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ABSTRACT

This article examines the emergence of a Developmental Character-Based Discourse in post-
revolutionary Iran (1989-2001). The dominant revolutionary discourse initially emphasized
“innate guidance” and a “divine human being,” rendering early character narratives unrelated
to developmentalism. The war’s end and practical necessities revived character-based discourse.
The core question is how this shift from “revolutionary essentialism” to a “Developmental
Character-Based Discourse” occurred and was reconfigured in cultural and social
policymaking. The shift emerged through a realignment of official discourse that redefined
“backwardness” as a threat to Islamic values and promoted “civilization-building.”
Developmentalist social and political scientists, stressing the measurement and management of
Iranian “attitudes” and “character traits,” played a pivotal role. Alongside state institutions—
especially IRIB and the Supreme Council of Cultural Policy—they constructed a new character-
driven subjectivity aligned with state developmental objectives. This project crystallized in
initiatives like the “Survey of Iranian Values and Attitudes,” which aimed not to empower
society but to control and harmonize behaviors to establish a desirable “social order” and
support economic development. Thus, the discourse moderated public expectations and
legitimized state economic and cultural policies. Without analyzing such surveys directly, this
study explores the historical context that made them relevant.
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INTRODUCTION

This research examines a critical transformation in the Islamic Republic of Iran’s
official discourse during the post-war and reconstruction era (1989-2001). It
analyzes the transition from the 1980s revolutionary paradigm, focused on innate
human perfection (fitraf), to a new, instrumental framework. This framework,
termed the "developmental character-based discourse," reconceptualized the
national character, ethics, and attitudes of Iranians as quantifiable variables. These
variables were to be measured, managed, and ultimately reformed to align with
state-directed economic development goals and a specific model of social order.
The article posits that this shift represented a strategic adaptation, where ideological
imperatives like civilization-building were recalibrated through the technocratic
lenses of social science and cultural policy.

PURPOSE

The primary purpose of this article is to chart the historical and discursive process
through which Iran’s post-revolutionary state moved from a fitra-centric (innate-
nature) worldview to a developmental character-based one. It seeks to answer: How
and why did this re-articulation occur in the specific context of post-war Iran, and
what function did it serve in the cultural and social policymaking of the 1990s? The
research aims to illuminate the convergence between state institutions and a cadre
of social scientists who supplied the theoretical justification and methodological
tools for this new approach to governing society through the management of
character.

METHODOLOGY

The research employs a discoursive-analytical approach centered on the concept
of "articulation," as developed within Cultural Studies (Stuart Hall, Lawrence
Grossberg). This framework is preferred over more linguistically focused discourse
analysis to maintain a balance between the formative power of language and the
constraints of material historical conditions. Articulation here refers to the
contingent linking of disparate elements—developmental ideologies, the post-war
state’s managerial needs, and expert sociological knowledge—into a temporary but
potent discursive formation. The methodology involves critically mapping this
process by examining a range of primary sources (policy documents, specialized
journals, conference proceedings) from 1979-2001. The core unit of analysis is the
transition process itself—the changing connections between knowledge production,
state power, and policy implementation.

FINDINGS

The investigation uncovers a structured process in the rise and institutionalization
of the developmental character-based discourse:



Post-War Pragmatism (Late 1980s): After the Iran-Iraq War, official rhetoric
began diagnosing a "national culture" plagued by ethical shortcomings that
hindered reconstruction. The earlier revolutionary faith in transcendental guidance
was supplanted by calls for systematic "cultural planning," shifting focus from
external enemies to the internal realm of public attitudes and morals as a field for
intervention.

The Agency of Developmentalist Experts (Early-Mid 1990s): Social scientists
capitalized on the state’s new pragmatic turn. They championed empirical, survey-
based research into Iranian values and character traits, distinguishing their work
from both the revolutionary fitra discourse and the older national character
discourse of the Pahlavi era. Key figures argued that development was the material
prerequisite for Islamic civilization-building, thereby fusing technocratic
management with the state’s ideological project.

Institutionalization and engineering the "National Character" (Mid-Late 1990s): A
concrete alliance formed between these experts and state policy bodies like the
National Broadcasting agency and the Supreme Council of Public Culture. The
focus turned to creating instruments for measuring and steering public character.
Landmark projects like the national "Survey of Iranian Values and Attitudes"
emerged. While framed as tools for understanding society, their underlying logic
was one of monitoring, harmonizing, and correcting attitudes to cultivate a self-
regulating, productive citizenry suited to the state’s developmental and social order
objectives. This discourse effectively redirected social expectations and legitimized
state policy by attributing socio-economic challenges to the collective character.

CONCLUSION

The article concludes that the ascendancy of the developmental character-based
discourse signifies a major evolution in the Islamic Republic’s mode of governance.
It marks a shift from a revolutionary, populist model towards a managerial, bio-
political one, where the "inner life" of the population becomes a key site of
governance. This discourse did not reject the state’s ideological foundations but
rather supplied them with a modern, "scientific" apparatus for social management.
The ultimate outcome was the construction of a new subject of governance: a
citizen whose character was continuously assessed and targeted for improvement in
the name of national development, thereby enhancing the state’s capacity for social
control while depoliticizing its economic agenda.

NOVELTY

The novelty of this research is threefold. First, it provides a detailed historical
narrative of a pivotal but understudied discursive transition in post-revolutionary
Iran, connecting intellectual trends in the social sciences to concrete policy
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formations. Second, it productively applies the Cultural Studies concept of
"articulation" to this context, explaining how revolutionary, developmentalist, and
technocratic elements were contingently linked. Finally, it offers a critical
genealogy of major national research initiatives (e.g., the Values and Attitudes
Survey), revealing their embeddedness in a project of state-led character formation
and social engineering, rather than treating them as neutral contributions to social
knowledge.
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2. freedom as a formula of resistance
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1. reformists

2. moral problems

3. national well-being

4. moral order of citizens
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