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Despite more than four decades passing since the victory of the Islamic
Revolution, the concept of “development,” as one of the most pivotal
concepts of collective life, has not yet become a stable and fixed
signifier, and extensive discursive conflicts continue to surround it.
Within the political and intellectual sphere of the ruling establishment,
at least three distinct discourses regarding what is commonly called
“development” are identifiable: developmentalist, political messianism,
and progress-oriented.

Inspired by Jiirgen Habermas’s conceptual framework, particularly the
concept of “discursivization,” this research investigates this issue. The
main research question is: “What is the relationship of development
with the three dominant discourses in post-revolutionary Iranian
governments?”

To answer this question, the method of discourse analysis has been
employed, and the required data have been collected through the study
of available documents and written sources, as well as a review of press
archives.

The key finding of the research indicates that the fundamental problem
in understanding and realizing development in post-revolutionary Iran
lies in the incomplete process of the discursivization of this concept.
As long as this process does not reach its conclusion and the discursive
conflicts around it do not lead to a stable consensus, the conflict
and confrontation among the aforementioned three discourses will
continue. These discursive conflicts will, in turn, pose a fundamental
obstacle to the path of mobilizing coordinated hard and soft national
resources for achieving developmental ideals.
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Introduction

The concept of development in contemporary Iran has never attained a unified definition.
Within intellectual, religious, and political discourses, divergent understandings have
emerged. In Iran’s contemporary political landscape, while various discourses employ
the term “development,” their ontological and epistemological interpretations diverge so
profoundly that they remain irreconcilable. From a discursive perspective—particularly
in the Foucauldian sense—such perceptual and narrative diversity among discourses is
natural, as different epistemic frameworks dominate each era, assigning distinct meanings
to terminology.

The core issue of this article is that, after over four decades, the Islamic Republic discourse
has failed to establish a shared understanding of development—or many other concepts—
among elites and society. Consequently, within this meta-discourse, extensive discursive
conflicts persist. With each transition of political power across governments and factions,
a new understanding—often contradictory to others—becomes dominant.

This article addresses the question: What relationship exists between development and the
three dominant discourses in post-revolutionary governments? To answer this, the authors
analyze the discourse of development within three active sub-discourses in Iran’s political
life to explain the “non-dialogicized” status of development in post-revolutionary Iran.

Materials and Methods

This study adopts the term “dialogicization” from the discourse theory of Jurgen
Habermas, the German philosopher and sociologist. Habermas’s concept of discourse
fundamentally differs from its common usage in Iran (derived from thinkers like Foucault
and post-modernists such as Laclau and Mouffe). Thus, translating Habermas’s discourse
as “dialogue” better aligns with his framework.

Habermas acknowledges the primacy of conflict in politics and posits dialogue as its sole
resolution. Dialogue entails rational, argumentative exchange free from coercion, distortion,
violence, or inducement, where all parties equally articulate and critically contest claims.
Methodologically, Habermas contends that if such dialogue proceeds unimpeded, humans
can achieve shared—or intersubjective—understanding. He asserts humans are inherently
linguistic beings; thus, uncoerced rational discourse enables intersubjective consensus,
which itself becomes the criterion of truth (e.g., truth of justice or freedom is what emerges
from this discourse). This consensus endures until challenged, organizing socio-political
life (Habermas, 1984: 212).

Crucially, Habermas argues that intersubjective understanding enables consensus
and agreement to anchor socio-political practice. Such agreements form the basis for
policymaking and decision-making.

Habermas distinguishes three social systems: the state, civil society, and the public sphere.
Civil society comprises private and corporatist interests (e.g., the U.S. Republican Party
representing big capital, Democrats representing the middle class). For Habermas, civil
society engages the state via negotiation and compromise, not discourse.
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Discourse seeks understanding and agreement; negotiation seeks maximal gain through
leverage. The state, as a system, pursues objectives defined via the public sphere—not
intersubjective consensus—but strategically maximizes goals via cost-benefit calculus
(Habermas, 1984: 279-283). States do not engage in discourse internationally (e.g., Iran’s
nuclear negotiations); conflicts center on political-economic interests, not truth.

The public sphere encompasses matters of collective concern affecting societal destiny.
Its distinction from civil society lies in its focus on public (not private/sectoral) interests.

Non-Dialogicization builds on this framework. Simply put, it denotes a society/polity
lacking consensus on macro-political concepts. Functional polities strive to maximize
consensus via state-society dialogue. This article argues that development (and other
concepts) has not undergone such dialogicization, failing to become a cohesive signifier
within Iran’s political discourse. Despite 40+ years of the Islamic Republic, no elite
consensus exists—hence “development’s non-dialogicization.” This differs from tactical
disagreements; it stems from undefined foundational ideational bases.

Results

If development entails enhancing a polity’s capacity to reconcile individual/collective
conflicts, synthesizing democracy, freedom, and transformative change—pursuing
ideals like progress, industrialization, poverty alleviation, autonomy, structural societal
transformation, and improved living standards—its societal institutionalization is
paramount. Political development, however, is unattainable without reforming state-society
interactions. Absent social drivers—or the “socialization” (i.e., dialogicization) of
development—developmental progress remains elusive. Thus, political development
hinges on deep-seated socio-political cultural dynamics.

Historically, after post-war economic developmentalism dominated governance, Iran
abruptly entered a phase of accelerated political development in the mid-1990s. Iranian
scholars viewed this as a reaction to the marginalization of political development under
the Reconstruction-era economic policies. Subsequent political development—alongside
economic shifts—fostered a dynamic, multi-layered political culture in Iran. Globalizing
pressures and heightened global-consciousness further complicated state-society relations
and global engagement, culminating in a pluralistic political culture. Ignoring this culture
impedes effective political development policies.

Post-revolutionary Iran’s development has been inconsistent and asymmetrical, failing to
achieve distributive justice geographically. Developmental gaps between regions deepen,
generating governance and socio-economic challenges.

Conclusions

Within Habermas’s framework, the non-dialogicization of development in post-
revolutionary Iran stems from the absence of intersubjective consensus among state actors
and the lack of an active civil society/public sphere enabling free communicative action.
Without dialogue on national interests and strategic priorities, development becomes
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personalized—divorced from shared understanding—and is imposed as governmental
agenda. With each new administration, priorities are redefined, breeding conceptual and
perceptual conflicts that permeate even lexical choices.

Ultimately, per this theoretical framework, resolving these divergent approaches requires
free dialogue among elites in the public sphere. Until this occurs, development will remain
fraught with challenges.
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