation.

Innovation and Novelty

This study presents several legal innovations that distinguish it from prior research on NGOs
in Iran. Its primary innovation lies in articulating the legal status of NGOs within the broader
public legal system and analyzing them not merely as social or cultural entities, but as formal
institutions with social-civic functions. Through a critical-analytical approach, this study
compiles and systematically reviews a scattered collection of laws, bylaws, national policy
documents, and administrative practices, identifying legal gaps, contradictions, and
inconsistencies. It provides a clear picture of the legal landscape governing NGOs and traces
the historical and legislative developments that have shaped the current challenges. The
research highlights the urgent need for a comprehensive, independent, and stable legal
framework as a prerequisite for enhancing citizens’ effective participation and strengthening
civil society organizations within the framework of the rule of law.
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Findings

The historical and legislative review of NGOs in Iran reveals that, although these
organizations have centuries-old roots in traditional forms of social participation, the
emergence of a structured civil society based on formal associations dates back to the Qajar
era, particularly during the Constitutional Revolution. For the first time, the right to establish
associations and civic organizations was legally recognized, marking the early steps toward
institutionalizing these entities. However, despite over a century of development, legislative
efforts to create a comprehensive and independent law for NGOs have yet to be realized. The
most significant overarching regulation in this field remains the 2016 bylaw on NGOs, which,
although broad in scope, lacks the enforceability and comprehensiveness of a formal statute.
The findings show that the current legal framework for establishing, operating, and dissolving
NGOs in Iran is fragmented and lacks institutional coherence. The absence of a codified and
stable legal regime has led to inconsistent and often subjective interpretations of existing
regulations. This not only confuses civic actors in navigating legal requirements but also
undermines long-term planning and sustainable development of these institutions. Moreover,
the lack of a transparent and independent oversight system, opaque governmental
interventions, and overlapping responsibilities among relevant institutions have created
multiple administrative obstacles. Legal requirements concerning registration, licensing,
operations, and dissolution of NGOs reveal significant structural complexities that hinder
lawful engagement. These circumstances ultimately weaken the legitimacy, effectiveness, and
public trust in NGOs and lead to a decline in civic participation.

Conclusion

According to this study’s findings, the current legal status of NGOs in Iran faces fundamental
challenges that hinder their effective and stable engagement in public life. At a time when the
country increasingly depends on civic participation, social capital, and participatory
policymaking, strengthening the legal standing of NGOs is a strategic imperative. The most
important recommendation is to draft and enact a comprehensive, independent, and
participation-oriented law for NGOs. Such legislation should safeguard the structural
autonomy of these institutions while facilitating transparent, lawful, and efficient interaction
with government agencies. Additionally, the establishment of a semi-independent, specialized
body to oversee and support NGOs, the streamlining of administrative processes for
registration and operation, the guarantee of civil liberties for social activists, and the provision
of legal and financial support are among the necessary reforms to realize a dynamic and
sustainable civil society. Only through a stable and supportive legal framework can Iran
achieve greater civic engagement, improved participatory governance, and the goals of social
development.
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