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1. Introduction

Urban planning, far from being a mere technical endeavor, functions as a complex
political-spatial practice. It represents an arena of discursive struggles where power
and space intersect, reflecting the dominant ideologies that govern the political-
economic structure of any given era. In developing contexts like Iran, planning
systems often find themselves in a quasi-paradigmatic transition, caught between
endogenous institutional structures and the exogenous imperatives of the global
political economy. Consequently, global planning models are often imposed or
adopted as universal policy objects, acting as tools for reproducing global-local
dominance rather than addressing indigenous spatial rationality. This study aims to
scrutinize the complex interplay between national development plans, political-
economic currents, and global urban planning paradigms. It seeks to move beyond
technical descriptions to uncover the deeper ideological structures governing the
production of space. The research focuses on twelve national development plans in
Iran, spanning from 1948 to the projected horizon of 2028. The central research
questions guiding this inquiry are: (1) How are urban development policies within
national plans articulated with the dominant political-economic discourses of their
time? (2) To what extent are these policies aligned with or in opposition to global
urban planning paradigms?

2. Methodology
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Adopting an interpretivist paradigm and a social constructionist approach, this
research employs Laclau and Mouffe’s Discourse Theory (1985). This framework is
selected for its distinct focus on politics, social antagonism, and the role of empty
signifiers and hegemony in fixing meaning. It allows for the deconstruction of
dominant discourses to understand how specific planning concepts become
naturalized as truth while excluding alternative possibilities. The research utilizes a
logics of critical explanation strategy. The statistical population includes eleven
finalized development plans, with the Seventh Plan (2024-2028) used for model
validation. Data was collected via a documentary-library method. The analysis
process followed three key steps: 1. Analysis of the Meaning System: Identifying
nodal points (central signifiers), floating signifiers, and excluded elements within
each plan. 2. Analysis of Antagonism and Hegemony: Examining how dominant
discourses established their identity through othering rival discourses and stabilizing
power. 3. Representation and Policy Analysis: Investigating how these discourses
shaped urban subjectivities and materialized into specific spatial policies.

3. Results

The findings reveal a distinct trajectory in Iranian planning history, characterized by
shifting discursive nodal points yet a persistent structural logic.

e Pre-Revolution Era: The dominant discourse was characterized by State-led
Modernism and autocratic technocracy. The Development Plans prioritized
infrastructural development and industrialization. The nodal point was the
Developmentalist State, which sought to project an image of Western modernity.
This discourse systematically excluded public participation and marginalized
traditional urban structures, leading to spatial polarization and the rise of informal
settlements.

e Post-Revolution Era: The discourse initially shifted to Distributive Justice in the
first decade, focusing on state control and land nationalization. However, following
the war, this transitioned into a discourse of Rentier Liberalism. While the rhetoric
often adopted global terminology—such as civil society in the reform era or justice
in the fundamentalist era—the underlying economic logic remained tied to oil
revenues and speculative land markets.

e The Seventh Plan: The analysis of the most recent plan confirms the predictive
model of the study. It demonstrates a recurrence of State Liberalism combined with
Physical Technocracy. The plan treats housing as a purely quantitative challenge and
focuses on state intervention in land markets, effectively sidelining social
dimensions and reproducing the rentier political economy.
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4. Discussion

The research identifies a Three-Level Framework explaining this phenomenon: 1.
Macro Level (Global-National Interface): Iran’s planning system engages in
symbolic conformity with global paradigms. Concepts like sustainability or
participation are imported as policy objects to gain international and domestic
legitimacy but are stripped of their democratic content during implementation. 2.
Meso Level (Institutional Power): Planning institutions function to reproduce
existing power relations. The state acts as the primary capitalist, using land and oil
rents to consolidate political hegemony. 3.Micro Level (Spatial Outcomes): Policies
are not designed based on indigenous needs or spatial justice but serve to facilitate
capital accumulation. For instance, the policy of municipal self-sufficiency
effectively turned cities into commodities, exacerbating class segregation and spatial
inequality.

5. Conclusion

The study concludes that urban policies in Iran have historically operated not as
tools for spatial justice or technical problem-solving, but as instruments for
consolidating political hegemony. There is a profound gap between the discursive
adoption of global paradigms and the practical reality of urban development. The
Rentier Political Economy constitutes the hidden logic of Iranian planning, where
land and space are utilized to distribute rents rather than to foster sustainable
development. To transition from this deadlock, the study suggests a fundamental
paradigm shift across three levels:

e Discursive: Moving from a monologic, technocratic discourse to a pluralistic one
that acknowledges conflicting interests.

o Structural: Reducing dependence on rentier revenues in favor of sustainable urban
economies.

¢ Procedural: Replacing top-down, command-and-control approaches with genuine
communicative and participatory processes where the planner acts as a social
facilitator rather than a state technician.

Keywords: Discourse Analysis, Laclau and Mouffe's Discourse Theory, National
Development Plans, Urban Development in Iran.
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