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Development-oriented assistance, as a strategic instrument of
international diplomacy, plays a significant role in enhancing the
standing of emerging powers. This article examines the legal dimensions
of development-oriented assistance provided by the Islamic Republic of
Iran, adopting a comparative perspective on the approach of the People's
Republic of China. The primary objective of the study is to elucidate the
legal frameworks governing Iran's economic and technical cooperation
with developing countries, particularly in West Asia and Africa. In this
context, principles such as respect for national sovereignty, non-
interference in the internal affairs of states, and mutual benefit—
principles institutionalized within Iran's foreign policy—are analyzed.
The article also examines China's development-oriented model, which
is founded on infrastructure investment and the "win-win" principle, as
a leading framework in international development law. Employing a
descriptive-analytical methodology, the study demonstrates that
although Iran and China share a broad commitment to promoting a
multipolar international order, their legal instruments and
implementation mechanisms differ substantially. While China
emphasizes large-scale commercial agreements and the establishment of
new financial institutions, Iran prioritizes technical cooperation,
technology transfer, and support for popular resistance movements. The
study concludes that strengthening Iran's domestic legal framework and
aligning it more closely with international standards could significantly
enhance the effectiveness of its development-oriented assistance.
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Introduction

Development-oriented assistance has become one of the principal instruments
through which states pursue foreign policy objectives, strengthen diplomatic
relations, expand economic influence, and enhance their international standing.
Unlike traditional humanitarian aid, development-oriented assistance encompasses
a broad range of activities including technical cooperation, infrastructure
development, technology transfer, capacity building, educational exchanges, and
financial support for sustainable development projects. In recent decades, emerging
powers have increasingly utilized development assistance as a strategic component
of their external relations, contributing to the gradual transformation of the
international development regime. Among these emerging actors, the Islamic
Republic of Iran and the People's Republic of China have adopted distinctive models
of development cooperation rooted in their respective foreign policy doctrines, legal
traditions, and strategic priorities.

China has successfully institutionalized its development assistance through
comprehensive legal and financial mechanisms, integrating bilateral cooperation,
infrastructure financing, and multilateral initiatives such as the Belt and Road
Initiative into a coherent framework of international economic cooperation. Iran, by
contrast, has concentrated on technical cooperation, humanitarian assistance,
knowledge transfer, reconstruction projects, and capacity building, particularly in
neighboring countries and developing regions of West Asia and Africa. Although
both countries emphasize principles such as respect for national sovereignty, non-
interference in domestic affairs, mutual benefit, and South—South cooperation,
significant differences exist in the legal architecture governing their assistance
programs. Despite the growing importance of development assistance in
international law and diplomacy, comparatively little attention has been devoted to
examining the legal dimensions of these two models. This article therefore seeks to
comparatively analyze the legal framework governing development-oriented
assistance in Iran and China, with particular emphasis on identifying the strengths,
weaknesses, and institutional implications of each approach.

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical foundation of this study is based upon international development law
and the evolving concept of South—South cooperation. International development
law has gradually emerged as an interdisciplinary field combining principles of
international economic law, international cooperation, human rights law, and
sustainable development. Central to this framework are legal principles including
sovereign equality of states, respect for territorial integrity, non-intervention,
peaceful cooperation, mutual benefit, and the right to development. These principles
are reflected in the Charter of the United Nations, the Declaration on the Right to
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Development (1986), the Sustainable Development Goals, and numerous
international agreements governing development cooperation.

The study also adopts a comparative legal perspective that examines how domestic
legal systems translate these international principles into institutional structures and
implementation mechanisms. China's legal model is understood as a highly
institutionalized framework in which development assistance is integrated with
commercial investment, financial cooperation, and long-term strategic planning.
Specialized financial institutions, state-owned enterprises, and comprehensive
regulatory arrangements provide legal certainty and operational continuity.
Conversely, Iran's approach is examined within the context of constitutional
principles, foreign policy doctrines, technical cooperation agreements, and
humanitarian commitments. Particular attention is given to how legal norms
concerning sovereignty, resistance against domination, mutual cooperation, and
support for developing countries shape Iranian development assistance. This
theoretical framework enables a systematic comparison of the legal foundations
underlying both models while highlighting their broader implications for
international development law.

Methodology

This research employs a descriptive-analytical methodology combined with
comparative legal analysis. The study relies upon qualitative examination of primary
and secondary legal sources. Primary materials include constitutional provisions,
domestic legislation, governmental regulations, bilateral cooperation agreements,
official policy documents, and relevant international legal instruments. Secondary
sources consist of academic books, peer-reviewed journal articles, policy reports,
and legal commentaries addressing development assistance, international
cooperation, and comparative public law. The comparative method allows for a
structured examination of similarities and differences between the Iranian and
Chinese legal systems governing development assistance. Rather than focusing
exclusively on policy outcomes, the analysis emphasizes legal principles,
institutional arrangements, implementation mechanisms, financial structures, and
administrative coordination. The research further evaluates the compatibility of each
model with contemporary developments in international development law,
particularly regarding transparency, accountability, sustainable development, and
international cooperation.

Discussion

The comparative analysis reveals both convergence and divergence between the
Iranian and Chinese approaches to development-oriented assistance. At the
normative level, both countries reject conditional forms of development assistance
commonly associated with certain Western donor states. Instead, they emphasize
sovereign equality, non-interference in domestic affairs, respect for national
ownership of development strategies, and mutually beneficial cooperation. These



shared principles reflect broader commitments to South—South cooperation and the
promotion of a more balanced multipolar international order. Nevertheless,
significant differences emerge regarding legal institutionalization and
implementation mechanisms. China's development assistance is supported by an
integrated legal and institutional architecture involving multiple governmental
agencies, development banks, export-credit institutions, and state-owned enterprises
operating under clearly defined regulatory frameworks. Large-scale infrastructure
projects, concessional financing, investment agreements, and long-term economic
partnerships constitute the core instruments of Chinese development cooperation.
The legal certainty generated by these institutional arrangements has enhanced
China's credibility as a global development partner while facilitating the expansion
of its economic and diplomatic influence.

Iran's model, by contrast, remains comparatively decentralized and fragmented.
Development-oriented assistance is implemented through a combination of
governmental organizations, technical cooperation agencies, humanitarian
institutions, educational exchanges, health diplomacy, engineering services, and
bilateral cooperation agreements. Although these initiatives have generated
important regional achievements, particularly in neighboring countries and parts of
Africa, the absence of a comprehensive legal framework governing foreign
development assistance has limited policy coordination and institutional coherence.
Existing legal provisions are dispersed among various statutes, governmental
regulations, and executive policies without a unified legislative framework
comparable to China's institutional model. The study further demonstrates that Iran
places greater emphasis on technical assistance, technology transfer, reconstruction
projects, public health cooperation, educational capacity building, and humanitarian
support than on large-scale financial investments. Consequently, Iranian assistance
often depends upon diplomatic relationships and political cooperation rather than
specialized financial institutions or development banks. While this approach
provides flexibility in responding to regional needs, it simultaneously reduces legal
predictability and institutional continuity. From the perspective of international
development law, China's institutional model exhibits greater conformity with
evolving standards concerning transparency, administrative coordination, financial
accountability, and long-term project implementation. Iran possesses considerable
normative advantages arising from its emphasis on mutual respect, local ownership,
and technical cooperation; however, these advantages could be strengthened through
legislative reforms that improve institutional coordination, legal clarity, and
administrative accountability.

Conclusion

The findings indicate that development-oriented assistance has become an
increasingly significant instrument of foreign policy and international legal
cooperation for both Iran and China. Although both countries share common

International Relations Researches, Vol. 15, No. 3, 2025




Comparative Analysis of the ......

normative principles centered upon sovereignty, non-interference, mutual benefit,
and South—South cooperation, their legal frameworks differ substantially in terms of
institutional development, financial mechanisms, and implementation capacity.
China's experience demonstrates that comprehensive legislation, specialized
development institutions, integrated financial mechanisms, and coherent regulatory
frameworks substantially increase the effectiveness, sustainability, and international
legitimacy of development assistance.

By comparison, Iran has established valuable practices in technical cooperation,
humanitarian assistance, and capacity building but has yet to develop a unified legal
architecture capable of coordinating these activities under a comprehensive national
framework. The study therefore concludes that strengthening domestic legislation,
establishing specialized institutions responsible for international development
cooperation, improving coordination among governmental agencies, adopting
transparent regulatory mechanisms, and harmonizing national practices with
emerging international standards would significantly enhance the effectiveness and
credibility of Iran's development-oriented assistance. Such reforms would not only
improve the legal governance of foreign assistance but would also strengthen Iran's
strategic role in South—South cooperation and contribute to the progressive
development of international development law in an increasingly multipolar
international system.

Keywords: Development-Oriented Assistance; Comparative Analysis; Islamic
Republic of Iran; People's Republic of China
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