Quarterly Journal of Urban and Regional Development Planning

Vol. 10, No. 34, Autumn 2025, P 83-121 ATU
www. urdp.atu.ac.ir DM PRESS

DOI: 10.22054/urdp.2025.83910.1688

The Urban Poverty Discourse in Iran: Discourse
Analysis of the Evolution of Government Policies and
Ideological Representations Between the Third to the

Thirteenth Governments

. PhD Candidate in Economic Sociology and
Rahman Farahani * Development Mazandaran Universitys Babolsar. Iran

Professor< Department of Development Sociology«
Sadegh Salehi Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciencest
Mazandaran Universitys Babolsar. Iran

Associate professor, Department of Development
Mehraban Parsamehr Sociology, Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences,
Mazandaran University, Babolsar, Iran

1. Introduction

The present study—which examines the evolution of urban poverty discourse across
the third to the thirteenth governments of the Islamic Republic of [ran—first reviews
the redefinition, re-representation, and prioritization of the poverty issue by various
administrations. It, then, proceeds on the assumption that urban poverty is not
merely an economic phenomenon; political, cultural, and ideological dimensions
also play roles in its formation and persistence. In other words, the study argues that
the change in the signifiers and signs used to define and explain poverty has led to
alterations in public policies and the allocation of economic resources.

2. Literature Review

Since the victory of the Islamic Revolution in 1979, slogans emphasizing justice and
support for the underprivileged have served as core principles not only in the
political arena but also in redefining the nature of poverty. During that period, the
issue of poverty was addressed from both ideological and religious perspectives,
with efforts directed toward establishing support networks and mobilizing the public
to overcome deprivation. However, the enduring economic structures of the previous
regime, the imposed war, international sanctions, and internal disputes led to major
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changes in how poverty was interpreted and, in the policies, formulated to address it.
Previous studies (such as those by Malki, Yusofvand, and Niazkhani, 2023/2024)
have also examined various dimensions of poverty. Nonetheless, the current
research, employing a longitudinal and analytical approach across different
governments, aims to comparatively analyze the evolution of the poverty discourse.
Thus, the central question arises: “How and on what basis has the official discourse
on poverty been shaped across different governments, and what impact have these
discourses had on policies and strategies for combating poverty?”

3. Methodology

For a deeper understanding of urban poverty discourses in Iranian governments, a
critical discourse analysis approach inspired by the theories of Laclau and Mouffe
has been employed. Critical discourse analysis is not merely the examination of
vocabulary; rather, it involves elucidating how meanings are constructed against the
backdrop of power and ideology. In this method, official documents—including
government resolutions, outlines of development programs, speeches by heads of
government, newspapers, and both official and semi-official reports—were collected
and analyzed.

In the qualitative analysis phase, an effort was made to identify the central signifier
(main concept) of each government in dealing with poverty. This central signifier
was then elaborated upon in relation to other key concepts (such as justice, growth,
education, work culture, and resilient economy). Subsequently, by tracing the
“floating signifiers,” it was determined how each government, in competition with
alternative approaches, attempted to establish a particular understanding of urban
poverty and formulate strategies to tackle it.

In the comparative phase, the results from each government were compared with
those from other governments to illustrate the dynamics of discursive change.

The research period spans from the beginning of the third government to the
thirteenth government. This historical interval includes periods such as war,
reconstruction, reforms, principled government, moderation, and ultimately, the
revolutionary thirteenth government—each marked by significant shifts in the
approach to poverty alleviation.

4. Results

The findings of the study emphasize that the official discourse relating to urban
poverty has played a crucial role in shaping government policy directions. The shift
in the signifiers and signs employed has had a direct impact on decision-making
processes related to resource allocation, development programs, and welfare
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policies. During wartime, the fair distribution of resources via quota systems was a
priority; however, during periods of reconstruction and reform, a different
interpretation of poverty emerged—one that emphasized economic growth and the
modernization of productive structures. Although these approaches resulted in
improvements in economic infrastructure, they were also accompanied by social
disparities and growing inequalities.

From a theoretical standpoint, the influence of power structures, the prevailing
ideology, and partisan conflicts on the urban poverty discourse is clearly evident. In
other words, the definitions and solutions proposed have always been formulated
within the framework of political interests and global economic conditions, with
short-term fixes often replacing fundamental structural changes. Therefore, a
meticulous analysis of official discourses not only enhances our understanding of
the hidden dimensions of urban poverty but also clarifies the prerequisites for
reconstructing anti-poverty policies.

Ultimately, this research demonstrates that in every historical period, changes in the
urban poverty discourse reflect profound shifts in the economic, social, and
ideological perspectives of governments, thereby influencing the formulation of
policies aimed at combating poverty. Consequently, it is concluded that embracing
discursive changes and adopting dynamic, multi-dimensional approaches is essential
for designing sustainable policies to address urban poverty.

This comprehensive analysis offers a critical perspective on the relationship between
language, power, and policy, wherein meanings are continuously restructured and
have a direct impact on public policies and the allocation of resources. Accordingly,
the adoption of integrative theoretical approaches—such as those proposed by
Laclau and Mouffe—enables a deeper understanding of social and ideological
dynamics and paves the way for fundamental reforms in the field of poverty
alleviation.
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