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Original Article
Abstract

Background and aim: This article examines the formation of the “surplus population” within the context of the
prebendal state in Iran, using the village of Salmaniyeh—Ordougah. Drawing on economic sociology and political
economy, the study employs the concepts of patrimonialism and prebendalism (Weber and Joseph), economic
disembeddedness (Polanyi), and Bourdieu’s theory of the state, field, and habitus to analyze state intervention and its
consequences for livelihoods, economic morality, and local social relations.

Data and method: The research adopts a critical ethnographic approach. Data were collected through researchers’ field
observations based on ten years of intermittent presence in the region and through in-depth semi-structured interviews
with twenty village residents.

Findings: The findings indicate that the extension of the state’s prebendal logic through patron—client networks, rent-
seeking development projects, and inconsistent agricultural and natural resource policies has contributed to the
disintegration of the previous socio-economic order, the weakening of social solidarity, and the disembedding of
economic life from its social foundations. In this process, a new economic morality has emerged, characterized by
individualization, the dominance of monetary values, and the belief in individual effort as the primary path to success.

Conclusion: The ultimate outcome has been the production of a group of “abandoned” actors who, lacking economic,
social, and institutional capital, have been excluded from resources and opportunities and transformed into a surplus
population. The article argues that, at least in this case, the surplus population cannot be reduced to mere
mismanagement but is rooted in the structural intersection of prebendalism and dominant economic policies in
contemporary Iran.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

This article examines the emergence of a “surplus population” within the context of the prebendal
state in contemporary Iran, focusing on the village of Salmaniyeh—Ordougah in Qaleh Ganj County,
Kerman Province, as a case study. While poverty, marginalization, and uneven development in rural
Iran have often been explained through frameworks of underdevelopment, state inefficiency, or
environmental constraints, this study argues that such explanations are insufficient for
understanding the structural production of populations that become detached from economic
opportunities and excluded from meaningful participation in social and economic life. The article
seeks to explain how state interventions, development programs, and local power relations
contribute to the creation of groups that are increasingly deprived of economic, social, and
institutional resources and consequently become “surplus” to dominant development trajectories.

The theoretical framework combines insights from economic sociology and political economy. It
draws on Weber’s and Richard Joseph’s concepts of patrimonialism and prebendalism to analyze
how state resources are distributed through patron—client networks; Karl Polanyi’s concept of
disembedding to understand the separation of economic activities from their social foundations; and
Pierre Bourdieu’s concepts of state, field, habitus, and capital to examine transformations in local
social relations and economic dispositions. Through this theoretical synthesis, the study investigates
the relationship between state practices, changing economic morality, and the production of surplus
populations in a peripheral rural setting.

Methods and Data

The study employs a critical ethnographic approach to explore the lived experiences of villagers
and the broader structural conditions shaping their everyday lives. The research is based on a long-
term engagement with the region, drawing upon approximately ten years of intermittent field
presence by the researchers. This prolonged involvement provided opportunities to observe social
interactions, local institutions, livelihood strategies, and changing patterns of economic and social
organization.

Empirical data were collected through field observations and twenty in-depth semi-structured
interviews conducted with village residents during 2024. Interviewees were selected from different
social and occupational backgrounds in order to capture diverse experiences of economic change,
access to resources, and relations with governmental and non-governmental institutions. The
interviews focused on livelihood transformations, agricultural activities, migration, employment
opportunities, perceptions of development projects, and changing social values. The collected data
were analyzed through an interpretive and thematic process informed by the study’s theoretical
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framework, with particular attention to the interaction between macro-level state structures and
everyday social practices.

Findings

The findings indicate that the extension of prebendal state logic into local social and economic
life has profoundly transformed the village’s social structure. State-supported development
initiatives, patron—client networks, rent-seeking projects, and inconsistent agricultural and natural
resource policies have disrupted previously existing socio-economic arrangements. Rather than
generating sustainable local development, these interventions have often intensified dependence on
external actors, weakened traditional livelihood systems, and increased social differentiation among
residents.

The study shows that agricultural decline, restrictions related to land and natural resources, and
unequal access to development opportunities have contributed to the erosion of older forms of
collective life. As traditional mechanisms of cooperation and mutual support weakened, social
solidarity declined and economic activities became increasingly detached from local social
relations. This process corresponds to Polanyi’s notion of disembedding, whereby economic
considerations become increasingly separated from social obligations and communal norms.

The research also identifies the emergence of a new economic morality. In contrast to earlier
orientations emphasizing collective survival, reciprocity, and locally embedded economic practices,
contemporary economic values increasingly revolve around individual achievement, monetary
success, and market-oriented skills. Many residents interpret success and failure through the
language of personal effort, entrepreneurship, and self-responsibility. Consequently, structural
inequalities and institutional barriers tend to be obscured by narratives emphasizing individual
determination and merit.

At the same time, access to resources and opportunities remains highly unequal. Individuals
lacking economic capital, social connections, institutional support, or political influence face
significant obstacles in benefiting from development programs and state interventions. As a result, a
segment of the population experiences persistent exclusion from productive economic activities and
meaningful opportunities for social mobility. These individuals increasingly occupy a position
characterized by insecurity, dependence, and marginality. The article conceptualizes this condition
as the production of a surplus population: people who are formally included within the national
development project yet effectively excluded from its benefits and opportunities.

7 177 Iranian Social Studies




Rostami Savadkouhi et al. / The Problem of the Surplus Population...

Conclusion and Discussion

The study concludes that the emergence of surplus populations in Salmaniyeh—Ordougah cannot
be adequately explained through notions of poor governance, administrative inefficiency, or local
mismanagement alone. Instead, the findings point to a broader structural process in which prebendal
forms of state intervention intersect with dominant economic policies to reshape local livelihoods,
social relations, and moral orientations.

The analysis suggests that patronage-based allocation of resources, combined with market-
centered development strategies, contributes simultaneously to the disintegration of traditional
socio-economic structures and the creation of new forms of exclusion. In this context, surplus
populations are not accidental by-products of development but are structurally produced through the
interaction of state power, unequal access to capital, and the disembedding of economic life from
social relations.

More broadly, the article contributes to debates in economic sociology and political economy by
demonstrating how prebendal state practices shape everyday experiences of marginalization in
peripheral rural regions. It also highlights the importance of examining economic morality and local
social transformations alongside institutional and political processes. By linking prebendalism,
disembedding, and the production of surplus populations, the study provides a framework for
understanding how contemporary development processes can simultaneously generate inclusion for
some groups and exclusion for others. The case of Qaleh Ganj thus reveals the deeper social
consequences of state-led development and offers insights into the mechanisms through which
vulnerable populations become increasingly detached from resources, opportunities, and the
promises of economic progress.
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