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Abstract 
Since the 1980s, international corporations have curtailed the autonomy of 
national states and have developed a new form of global food regime. Al-
though the nouvelle regime promoted a new level of economic exploitation of 
the Global South, there are still some countries which resist the globalist cor-
porations’ penetration into their economies. This paper argues that the Ira-
nian economy, due to a variety of reasons which were not necessarily endo-
genous, such as international sanctions, could not have been conquered by 
corporations. The Iranian revolutionary regime which had come up with the 
slogans of “Achieving Self-Sufficiency” and “Standing against Global Impe-
rialism,” stepped towards liberalization and privatization in less than ten 
years. However, the political sensitivity of food, as well as various forms of 
sanctions against Iran, did not provide the possibility of complete integration 
of Iranian food sector into the global free trade system. Even the IMF’s pre-
scription of economic reform did not lead to much deregulation, and just ex-
panded the quasi-state sector of the Iranian economy. Therefore, the national 
regime, which is an evolved form of the former food regime, still oversha-
dows the agricultural economy of Iran. The recent post-deal era also does not 
seem to bring a serious threat to the Iranian national food regime. 
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1. Introduction to Food Regimes 

About six decades have passed since the Shah’s wide-ranging land reform and 
the beginning of food-aid programs, carried out to improve food security among 
Iranians. Since then, many domestic and international factors have influenced 

How to cite this paper: Babagoli, M. and 
Ikeda, S. (2019) Six Decades of the Second 
Food Regime in Iran, the Trajectory of 
Iranian National Food Regime. Open 
Journal of Social Sciences, 7, 191-205. 
https://doi.org/10.4236/jss.2019.76016 
 
Received: May 28, 2019 
Accepted: June 24, 2019 
Published: June 27, 2019 
 
Copyright © 2019 by author(s) and  
Scientific Research Publishing Inc. 
This work is licensed under the Creative 
Commons Attribution International  
License (CC BY 4.0). 
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/   

  
Open Access

http://www.scirp.org/journal/jss
https://doi.org/10.4236/jss.2019.76016
http://www.scirp.org
https://doi.org/10.4236/jss.2019.76016
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


M. Babagoli, S. Ikeda 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/jss.2019.76016 192 Open Journal of Social Sciences 
 

Iranian agro-food system. In these few decades, Iran has gone through a political 
revolution, an 8-year war and decades of international sanctions in the context 
of a neo-liberal world, and still been waiting for qualification for WTO mem-
bership [1] [2]. This paper aims to investigate the trajectory of Iranian agro-food 
system since the Shah’s agrarian reforms. To gain a comprehensive understand-
ing of the Iranian agricultural order in the aforementioned period, we need a 
theoretical concept which enables us to historicize the Iranian food politics and 
relations. We believe that Food regime, as a historical concept and a method of 
interpreting the contradictory underlying agro-food relations [3], assists us in 
reaching this goal. We apply this concept to study the changes in the Iranian 
agro-food system during the Shah, and the developments take place after the 
formation of the Islamic Republic. 

The concept of “food regime” was formulated for the first time by Harriet 
Friedmann (1987) to explain the rise and demise of the US food-aid programs 
[4]. McMichael (2013), then, develops the concept of “food regime,” to distin-
guish three historical food systems whereby specific agro-food rules regulate the 
process of food production and consumption within the world system. In the 
late nineteenth century, with the expansion of railways and maritime transports, 
the  dominant  British empire was able to combine colonial tropical agriculture 
with the developing capitalist world system [4]. The proliferation of steam power 
assisted the formation of the first global food regime which lasted from the 1870s to 
1930s. In the previous ancient trade-networks, such as Silk Road, the long-distance 
traded agro-foods like tea, sugar, and spices remained expensive luxury goods 
used as a marker of social distinction, but they started to be democratized in 
Europe through the frontier explorations. During the first food regime, cheap 
grains and livestock exports from settler  states fed the workforce of industrializ-
ing nations “in Europe, absorbed capital and their surplus population via migration 
and constituted vital demand for their manufactured exports” [5] [6]. Non-settler 
regions like the Middle East also substantially contributed to the network. Most 
parts of the Middle East including current Iran were never formally colonized, 
but it was part of the “Britain’s workshop of the world” as a supplier of tropical 
goods like silk and cotton while still regionally self-sufficient in staples [6]. 

After World War II and the demise of imperial  relations through anti-colonial 
revolutions, the United States topped a system of national states [7]. Friedmann 
(2016) and McMichael (2013) argue that the shift in the international power or-
der profoundly transformed the global food system. The second food regime, 
which represented an international political-economic alliance, was formed in 
the 1950s. The US regime unified Western Bloc agro-economics during the Cold 
War by granting food-aid to its allies, especially in the Global South. Develop-
ment states instituted land reforms and adopted Green Revolution technologies 
to quell peasant unrest and to integrate rural areas into the capitalist market [5] 
[7]. These changes led to a massive rural-urban migration wave and expansion 
of the urban workforce. Economists such as Rostow (1990) discussed that sur-
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plus rural labor force created through the industrialization of the agriculture 
would be transferred to the industry to provide a boost to the economy [8] [9]. 

McMichael argues that in the 1980s with the collapse of Keynesian ideology 
and through the prevalence of liberalization practices and international institu-
tions, the global agro-economics also considerably transformed. He points out 
that the current food regime, which is under the domination of corporations 
(1980s-2000s), has deepened the process of accumulation. The corporate regime, 
a primary part of “neoliberal globalization project,” has regarded the market as 
the most efficient means of achieving food security [5] [10]. McMichael identi-
fies the corporate food regime as the historical evolution of colonial relations 
between the Global North and its global frontiers. Despite the shift from Keyne-
sianism to neoliberalism in the 1980s, a blend of the two approaches has been 
seen at the national level based on the level of integration into the free market. In 
some countries, government safety net programs still prevent integration into 
the new global food regime. Iran, with one of the lowest Economic Freedom in-
dices,1 is one of the nations that have resisted the domination of the corporation 
over their economies. 

Iranian food aid system has, to some extent, maintained its continuity since 
the Pahlavi era, while political-economic discourse changed radically after the rev-
olution. The discursive differences and the increasing importance of self-sufficiency 
policies in revolutionary  economy have led many scholars, such as Chaifetz & 
Jagger (2014), Salami et al. (2013) Babar, 2014;  Kamrava et al. (  2012) and Amid 
(2007) , to conclude a shift in the Iranian agricultural system [11] [12] [13] [14] 
[15].  We believe that despite the significant changes in national policies as well 
as the fundamental changes in global trade relations, the Islamic Republic’s and 
Pahlavi’s food policies share certain similarities. Many of the post-revolution 
food policies are evolved forms of the Shah’s policies, especially following the 
“White Revolution” era. This essay aims to challenge the assumption of substan-
tial differences between Pre- and Post-Revolution agrarian systems by taking the 
similarities into consideration and to explains how the Shah’s agro-food deci-
sions and policies have continued after the establishment of the Islamic Republic. 
Food regime, a concept examining the domestic agro-food relations within the in-
ternational order, assists us in studying the persistence of Iranian national food 
system. Also, this study can make a theoretical contribution to the broader anal-
ysis of international [agricultural] development by applying the food-regimes 
conceptual model and exploring the scope of applicability of the third food re-
gime. 

2. Food Regimes in Iran 

A brief acquaintance with the Iranian and the surrounding region’s agro-food 
economies provides a better understanding of the development of current Ira-

 

 

1Ranked 171th among 178 and 155th among 180 countries respectively in 2015 and 2019. Also see 
https://www.heritage.org/index/country/iran.  
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nian food regime and the significance of the changes that occurred in the early 
1960s. The first food regime coincided with the late Qajar (1794-1925) and the 
early Pahlavi era in Iran. Despite political turmoil, Iran was still a major exporter 
of cotton, tobacco, and rice in the region. India (Great Britain), the Ottoman 
Empire and Egypt were the main importers of tobacco from Iran [16] [17]. Al-
though the Pébrine outbreak in the mid-nineteenth century cut silk production 
to one-third, silk was still one of Iran’s profitable exports to France, Russia and 
the Ottoman Empire. In the middle of the nineteenth century, Iran faced a 
widespread famine due to the inefficiency of the Shah, courtiers, and Khans. The 
increase in staple food exports (to redress the balance of trade), fallowing the 
lords’ land which had gone under cultivation at the time of the former prime 
minister (Amir Kabir), in addition to a boost in the area under opium cultiva-
tion, presented the country with a cereal crisis for three years (1869-72) and led 
to several riots in different parts of Iran [16] [18]. 

Though the conditions differed from one country to another during the Brit-
ain food regime, the Middle East was still self-sufficient in staple foods. Some 
parts of the Middle East, the region which is now the first importer of globally 
traded grains2, had great export capacities for cereals. While the Gulf imported 
grains, Iraq, Egypt, and Syria exported their surpluses. It should be noted, de-
spite the regional self-sufficiency, in terms of food, during the first regime, 
“weak domestic industries failed to give a strong demand impetus for agriculture 
and enhance its value chain” [6]. 

Second Food Regime in Iran 

The second food regime began with the implementation of the first development 
plan (1949-56) under the Shah [19] and culminated in the White Revolution3 
(1963-78) and land reform. In the first development plan, 25 percent of the total 
budget was allocated to the agricultural sector, which was mostly allotted to rural 
infrastructure, especially irrigation systems [20]. 

The Shah, with the support of the US, launched a far-reaching series of re-
forms known as the White Revolution (Revolution of the King and the People) 
in 1963 that lasted for 15 years [21]. Land reformaimed at improving social jus-
tice and resolving “the class conflict,” as the Shah emphasized. By redistributing 
the land, the Shah implicitly tended to curtail the power of landlords and pro-
vide greater legitimacy among the peasants and working-class people [22]. De-
spite the common critiques on the implementation of land reform and its devas-
tating impact on agricultural production, the production of primary agricultural 
produce increased during those years. The achieved agricultural growth was, 
however, lower than the predicted rate in development plans [20] [23].4 The 
production level was not also compatible with high population growth, which 
was the result of increasing access to health care after the establishment of the 

 

 

2It imports a third of globally traded grains. 
3It was part of the Green Revolution took place in the 1930s-70s. 
4Also see Appendix A. 
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health and literacy corps. 
The population soared by 30% in a decade, from 1966 to 1976. This coincided 

with the flood of cheap grains to the US allies in the Global South under the US 
food-aid programs. The government, which could not meet the increasing de-
mands of people, augmented the import of staples.5 It was not the only reasoning 
behind the rising imports in that period. In the last years of the Pahlavi dynasty, 
the discontent of merchants (bᾱzᾱris) and strikes led to a rise in the prices of ba-
sic commodities. To prevent bread riots and also to break the monopoly of 
bᾱzᾱris, the Shah increased the cereal imports from the US [24]. The affordable 
food was distributed through newly established national supermarket chains 
which rapidly faced the public reception. 

3. Facing the Third Food Regime? 

Though many countries have been swallowed up by the third food regime, it 
seems that some nations with closer economic systems such as Iran and Libya6 
are still outside of the circle. The presence of corporations in these countries is 
limited, and trade barriers are imposed to curb free trade competition in favor of 
local procedures. Their regulated food systems, in addition to providing differ-
ent forms of subsidies, retain strong oversight of pricing, as well as food exports 
and imports. There were some other countries, such as Iraq and Egypt, resisted 
the corporations until the early twenty-first century. Eventually, they went through 
structural reforms under the pressure of WTO and IMF. Due to the current po-
litical situation in Libya, the interest in and speed of deregulation have increased, 
but the question is what path Iranian agro-economy is taking? In the following 
section, the barriers to Iran’s entry into the third era will be discussed, and the 
pre- and post-revolutionary conditions will be compared. 

3.1. Pre-Revolution Era 

In the agricultural parts of the first and second development plans, the govern-
ment gave its main priority to the industrialization of agriculture through the 
provision of modern irrigation systems, the purchase of machinery and the de-
velopment of barren land. The third development plan, which coincided with 
the White Revolution, was based on land reform [20]. In fact, the land reform’s 
goals were aligned with the implementation of Kennedy’s “Alliance for Progress” 
to prevent anti-US movements and popular uprisings in the Global South [25] 
[26]. The emergence of social justice and anti-colonial movements all around the 
Global South after World War had led to the recognition of international and 
intra-national wealth gaps and economic inequalities as potential destabilizers of 
the world order. Northern economists, along with their Southern counterparts, 
mobilized under the Development Campaign to combat poverty and underde-
velopment. [27] [28] [29] [30]. 

 

 

5Also see Appendix B. 
6Ranked 176th among 179 based on Economic Freedom Index in 2012. 
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The significant share of allocated budget to Iranian reforms was supposed to 
be achieved from oil revenues. Although the third development plan budget 
predicted that 55 percent of expenditures would be paid from petroleum reve-
nues, the share of oil income soared to 80 percent in the last year of the program. 
The fourth and fifth development plans, coinciding with the increase in global 
oil prices, in which the share of the agricultural expenditure fell sharply (respec-
tively 8.58 and 6.2 percent), mainly focused on industry and consequently [20]. 

The rising oil prices and the government’s misplaced priorities led to an un-
even development across the country and caused a significant urban-rural dis-
parity, which was also prominent in the formation of Iranian revolutionary. Ad-
vanced industrialization as the primary goal of the fourth and fifth development 
plans resulted in a flood of rural migrants to the cities. The massive flows of ru-
ral-urban migration and rapid slumization and ruralization of major Iranian cities 
forced Pahlavi’s planners to set achieving the “full or relative self-sufficiency” and 
alleviating the rural and urban income disparity as primary objectives of the 
sixth plan. This national plan started the discourse of self-sufficiency in Iran. 
However, due to the 1979 revolution, “this plan was never implemented” [20] 
[25] [31]. 

The unprecedented increase in oil prices assisted the formation of a state 
bourgeoisie and quasi-state bourgeoisie. The Shah intended to achieve more au-
tonomy from traditional merchants. Hetried to undermine their power and in-
fluence among the masses by opening the large low-priced department stores 
and starting up the quasi-national corporations [24]. Thus, national corpora-
tions took charge of a large part of the import and distribution networks of food 
and appliances. The state-run economy could persist even after the revolution. 

3.2. Post-Revolution Era 

 During the Iraq-Iran War 
The rise of Reaganomics in the early 1980s, prompting deregulation at the na-

tional and international levels, facilitated the economies’ integration in the glob-
al market. Many nations were pursuing austerity policies, but Iran took a differ-
ent path. After the revolution, Iranian state economy expanded through nationa-
lization of industry7 and natural resources, land reform programs (through the 
seizure and redistribution of agricultural land) [20] [32] and also due to eco-
nomic isolation caused by International sanctions. 

Although the Shah’s intensive socio-economic plan to prevent nationalist and 
socialist subversive movements did not succeed, the land reform and nationali-
zation of resources (carried out under the Shah’s White Revolution) proceeded 
through Iranian revolutionary movement. During the Iran-Iraq war, because of 
the international restrictions on the sale of Iranian oil and consequent food 
shortages, the government attempted to create food security by distributing food 

 

 

7For example, 28 private banks and automobile and metal factories and the properties of 51 Iranian 
aristocrats and bourgeois and their first-degree relatives were nationalized. 
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coupons (for sugar, rice, margarine, meat, etc.)8. This necessary increase in food 
rations, which aimed to curb accelerating inflation and ensure price stability, 
deepened the Iranian state-run economy, especially the agro-food sector. The ra-
tions were distributed until the late Ahmadinejad era (2010) and then trans-
formed into “the basket of goods.9” 

From the first days after the revolution, self-sufficiency has been announced 
as one of the main goals of the new regime. Following of the pre-revolution poli-
cies, the government put wheat self-sufficiency on its agenda [11] [15]. The first 
post-revolution development plan prioritizes the “transformation of the oil-based 
economy to non-oil” economy [20]. It was supposed to be achieved by investing 
in rural development and through agricultural self-sufficiency. The plan did not 
gain parliamentary approval, and the first development program was finally im-
plemented ten years after the revolution. 

The new political regime, which was formed by Ayatollah Khomeini with the 
direct support of bazaar merchants, purged the parliament and other deci-
sion-making areas of the leftists. The consequent rise in power of the liberal politi-
cians posed the main obstacle to the implementation of the first post-revolution 
development plan. Despite the opposition of the liberal groups to the non-oil 
economic plan, the international sanctions and severe shortages of food and me-
dicines kept the national food-aid programs still necessary. While the new polit-
ical structure was not stabilized, the strategic importance of food and agriculture 
led the government to control food distribution and pricing and to monitor the 
activities of international and large domestic agribusinesses. 
 After the Ceasefire 

It was after the war10 that Iran started adopting privatization and deregulation 
policies. The same approach was taken in many countries (including England, 
Turkey, and so on) nearly a decade ago. Since the first implemented post-revolution 
development plan in the postwar reconstruction era, economic liberalization and 
privatization have been regarded as the effective strategies for achieving eco-
nomic growth [20], but have still not been realized. 

In the postwar era, with a new interpretation of Article 4411 of the Iranian 
Constitution, according to which nationalization of industries and banks had 
taken place, several private banks were inaugurated, and some national company 
stocks were sold to the private sector. However, the Iranian economy remained 
rather different. The massive nationalization of industry and commerce and the 
establishment of the state-owned enterprises, as well as heavy dependence on oil 

 

 

8Before the war, rice was the staple food of the northern Iranian. Other Iranians’ diet and preference 
gradually changed by increasing accessibility to the rice at that time. Then, the rising demand for 
rice surged its import after the war. 
9With the intensification of international sanctions against Iran over the past year, the issue of the 
necessity of a more comprehensive ration system has been raised again in the Iranian parliament. 
10Iran-Iraq war ended in August 1988. 
11Also see The General Policies Pertaining to Principle 44 of the Constitution of the Islamic Republic 
of Iran at  
http://irandataportal.syr.edu/the-general-policies-pertaining-to-principle-44-of-the-constitution-of-
the-islamic-republic-of-iran. 
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revenues, provided the state and affiliated groups with a huge amount of finance 
and secured their primary position in the national economy. Although the Ira-
nian government, under the influence of global neoliberalism, has set privatiza-
tion and increasing foreign investment as its major goals, foreign embargos pe-
riodically have slowed down or accelerated the process. Many state-owned en-
terprises (including the public companies and banks), impacted by international 
embargos, needed to be transferred to quasi-state sector to bypass the sanctions. 
A significant part of the national bourgeoisie (who were often aristocrats) had 
left the country in the early post-revolution years. The post-war bourgeoisie, 
formed during the reconstruction era, never established an independent identity 
from state institutions.  

Despite all this, the food industries have had more stable conditions. The na-
tional companies are still the biggest dairy and agricultural producers. In the 
past 40 years, though self-sufficiency has become the regime’s catchphrase, there 
has been no long-term plan for reaching a non-oil dependent agriculture basis. 
The agricultural self-sufficiency in general, or wheat self-sufficiency in particu-
lar, is never sustained. Perhaps the primary reason is that Iran’s planning and 
economic priorities are usually temporary and reactive.  

Same as the 30-year plan for privatization, self-sufficiency has always been in-
fluenced by global trends. The national self-sufficiency policy, such as the libera-
lization and privatization plan, rather than being based on long-term plans, has 
been affected by external factors including oil prices and international sanctions. 
For example, in the Khatami era of very low oil prices (average price of less than 
20 USD per barrel), Iran temporarily achieved relative self-sufficiency in wheat 
production [33]. With rising oil prices and the consequent increase in the pur-
chasing power of the government, the following administration (like the Shah) 
increased import volumes to bring satisfaction to a large section of society by 
holding down the food prices. 

The implementation of a targeted subsidy plan (2010), as a key part of the Ira-
nian economic reform plan, was one of the most critical changes took place in 
the Iranian economy in the past ten years. The same plans have been promoted 
by the WTO in several countries since the late twentieth century. In Algeria, 
under the pretext that “the subsidies benefit[ed] the rich more than the poor,” 
food subsidies were restricted or eliminated in the 1990s [34]. Such as Iran, after 
the execution of the targeted subsidy plan, the national currency was devalued 
by approximately 200 percent [35]. According to the Central Bank of Iran, by 
the implementation of the subsidy reform plan, the Gini coefficient only 
dropped for a year from 0.3813 to 0.3750, and in the following years increased 
steadily [36] [37]. The widening class gap has undermined food security in Iran, 
as in Egypt and Iraq, which had followed the same path before. The number of 
malnourished people has soared in all these countries [38] [39].  

In Iranian subsidy reform plan, the government cut the food and energy car-
rier’ subsidies and distributed a cash subsidy instead. Despite high inflation and 
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the steady increase in national fuel prices, the amount of cash subsidy has re-
mained constant in the past nine years. Prior to the execution of the Iranian tar-
geted subsidy plan and cash subsidy program (2010), which are very similar to 
Libyan parliament’s cash subsidy plan for the next years, the low price of wheat 
had been seen as the main obstacle in achieving self-sufficiency in wheat pro-
duction and sustaining a balance between domestic production and demand. 
Like the Libyan parliament, Iranian government aimed to reduce fuel smuggling 
and prevent waste of resources by offering a cash subsidy plan. Contrary to ex-
pectations, energy consumption declined for a few months and then gained an 
upward trend. The petrol consumption in Iran, which was 62.8 million liters per 
day before the subsidy reform plan, raised to 70 million per day after three years, 
in 2013 [40] [41]. Depreciation of Iranian Rial, which was a result of the imple-
mentation of the targeted subsidy plan and the intensification of international 
sanctions, had significant impacts on achieving the government’s envisaged ob-
jectives. Prior to the subsidy reform plan, the price of petrol in Iran was about 16 
percent of the world price, and it rose to 47 percent of the global price imme-
diately after the implementation of the plan. However, due to the devaluation of 
the Rail, the price declined to 16 percent of the world price within three years 
[41].  

Stopping the smuggling of subsidized bread and fuel was one of the reasoning 
behind the targeted subsidy plan. However, due to the fall of Iranian Rial and the 
sharp difference in prices in Iran and neighboring countries (such as Turkey and 
Iraq) fuel and bread smuggling, it is still a lucrative business. Also, government 
expenditure on providing wheat and flour supplies did not decline as a result of 
the devaluation of the national currency and the increase in wheat imports. 

Economic reform and targeted subsidy plans are the IMF prescriptions for the 
Global South countries such as Algeria, Egypt, and Iran. These plans pave the 
way for their integration into the competitive global economy and facilitate the 
entry of corporations into these countries. However, it seems that the Iranian 
version of the plan has not been very successful. This plan, not only did not meet 
the goals announced by the government, including narrowing the class gap and 
gaining the self-sufficiency in grains, but also did not provide the desired objec-
tives of the IMF. Due to the sanctions, state control over the food industries did 
not decline, and the quasi-state sector, which has been responsible for food im-
ports expanded in this era.  

Two years ago, it was obscure (still unclear) that how the Iranian food system 
would change in the post-deal era. Some corporations saw Iran as virgin territo-
ry to conquer. Nevertheless, after the United States’ unilateral withdrawal from 
Iranian nuclear deal and extension of American sanctions against Iran, the fu-
ture of corporations’ involvement seems obscure and unpredictable. Even so, the 
fate of the companies that exported cheap, genetically modified food (including 
cereals) in this brief opportunity after the deal is uncertain. We think it is still 
possible that corporate genetically modified products (like bred plants) are pur-
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chased to be copied and mass-produced by national companies. It seems that 
much hope cannot be pinned on a long-standing relationship between corpora-
tions and Iranian agro-food economy. The isolation of its economy makes it is 
easier for Iran to avoid adhering to legal requirements of agricultural corpora-
tions and allows the Iranian farmers to indigenize agriculture through tradition-
al breeding methods. Climate change (deforestation, drought, and soil erosion) 
is another reason why Iran’s agriculture is to be sustainable, and corporation re-
lations should be avoided. When improvement cannot be initiated from outside, 
endogenous development is the only solution. In this context, many alternative 
practices are emerging. 

With last year’s high inflation and depreciation of the national currency (as a 
result of the decline in foreign exchange earnings due to imposing further re-
strictions on Iranian exports, systemic corruption and psychological effects of 
sanctions) imported products lose the competition to cheaper domestic ones. 
Also, this destabilized economic environment reinforces the economic resistance 
and agricultural self-sufficiency discourses. While class-conflicts are growing12 
and political unrests are spreading over the region, economic resistance needs be 
accompanied by class-gap narrowing policy. The Iranian parliament has pro-
posed an income equalization program for following years and the state has ad-
mitted returning to a rationed economy. However, some scholars regard the 
structural changes and shocks in the Iranian economy, caused by soaring infla-
tion and a decrease in labor cost, as a part of “shock therapy” doctrine [42], fol-
lowed since Ahmadinejad. 

4. Conclusions 

Iran, which has never been directly colonized, was generally self-sufficient in the 
production of staples and was known as a major exporter of cotton, tobacco, and 
rice before the US food-aid regime. During the second food regime, Iran took up 
America’s suggestion of agrarian reform as a means to pre-empt the Red peasant 
revolution. The implementation of land reform cut down the agricultural yield 
in some regions and boosted the crops in other regions. The division of land and 
loss of old social relations harmed production in many areas. On the other hand, 
the restoration of barren lands and the agricultural mechanization led to a rise in 
total production. The slow-rising agricultural yield was still unable to meet the 
rapid population growth. The gap between domestic production and increasing 
demands was filled with cheap price food imported from the US, led to an in-
crease in Iran’s dependence on imports from America.  

The rising oil prices in the 1970s, made the Shah invest more in the agricul-
tural sector to re-establish self-sufficiency. This doctrine has also been proceeded 
in the post-revolution era, though never fully achieved. Government support of 
farmers has continuously continued. Even after the implementation of the tar-
geted subsidy plan which aimed to bring staple food prices close to the world 

 

 

12Gini coefficient and recent unrests confirm that. 
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prices, it is still vital for the government to buy the cereals from farmers at a 
guaranteed price and to offer them to the consumers at lower prices. 

After the revolution, Iranian production arena has been dominated by the 
discourse of self-sufficiency. For decades, self-sufficiency in staples has been on 
the agenda of states, but in many cases, the provision of affordable food is pri-
oritized to prevent working-class uprisings. In times of high oil prices, adminis-
trations have tried to increase their popularity by keeping prices low through 
importing cheap food. This policy change has repeatedly damaged domestic 
agriculture and moved Iran away from self-sufficiency. 

In this essay, it was discussed that targeted subsidy and economic reform 
plans which were set by the IMF as prerequisites for Iran’s entry to the competi-
tive market, not only did not cause deregulation but developed the current Ira-
nian [quasi] state-run economy. The food industry’s dependence on the state, 
which formed due to the Shah’s tendency toward achieving independence from 
the Bazaar and a consequent increase in imports in the late Pahlavi era, dee-
pened in the early post-revolution years as a result of the limitations in food 
supplies. Although the government adopted liberalization and privatization pol-
icies after the war, the food industry was one of the last sectors to undergo “sur-
gery” due to the high political importance of food and nutritional security. Ac-
cording to the IMF report [43], economic surgery was not successful and formed 
other shapes of regulations. Moreover, government spending on grain supplies 
rose as a result of the depreciation of the Iranian currency. 

If we compare the Iranian food system with other Global South countries, its 
agro-food economic situation could be assessed somewhere between Egypt and 
Libya. Libya moves toward subsidy reform after a food and energy crisis, while 
Egypt cut the food subsidies in the late twentieth century and opened its doors to 
the corporations in the early twenty-first century. The Iranian economic recon-
struction, such as the similar economic reforms took place in Egypt and Iraq, has 
reinforced class inequality and expanded food insecurity. The implementation of 
a targeted subsidy plan, coupled with the intensification of sanctions, yielded 
many consequences such as a sharp rise in rents and staples’ prices, causing the 
decline and eventual squeeze of the middle class. Indeed, the last income decile, 
especially among rural people, benefited from receiving the cash subsidy. This is 
apart from the situation of about 2 million refugees living in Iran, who faced a 
staggering price increase, while the subsidy did not apply to them. That wor-
sened their economic conditions and made them more marginalized. 

It seems that facilitated  integration of Iranian food regime into international 
corporate relations, same as lifted sanctions, did not last a long time. Despite the 
government’s insistence on transferring some of the most important national 
companies, such as The Social Security Investment Company (Shasta), to the 
private sector (with provided reasons like improving management, curbing the 
corruption or bypassing the sanctions), its policies toward agro-food businesses 
and resources go against liberalization. Perhaps looking more closely at current 
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subsidy and tariff policies of countries such as the US, China, and Canada raises 
the question if the neoliberalist economy and the global food regime are expe-
riencing a transformation. In the globalized context where many local producers 
and farmers face unequal competition, and while climate change affects regions 
unevenly, many nations may increase their support of domestic production.  
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