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Introduction
The aim of this research is to investigate and discover the most important features
of the political economy of the reform era in Iran (1997-2005) and to compare them
with the features of the developmental state based on the variables of Leftwich's
developmental state. The existence of developmental elites, bureaucratic power and
institutional capacity, the independence of the state from social classes, the existence
of a controlled civil society, and a suitable international context for the development
of the country are the five features of Leftwich's developmental state. Such a state
believes in revolution from above and the priority of economic development over
political-cultural development. In the second half of the 20th century, we witnessed
Ve ~ the emergence of a type of government in East Asia that succeeded in achieving high
economic growth rates for their countries and advancing the development process. A
notable point in the development process of these countries was the serious
differences in their development methods and strategies with the development
strategy of Western countries. In the Western world, the development process was
driven from the bottom up and from society to the top, that is, the government.
Western development in particular had strong themes of liberalism and democracy.
However, in East Asian countries, which later became known as the «Asian Tigers,
development was led from the top down and vertically by the government. Most
importantly, the governments of these countries did not see themselves bound by
elements such as liberalism and political or cultural democracy in the development
process.[ The findings of the research show that the most important features and
propositions governing the reform state and its elites were: political development,
cultural pluralism, human rights and democracy discourse, social freedom, de-
escalation in foreign policy, reformism and modernization in various fields, and
reliance on the modern middle class. The reformist government prioritizes political-
cultural development and bottom-up reforms, which is the opposite of the
developmentalist government. The reformist government is somewhat similar to the
government envisioned by Leftwich in terms of the variables of the international
context and bureaucratic power, but has serious differences with the government
envisioned by Leftwich in terms of the variables of the government's independence
from all classes and its special relationship with the capitalist class, civil society, and
the elite's view of development.

o

1. PhD. Student of Public Policy, Faculty of Law and Political Science, University of Tehran, Tehran, Iran
Email: saeedsafill5@gmail.com Orcid Code: https://orcid.org/0009-0002-75-6723

2. Professor of the Political Science Department, Faculty of Law and Political Science, University of Tehran,
Tehran, Iran.  Email: movasagh@ut.ac.ir ~ Orcid Code: https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7279-1460

Cite this article: Safiardehaei, S., Movasaghi, S.A., (2025). Evaluating the Political Economy of Iran’s Reform Era
in Relation to Leftwich’s Developmental State Model, Quarterly Journal of West Asia Political Research, 1(3),
109-133



https://orcid.org/0009-0002-7590-6723
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7279-1460
https://orcid.org/0009-0002-75-6723
mailto:aliomidi@ase.ui.ac.ir.
mailto:aliomidi@ase.ui.ac.ir.
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4584-5870

Research Methodology

The research method is descriptive-analytical, the data collection tool is library, and
the research approach is comparative. Accordingly, the characteristics of the reform
period are measured and evaluated with the indicators of the Left Vichy developmental
government.

Results & Discussion
Comparing the Khatami’s Reform Government with Leftwich's Developmental State
Indicators

1- Developmental Elites

By analytically examining the political economy of the Reform Era in Iran, we found
that political development, cultural pluralism, human rights and democracy discourse,
social freedom, de-escalation in foreign policy, reformism, and modernization in
various fields were the most important propositions governing this government, and the
political elites of this period considered themselves more or less committed to them. In
the economic arena, however, no dominant and specific tendency can be found in the
Reform Government. Of course, institutionalism and economic liberalism were the two
main schools of thought present in the government, but the economy and economic
development were not the first priority of the reformist elites, and the nature of the
reformists’ concerns is different from Leftwich's definition of the developmentist elites,
who considered development and industrialization to be prior to culture, democracy,
and human rights, and were far from intellectualism and democracy.

2- State Authority

In the East Asian developmentalist states, which Leftwich's definition of the
developmentalist state was based on, the state made and implemented its decisions
without the effective intervention of other institutions, especially parliament, and this
had a significant impact on maintaining the coherence of policies and the consensus of
the elites, both of which are the sources of the authority of the developmentalist state.
In the reformist state, however, the dominance of the discourse of political development,
which directly targeted various aspects of the political structure, caused tension in the
political arena, which reduced the authority of the state. The fact that the state
considered political development as a prerequisite for economic development was
exactly the opposite of the trend that occurred in the East Asian developmentalist states.

3- Independence of the State from Social Classes

The relationship of the reform state with the commercial-industrial capitalist class and
state-sovereign capitalism wasanot at all as strong and organic as Leftwich’s definition
of the developmental state. The nature of the reform discourse and its emphasis on
freedom, civil society, democracy, human rights, and such issues led the reform state to
rely most heavily on the modern middle class, and it was this emerging class that formed
the main supporters of the reform movement in Iran.

4- Bureaucracy in the Reform Government

The bureaucratic structure in the Reform Government was more organized, up-to-date,
modern, disenchanted or more secular, technical, and technocratic than the governments
before and after it, and there were attempts to make small moves towards a completely
modern system where rationality and meritocracy, independence, and technical
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discipline is among the characteristics of the modern administrative system. However,
the administrative structure was still not independent of the government and the political
sphere and was dependent on it, and like all periods of the Islamic Republic, they did
not enjoy independence in decision-making and implementation.

5- Relationship between State & Civil Society

In the Reform Government, as the quantity and quality of civil institutions increased,
conservatives' attitude towards these institutions also increased. Basically,
conservatives viewed these institutions as the enemy's fifth column and a tool of soft
war and cultural NATO, and did not attribute any intrinsic value to them.

6- International Development Context

Unlike East Asian countries, international conditions were not available for the
formation of a development-oriented government in Iran during the reform period.
Factors such as dual sovereignty within the country and the determination of the Islamic
Republic's foreign and security policies by the governing institutions and the firm
emphasis of the hard core of power on the continuation of the revolutionary ideology,
the coming to power of the neo-con Bush Jr. government in 2001 and Iran's constant
threat of military attack and severe military tension in the region that greatly poisoned
the breathing space of the reformist and pro-democratic government at home, the
beginning of the Iranian nuclear case in 2002 despite the efforts and retreats of the
Iranian team to prevent the creation of an international consensus against Iran and the
Iranian case from going to the Security Council... The continuous sabotage of the United
States of America and the Bush administration in the economic and political arenas
against Iran, the destructive regional actors, namely Israel and the Arabs, who cannot
tolerate any improvement in Iran's relations with the West and are trying to permanently
darken Iran's relations with the West, and especially Iran's relations with the United
States of America, all had an impact on this process.

Conclusion

As mentioned, from Adrian Leftwich’s perspective, a state that has a development-
oriented elite, is independent of social classes, has high bureaucratic power, controls
civil society, and creates a suitable international context for the development of its
country is called a development-oriented state. The characteristics mentioned by
Leftwich were extracted from the development experience of East and Southeast Asian
countries, especially South Korea during the era of General Park.By analyzing the
political economy of the reform era in Iran, we found that political development,
cultural pluralism, human rights and democracy discourse, social freedom, de-
escalation in foreign policy, reformism, and modernization in various fields were the
most important propositions governing this state, and the political elite of this period
also considered themselves more or less committed to them.

In the economic field, however, no dominant and specific tendency can be found in
the reform government. Of course, institutionalism and economic liberalism were the
two main schools of thought present in the government, but the economy and economic
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development was not the first priority of the reformist elites, and the nature of the
reformists' concerns differed from Leftwich's definition of the development-oriented
elites, who considered development and industrialization to be prior to culture,
democracy, and human rights, and were far from intellectualism and democracy. As the
case of government authority, it should be said that the reformist government had
serious tensions with the governance structure and could not act as the sole or dominant
actor designing and implementing development strategies.

Regarding the variable of government independence, it should also be said that the
reformist government, like throughout the Islamic Republic, had high power and
independence from social classes, and none of the classes had the ability to confront or
exert serious pressure on the government. Here too, the reform government was not
unlike the Left-Witch developmentist governments that had organic and
institutionalized relations with the commercial-industrial capitalist classes, and rather
tried to attract the intellectual, academic, young, democracy-loving, and freedom-loving
strata, and in a word, the modern middle classes.

Regarding the bureaucratic variable, it should be said that the reform government,

despite its modern and order-oriented view of bureaucracy and its efforts to
institutionalize modern order and specialization in government departments, was the
heir to the historical inefficiency and accumulated problems of previous eras, and
bureaucratic conflicts between appointed and elected institutions had negative effects
on the bureaucratic authority of the government. However, considering the various
efforts of the government to establish modern order and specialization in bureaucracy,
there are similarities with the government envisioned by Left-Witch.
Given the reformists’ firm belief in strengthening civil society and bottom-up
development, it can be said that regarding the variable of civil society, the reformist
government has behaved exactly the opposite of the developmentalist governments,
because those governments pursued development from above (revolution from above
by the government) and a weak civil society, rather than pursuing development from
below and strengthening civil society.

Finally, regarding the variable of the international context, development, despite the
efforts of the reformist elites to de-escalate tensions and create a positive atmosphere
for economic development, due to the institutional superiority of the governing
institutions in foreign policy and their upper hand in the security policymaking of the
Islamic Republic of Iran, as well as the coming to power of the neocon Bush Jr.
administration, the positive efforts of the reform government did not achieve the desired
results. Basically, due to the nature of the system that emerged from an anti-Western
and anti-modern revolution, the international atmosphere for the Islamic Republic of
Iran is far from Leftwich's definition and the appropriate international atmosphere in
the East and Southeast Asia region.

Key Words: Developmental State, Reform government, Adrian Leftwich, Political
economy, Development.
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