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Introduction

Although the question about paths and possibilities of development in Iran has been
one of the main questions in the minds of Iranian social and political scientists, the
answer has yet to be found. This paper examines Iran’s underdevelopment problem
from a new perspective. The author adopts the term Prebendalism from Max Weber
and Richard Joseph and develops it to the theory of neo-prebendalism for
understanding causes of underdevelopment in Iran. Neo-prebendalism means
allocation of public resources to the private interests of political-economic elites
which act systematically, institutionally and legally through the triple of bankocracy,
uncompetitive market society and undeserved legalized rights. This mechanism
hinders the formation of developmental state and reproduces development
suspension in Iran.

The research method

This paper is a theory-driven research in which prebendalism is used to develop a
new conceptual framework to see how much it can help analyze Iran’s political
economy. The paper uses a critical realist approach to bring new insights into Iran’s
political economy.

Results and Discussion

This paper suggests that Iranian neo-prebendalism cannot be understood unless we
pay attention to societal and state factors in simultaneously analyzing Iran’s political
economy. Not only should the structural aspects of analysis, such as Iran’s banking
system, be considered, but also the agency of elites and Iranian people should be
considered, as this would have significant consequences for Iran’s political economy.
However, structural forces and political agents seem to push each other aside to
dominate the resources. This article argues that the politics of competition is a sign
of conflict over public resources.

Conclusions

This paper concludes that Iran’s political economy works based on the relationship
between bankocracy, neo-prebendal market society, and neo-prebendal rights. Any
form of monopoly in Iran’s political economy results from this relational structure in
which the accumulation of capital matters only if it reinforces the domination of the
ruling neo-prebendal class. The neo-prebendal class has its own morality, exploits
the banking system and para-state institutions to justify the state’s rentier ideology,
and redistributes public resources to the private interests of political-economic elites.
The major consequence of this process is underdevelopment.
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