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Abstract

Given the significance of road construction and the development of transportation
infrastructure in the developmental objectives of any nation, this sector also received
attention in the five-year development plans implemented during the second Pahlavi
era, spanning from 1948 to 1978. Efforts were made to plan and execute
transformations in the country’s road and rail transport systems in alignment with
the requirements of these national development programs. The main question of this
study is to evaluate the performance and outcomes of these plans in the realm of
road and rail infrastructure development. This study is grounded in the concept of
dependent development and applies dependency theory within this context,
employing documentary and statistical analysis methods in terms of the factors
relevant to the aforementioned theoretical framework.
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The findings of this study demonstrate how, within an economic structure
dependent on the industrial centers of the global capitalist system, even a peripheral
country’s development and planning initiatives can ultimately undermine their
intended purposes, resulting in heightened economic dependency and greater capital
outflows to the centers of the world system. This research reveals that the
development of the country’s transportation infrastructure under the five-year plans
of the Pahlavi era, rather than advancing national interests or fostering economic
growth, ultimately harmed the national economy, perpetuated underdevelopment,
exacerbated unequal trade, and worsened the foreign trade balance—favoring capital

flight to the industrial countries engaged in trade with Iran.

Keywords: Five-Year Development Plans, Second Pahlavi Era, Rail and Road

Transport, Dependent Development, Unequal Trade.

Introduction

Transportation infrastructure serves as the backbone of economic modernization.
During the Pahlavi II era (1948-1978), the Iranian government launched five
consecutive development plans to modernize the nation. These plans aimed to
transform the socio-economic structure, with a particular focus on expanding road and
rail networks to facilitate trade and resource mobilization. However, the critical
question arises as to whether these infrastructure developments were truly aligned with
the indigenous economic needs of the country or were merely manifestations of
“dependent development.” This research addresses the pathology of these plans by
evaluating their impact on the spatial and economic connectivity of Iran, arguing that

the reliance on imported technology and foreign models led to structural imbalances.

Materials & Methods

This research employs a qualitative and quantitative approach based on documentary
and statistical analysis. The analytical framework is grounded in “Dependency
Theory,” specifically the concept of “Dependent Development,” which posits that
infrastructure projects in peripheral or semi-peripheral states often prioritize external
connectivity over domestic integration. Data were gathered from primary archives,
including the National Archives and Library of Iran (NALI), and official
publications of the Plan Organization (Sazman-e Barnameh). The analysis focuses

on evaluating the correlation between the allocated budgets in the five development
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plans and the actual developmental outcomes in both road and rail infrastructure

sectors across different provinces.

Discussion & Result

The analysis of the five development plans reveals that the Pahlavi state prioritized
the expansion of road networks over rail infrastructure to facilitate rapid movement
and commercial throughput. However, the “Result” of these investments indicates a
lack of coordination with internal centers of production.

Infrastructure Imbalance: The transport strategy was primarily designed to
support imports and connect major urban centers to international ports, rather than
connecting internal production and trade nodes.

Centralized Planning: The top-down administrative structure often overlooked
local geographical constraints and economic potential, leading to inefficient resource
allocation.

Dependency on External Models: The adoption of foreign blueprints in
construction and planning often meant that Iranian transport systems became
dependent on imported spare parts, foreign technical expertise, and exogenous

logistical priorities, undermining long-term strategic autonomy.

Conclusion

The study concludes that the development of transport infrastructure during the
Second Pahlavi era, while physically observable, suffered from deep-seated
structural flaws. The “dependent development” model resulted in an infrastructure
that was “outward-looking”—facilitating the peripheral integration of the Iranian
economy into the global market rather than fostering internal economic cohesion.
Despite the massive financial outlays in the five development plans, the lack of a
balanced strategy meant that the rail and road sectors could not adequately support
the balanced growth of domestic industries. Future transport planning must,
therefore, prioritize indigenous capacity, decentralization, and internal market

integration to avoid the pitfalls identified in this historical study.
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