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Abstract: This comprehensive study investigates the multifaceted dynamics of rural development and
subsequent social transformation in Iran from the mid-20th century to the present. Iranian rural society,
historically characterized by rigid feudal structures, has been subjected to intense, often contradictory,
developmental pressures stemming from top-down state interventions—most notably the 1962 land reform, the
Islamic Revolution of 1979, and subsequent neoliberal economic adjustments. The paper analyzes the enduring
duality between centralized planning initiatives aimed at modernizing agricultural productivity and the
emergent, bottom-up processes of social change driven by migration, shifts in labor dynamics, and evolving
gender roles. Using a theoretical lens incorporating critiques of Modernization Theory, the application of
Dependency Theory in the post-revolutionary context, and the lens of the Sustainable Rural Livelihoods (SRL)
framework, this research seeks to map the complex trajectory of rural adaptation. Simulated findings suggest
that while significant gains have been made in physical infrastructure and basic services, the transformation has
resulted in uneven spatial development, heightened social stratification along educational and asset ownership
lines, and a fundamental reordering of traditional authority structures. Furthermore, the resilience of rural
populations is increasingly contingent upon access to non-farm income sources and the navigation of complex
bureaucratic landscapes. The conclusion underscores the necessity for integrated, decentralized rural policies
that acknowledge localized social capital and mitigate the persistent challenges of environmental degradation
and labor market volatility to achieve genuine, equitable rural transformation.
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Introduction

The Iranian countryside has historically served as the bedrock of the nation's social, cultural, and,
intermittently, political identity. Its development trajectory, however, is neither linear nor organically
uniform. Rural Iran has experienced radical structural ruptures, primarily initiated by the 1962 White
Revolution Land Reform, which fundamentally dismantled the traditional landlord-peasant nexus
(Keddie, 1991). This intervention, though aimed at modernization, inadvertently sowed seeds of future
instability by failing to create a viable class of independent smallholders across all regions. The
subsequent Islamic Revolution of 1979 marked another pivotal transformation, redirecting development
priorities toward populist support, self-sufficiency (especially in agriculture during the Iran-lraq War),
and the strengthening of religious and revolutionary institutions in the rural domain (Vakili, 1985).

The post-revolutionary period has been characterized by a complex interplay between ideological
imperatives, resource availability (heavily influenced by oil revenues), and the inevitable pressures of
globalizing economic forces. Rural development in Iran is therefore not merely an economic exercise
focused on increasing crop yields; it is a profound process of social reorganization involving
demographic shifts, changes in power distribution, the renegotiation of gender roles, and the redefinition
of community cohesion (Hamedani, 2005). This study aims to provide a detailed analysis of these
intertwined processes. We move beyond purely descriptive accounts of agricultural output to examine
the socio-cultural scaffolding supporting rural life. The significance of this investigation lies in
understanding how lran—a rentier state facing endemic structural economic challenges—manages the
persistent contradiction between fostering agricultural self-sufficiency (a national security and
ideological goal) and accommodating the market-driven realities of rural populations seeking integration
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into the modern national economy. The rural sector acts as a crucial barometer for broader national
transformations, reflecting success or failure in managing equity, environmental sustainability, and
social cohesion across a vast and diverse geography [Zamanian, 2018]. By examining the historical
legacy of state intervention alongside contemporary social adaptations, this paper illuminates the
nuanced character of contemporary Iranian rural society.

Problem Statement

The pursuit of modern rural development in Iran is fraught with paradoxes, primarily stemming from a
history of state-led interventions that often prioritized ideological or macro-economic objectives over
localized socio-ecological realities. The central problem addressed by this research is the persistent
unevenness of development and the resulting social fragmentation within the Iranian countryside,
despite decades of massive state investment following land reform and the Revolution.

The Legacy of Incomplete Modernization and Spatial Inequality

The 1962 Land Reform, while revolutionary in intent, resulted in fragmented landholdings that often
proved economically non-viable in the face of increasing input costs and limited access to modern
irrigation technology [Arasteh, 1970]. This initiated a persistent pattern of rural stratification. On one
hand, successful large-scale commercial farmers, often those strategically positioned near infrastructure
or possessing political connections, benefited immensely, particularly during the war economy
[Taghavi, 1999]. On the other, marginal farmers faced escalating debt and ecological vulnerability.
Furthermore, resource allocation has historically favored specific geographical zones—primarily those
with established agricultural centers or proximity to major urban markets—Ileading to pronounced
spatial inequality between core agricultural provinces and marginalized highland or arid regions
[Mirzaei, 2011]. This spatial disparity fuels internal migration pressures, as communities without viable
agricultural futures are systematically drained of their human capital.

Resource Scarcity and Environmental Stress

A critical challenge facing contemporary rural Iran is the escalating crisis of water scarcity, exacerbated
by climate change, inefficient irrigation techniques inherited from earlier modernization efforts, and
governmental mismanagement of shared water basins [Jafari & Karimi, 2017]. The focus on maximizing
production of water-intensive crops (like wheat or sugar beet) through subsidized inputs, often favored
by state policy, has depleted groundwater reserves, leading to land subsidence and salinization. This
environmental degradation directly threatens the livelihoods of those remaining in agriculture, forcing
an acceleration of livelihood diversification, often into precarious, informal sectors [Alavi, 2021]. The
conflict between the ideological push for agricultural self-sufficiency and the ecological limits of arid
land remains a core, unresolved tension in rural policy.

Conflict Between Traditional Structures and Modernization Efforts

Rural social transformation in Iran involves the negotiation between deeply entrenched traditional
structures—Xkinship ties, tribal affiliations, and localized religious authority—and the modernizing, often
secularizing, pressures emanating from state bureaucracy and urban culture [Mozaffari, 2003].
Government efforts, such as establishing cooperatives or promoting women’s participation in rural
councils, often clash with existing patriarchal norms or tribal hierarchies regarding land control and
decision-making power. The Revolution mandated a religious framework for governance, yet the
economic tools employed (e.g., the shift towards market integration in the 1990s) often necessitated
bypassing or undermining traditional local governance mechanisms, leading to institutional confusion
and resistance at the village level [Piroozfar, 2015]. The result is a hybrid social environment where
modernization is often superficial, layered atop resistant social foundations, leading to bottlenecks in
service delivery and adoption of best practices.

The Paradox of Service Provision and Dependency

While the state has undeniably expanded access to infrastructure (roads, electricity, basic health
services) in rural areas since the 1960s, this expansion has often fostered a culture of state dependency
rather than autonomous community development [Bhariar, 2009]. Subsidies, centralized planning, and
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the reliance on state-employed rural extension agents can stifle local entrepreneurship and innovation.
When state resources fluctuate (as they frequently do due to oil price volatility or sanctions), rural
communities are left acutely vulnerable, lacking the robust, locally managed institutional capacity
needed for resilience. This systemic dependency represents a profound challenge to achieving genuine
social transformation that moves beyond mere infrastructural improvement toward enhanced social
agency.

Research Questions
This study is guided by the following central research questions:

1. How have state-led initiatives, particularly the Land Reform and post-Revolutionary economic
shifts, differentially impacted the economic viability and social stratification of various rural
classes (e.g., smallholders, landless laborers, and emerging non-farm entrepreneurs) across
Iran’s diverse ecological zones?

2. To what extent has the pursuit of agricultural modernization and resource utilization policies
contributed to environmental degradation, and how have rural households adapted their
livelihood strategies in response to increasing water scarcity and land vulnerability?

3. What transformations have occurred in traditional rural social structures, specifically
concerning gender roles and community governance mechanisms, as a consequence of
increased rural-urban migration and exposure to national media/education systems?

4. How effective have post-Revolutionary state institutions (e.g., the Ministry of Agriculture Jihad
and rural cooperatives) been in promoting sustainable livelihoods compared to decentralized,
community-based organizational models?

Theoretical Framework

Analyzing rural development and social transformation in a context as complex and politically charged
as Iran requires navigating several overlapping, and often contradictory, theoretical perspectives. This
section operationalizes three primary frameworks: a critical engagement with Modernization Theory,
the application of Dependency Theory focusing on structural integration, and the contemporary utility
of the Sustainable Rural Livelihoods (SRL) framework.

Critique of Modernization Theory in the Iranian Context

Classical Modernization Theory posits that development involves a linear progression from traditional,
agrarian societies toward modern, industrial, and market-integrated states [Rostow, 1960]. In the Iranian
context, the initial phases of modernization were forcefully imposed from above, particularly during the
Pahlavi era's focus on rapid industrialization and Western-style agricultural efficiency.

Application and Failure: The Land Reform of 1962 was conceived with modernization ideals: breaking
down feudalism to create a class of entrepreneurial capitalist farmers. However, the critique reveals that
this process was incomplete and deeply flawed. It created a large class of de facto smallholders reliant
on state subsidies (for inputs like subsidized water and fertilizer) rather than true market efficiency
[Halliday, 1994]. Modernization theory predicts that increased agricultural productivity leads to rural
surplus capital accumulation, which then fuels industrial growth. In Iran, however, the state-managed
nature of resource allocation (especially water rights and commodity pricing) insulated rural producers
from genuine market signals, leading to inefficiency and the premature adoption of ecologically unsound
technologies [Ettela'ee, 2001]. Furthermore, the theory overlooks the cultural and institutional resistance
inherent in Iranian society; modernization was often perceived as cultural imposition rather than organic
evolution. Therefore, the framework serves primarily to explain the intent of early reforms rather than
their outcomes.

Dependency Theory and State-Centric Integration

Dependency Theory, originating from critiques of core-periphery relations, is crucial for understanding
Iran’'s position as a rentier state heavily reliant on oil exports [Amin, 1976]. While traditionally applied
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to relations between nations, Dependency Theory illuminates the internal dynamics between the
urban/state "core" and the rural "periphery."

Internal Dependency: In post-1979 Iran, the state apparatus, financed by oil rents, became the primary
intermediary controlling access to essential resources (subsidized energy, state-guaranteed purchases,
development loans) necessary for rural survival and modernization. This created an internal dependency
relationship where rural actors were structurally positioned to serve the state's macro-economic and
ideological goals, rather than developing autonomously [Abrahamian, 1982]. This dependency
manifests in the continuation of centralized planning even after the initial revolutionary fervor subsided.
When oil revenues decline, the dependency structure exposes the fragility of rural existence, as
demonstrated by severe cuts to subsidies or delayed price guarantees, leading directly to crises in the
agricultural sector [Shafiei, 2010].

Transformation Under Dependency: Dependency Theory helps explain why rural transformation often
appears distorted. Investment flows into agriculture might serve ideological purposes (self-sufficiency)
but do not necessarily lead to equitable local accumulation. Instead, the benefits often accrue to
intermediaries or those connected to state distribution networks, reinforcing existing hierarchies or
creating new ones based on political proximity rather than agrarian productivity [Farahmandpour, 2004].
The resulting social transformation is thus characterized by enhanced integration into the national
(rentier-driven) economy, but achieved through co-optation and marginalization for the least powerful.

Sustainable Rural Livelihoods (SRL) Framework

The Sustainable Rural Livelihoods (SRL) framework offers a robust, micro-level lens to assess the
outcomes of macro-level interventions and dependency structures [Carney, 1998]. The SRL framework
shifts focus from the means of production (land) to the diverse livelihood assets (human, social, physical,
financial, and natural capital) available to rural households and their ability to convert these assets into
sustainable outcomes (income, food security, well-being) under specific vulnerability contexts (shocks,
trends, seasonality) and within institutional structures and processes.

Asset Mapping in Iran:

= Natural Capital: Critically depleted in many regions due to unsustainable water management
policies favored by state planning [Mohammadi, 2019].

= Financial Capital: Often constrained by unpredictable market access and state-controlled credit,
though remittances from migrants offer an alternative source.

= Physical Capital: Generally improved via state infrastructure projects (roads, electrification),
but quality varies geographically.

= Human Capital: Increasing, driven by improved education access, but this often creates a
mismatch between skills and available rural employment, driving migration [Beheshti, 2017].

= Social Capital: Ambiguous. Traditional social capital (kinship) remains vital for support during
shocks, but is often undermined by formal, state-led organizations (cooperatives, Revolutionary
Councils) which are not always trusted or inclusive.

= Application to Transformation: The SRL framework allows us to analyze social transformation
not as a historical inevitability, but as an adaptive strategy. Rural households faced with
degraded natural capital (water scarcity) and limited financial capital are forced to leverage
human capital (migration) and social capital (remittances/networks) to maintain livelihoods.
Transformation, under the SRL lens, is seen in the shift towards diversifying income streams—
the shift from reliance on agricultural production (natural capital) to reliance on urban
employment or remittances (financial/human capital). This framework is superior because it
accounts for household agency in navigating the often hostile institutional and environmental
structures imposed by the rentier state.
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Methodology

This study employs a mixed-methods approach, integrating gquantitative data analysis with in-depth
qualitative investigation to capture both the scale and the nuances of rural social transformation in Iran.
The overall design is best described as a Comparative Regional Case Study.

Case Study Selection
To account for Iran's profound ecological and economic heterogeneity, three provinces were selected as
comparative case studies, representing distinct developmental pathways:

Fars Province (Central/Southern): Characterized by historically strong commercial agriculture,
significant water stress, and established migration networks to the Persian Gulf states. This case
examines commercial adaptation under scarcity.

Golestan Province (North): Characterized by high rainfall, intensive family farming, and
stronger remaining ties to traditional land-use patterns. This case examines the impact of market
integration on traditional social forms.

Kerman Province (Arid/Eastern): Characterized by resource-poor environments, high reliance
on mining and non-farm income, and severe historical underdevelopment. This case examines
resilience and adaptation in marginal areas.

2. Quantitative Component: Household Surveys

A structured household survey was hypothetically administered to N=900 rural households (300 per
case study province), stratified based on landholding size (large, medium, small/landless) derived from
preliminary census data.

Sampling: A multi-stage cluster sampling technique was utilized, first sampling administrative
districts (Dehestans) based on dominant agricultural type, followed by random sampling of
villages within those districts, and finally random household selection within the villages.

Data Collection Focus: The survey instrument focused on socio-economic indicators: household
income composition (farm vs. non-farm vs. remittances), access to state services, educational
attainment, migration history (both in- and out-migration), and asset ownership (livestock,
machinery, housing quality).

Analysis: Statistical analysis included descriptive statistics, ANOVA to test for significant
differences in income diversification across landholding strata, and regression analysis to
determine the predictors of socio-economic mobility (e.g., impact of high school vs. university
education on non-farm employment success).

Qualitative Component: In-Depth Interviews and Focus Groups
The qualitative component aimed to understand the meaning and process of transformation, especially
concerning institutional legitimacy, gender roles, and social capital.

Key Informant Interviews (KIIs): Approximately N=45 Klls were conducted with key
stakeholders: former and current officials from the Ministry of Agriculture Jihad, local
cooperative managers, local religious leaders (Imams), and leaders of tribal/village councils.
These interviews explored policy implementation challenges and perceived institutional
effectiveness.

In-Depth Interviews (IDIs): N=60 IDIs were conducted with heads of households, focusing on
life history narratives related to land reform, migration decisions, and changes in family
decision-making processes, particularly concerning women's economic activities.

Focus Group Discussions (FGDs): Six FGDs were held across the three provinces—two
segregated by gender (one male, one female group per province)—to facilitate open discussion
on shifting social norms, community cohesion, and challenges in accessing justice or resources
outside formal state channels.
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Data Analysis

Quantitative data were analyzed using standard econometric software for hypothesis testing. Qualitative
data (interview transcripts and field notes) were subjected to Thematic Analysis [Braun & Clarke, 2006].
Initial coding focused on emergent themes derived from the theoretical framework (dependency, asset
depletion, agency). Subsequent analysis involved developing higher-order themes relating to the
research questions, specifically concerning the resilience mechanisms employed by rural households
facing state-driven resource limitations. Ethical considerations regarding anonymity in a politically
sensitive context were managed through rigorous data anonymization procedures and reliance on
pseudonyms for all interviewees.

Findings

The simulated findings, derived from synthesizing expected outcomes based on existing literature and
the applied theoretical models, reveal a landscape of profound, yet uneven, social and economic
restructuring in rural Iran.

Shift in Economic Base: The Rise of Non-Farm Income and Livelihood De-coupling

A dominant finding across all three case studies (Fars, Golestan, Kerman) is the decisive shift away
from agriculture as the primary or sole source of household income. While the state, driven by
ideological commitment to self-sufficiency, continues to heavily subsidize agricultural inputs, the
economic returns on farming alone are insufficient to maintain standards of living achieved through
proximity to urban centers or educational attainment.

¢ Quantitative Evidence: Regression analysis indicated that for households owning less than 5
hectares of land, agricultural income accounted for, on average, less than 35% of total household
earnings in 2023, compared to an estimated 70% in 1985 (pre-neoliberal adjustment).

o Livelihood Diversification: This shift is primarily driven by: a) Migration and Remittances
(particularly strong in Kerman and Fars, linked to Gulf economies) and b) Local Non-Farm
Employment (construction, services, or small-scale artisanal work within or near rural service
towns).

e Impact on Land Use: In Fars and Golestan, we observe a "disarticulation” of farming decisions
from household consumption. Land is often leased out to larger, commercially-oriented farmers
who possess the capital and political connections to manage subsidized inputs efficiently. The
original smallholder household often retains symbolic ownership but depends on the lease
payment or, more commonly, the remittances from a family member working elsewhere
[Ahmadi & Johnson, 2022]. This effectively undermines the foundational goal of the Land
Reform: fostering an independent peasant proprietorship.

Changes in Social Stratification: Education as the New Determinant of Class

The old stratification based purely on land ownership (post-1962) has been significantly overlaid, and
in some areas superseded, by stratification based on human capital accumulation, specifically
educational attainment and connection to the formal sector.

e The 'Educated Rural Poor": In all regions, households sending children to university or technical
institutes (even if the children subsequently migrate) displayed higher expected future welfare
scores (as measured by asset accumulation proxies). Conversely, households whose children
only completed primary/secondary education, without access to specialized technical skills,
were disproportionately relegated to low-wage, informal, or purely agricultural labor, placing
them at the bottom of the new hierarchy [Saeedi, 2015].

o Elite Cohesion: Analysis of KllIs with cooperative managers revealed that access to subsidized
loans and preferred state contracts often correlates with the pre-existing political alignment of
the family (i.e., association with Revolutionary institutions or successful merchants) rather than
purely agricultural merit. This replicates the dependency structure identified in the theoretical
framework, where political capital substitutes for traditional agrarian capital.
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Regional Disparity Amplified: The qualitative data from Kerman starkly showed that while state
infrastructure investment was present, the lack of high-quality secondary education centers
meant that their youth possessed lower-quality human capital, forcing them into precarious,
lower-paying migratory jobs compared to their counterparts in Golestan, thus amplifying
regional stratification despite general national investment [Rahimi, 2018].

Rural-Urban Migration Trends and Community Impact
Migration remains the single most powerful driver of social transformation, acting as a critical coping
mechanism against environmental and economic instability.

Net Out-Migration: All three regions showed persistent net out-migration of the 18-35 age
cohort. However, the type of migration has changed. Initial post-Revolutionary migration
focused on urban centers like Tehran. Contemporary migration is increasingly circular or
focused on high-wage, low-permanency hubs (e.g., the Gulf countries for Fars/Kerman, or
industrial zones near provincial capitals for Golestan).

Impact on Social Capital: While remittances provide crucial financial capital (SRL framework),
they often erode traditional social capital. Elders remaining in villages report a decline in
collective labor sharing and community support mechanisms, as younger generations are either
absent or prioritize nuclear family financial needs over broader community obligations [Ziaee,
2020]. The authority of traditional village elders is weakening as financial independence
increases via external income.

Gender Role Shift (Proxy): The departure of young men often forces women left behind to take
on management roles in household finances and, increasingly, direct management of farm plots
or local businesses, even if they do not formally own the assets. This shift, however, does not
always translate into recognized legal or social power within the formal state structure.

Efficacy of Governmental Institutions
The effectiveness of state institutions in promoting sustainable transformation remains highly contested,
validating the dependency critique.

Jahad-e Sazandegi (Jihad of Construction): While instrumental in the initial expansion of rural
electrification and road networks, Klls suggest that post-war iterations of the ministry often
prioritize large, visible infrastructure projects over sustainable, small-scale agricultural
extension or water conservation training. They are viewed more as resource distributors than
partners in development planning [Tavakoli, 2008].

Cooperatives: Rural cooperatives (often promoted as democratic alternatives) exhibited
significant internal variation. In Golestan, where traditional social cohesion was stronger,
cooperatives sometimes functioned effectively in collective purchasing and marketing.
However, in Fars and Kerman, cooperatives were frequently captured by local elites who
controlled access to subsidized inputs, failing to serve the smallholder or landless population
[Kamali, 2011]. This mirrors findings that state structures often reinforce existing power
inequalities rather than leveling the playing field.

Policy Failures in Water Management: The most glaring failure identified through
environmental data correlations was the persistence of state pricing and subsidy mechanisms
that incentivized the over-extraction of water for subsidized crops, directly contradicting official
declarations regarding ecological sustainability [Davarpanah, 2016]. Local actors understood
the environmental limits, but lacked the institutional leverage to change macroeconomic
incentives.

Conclusion

This investigation into rural development and social transformation in Iran reveals a dynamic interplay
between forceful, state-directed modernizing impulses and resilient, adaptive social responses. The
Iranian countryside is no longer defined by the rigid feudalism of the pre-1962 era, nor has it achieved
the self-sustaining capitalist agricultural model envisioned by early modernizers. Instead, it occupies a
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complex intermediate space characterized by dependent diversification and social realignment. The
research confirms a profound de-coupling of livelihood from land. The economic bedrock of many rural
families has shifted towards non-farm earnings, driven by necessity due to ecological fragility (water
depletion) and the sub-viability of small landholdings under centralized pricing structures. This
economic shift has precipitated a major reorganization of social stratification, where human capital
(education) has emerged as a critical new axis of inequality, often eclipsing traditional land tenure in
determining access to modern economic opportunities. While state investments in physical
infrastructure were significant, the institutional structures designed to support the periphery
(cooperatives, extension services) often failed to escape the internal dependency dynamics inherent in
the rentier state model, frequently serving to co-opt elites rather than empowering the marginalized.
Socially, the engine of rural transformation remains migration, which offers financial sustenance but
simultaneously fragments traditional social capital and authority structures.

The current trajectory, driven by forced adaptation to resource scarcity and market exposure, is
inherently unstable. Policy recommendations must pivot away from ideological adherence to
agricultural self-sufficiency at all costs and move toward resilience-focused governance:

o Water Resource Decentralization: Policy must urgently decouple water pricing and allocation
from crop subsidies. Genuine environmental sustainability requires transferring meaningful
regulatory power and incentive structures for water conservation to localized, ecologically
aware catchment management bodies, rather than centralized ministries.

e Investment in Rural Skills Matching: Recognizing the dominance of non-farm income, rural
education policy must align with regional economic realities, investing heavily in vocational
training tailored to sustainable local industries (e.g., renewable energy maintenance, specialized
agro-processing) rather than simply preparing youth for eventual migration to urban centers.

¢ Institutional Reform for Equity: State organizations like cooperatives must be fundamentally
restructured to enforce democratic representation and transparent access to credit, breaking the
pattern where state resources reinforce existing political hierarchies. Utilizing successful models
of local social capital identified in Golestan should inform new approaches to grassroots service
delivery.

This study utilized simulated findings based on established patterns. Future empirical research should
focus on several key areas:

e Gendered Asset Ownership: A quantitative analysis of how women’s increased management
roles translate (or fail to translate) into formal ownership rights or political representation within
rural councils.

e The Role of Digitalization: Investigating how digital technologies (e.g., mobile banking, virtual
training) are bypassing or reinforcing traditional institutional gatekeepers in rural commerce
and communication.

e Longitudinal Study of Environmental Migration: Tracking cohorts of climate-displaced rural
migrants to determine the long-term socio-economic integration success in urban peripheries
versus the sustainability of remittances supporting elderly populations remaining in vulnerable
rural areas.

e Ultimately, the transformation of rural Iran hinges on whether the state can transition from
viewing the countryside as a reservoir of subsidized food production and political loyalty to
recognizing it as a complex social system requiring genuine investment in localized human and
natural capital for autonomous resilience.
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