
An Iranian revolution was recently the focus 
of world interest. Politics and religion draw 
the attention of the press, but few outsiders 
realize that the Iranian revolution is, in a 
very important sense, a cultural phe
nomenon. The conflict between mod-
ernism and tradition has roots which go 
much deeper than the politics of oil or 
corruption. This conflict can be traced in 
many fields, from agriculture to the arts. 
The purpose of this paper is to examine 
some of the problems and contradictions 
Iran has suffered in the areas of architecture 
and planning, and to suggest some solutions 
and their possible implications for the 
Islamic world in general. 

In the 1970s the Iranian government 
addressed the goal of large-scale investment 
in housing for the first time, and a sizable 
budget was allocated for the housing sector. 
A portion of the housing budget was al
located directly to the Ministry of Housing 
and Urban Development, and a larger 
portion was made available within different 
industrial packages in the form of housing 
for workers. This was the financial ap
paratus which gave birth to new towns and 
communities. Coordination and control of 
all housing activity was the responsibility of 
the Ministry; the mechanisms of control 
included the approval of location and of the 
physical master plan. 

The heterogeneity and decentralization of 
housing activity, as well as the scale and 
intensity of construction, created a frenzied 
pace which proved to be culturally and 
architecturally disastrous. The economic 
frenzy, due to suddenly increased oil 
revenues and ambitious political leadership, 
opened the way for the emergence of a breed 
of achievement-oriented super-technocrats. 
After drafting a sizable and very ambitious 
annual budget, the super-technocrats 
became aware of the housing market as a 
potential political and financial tool to be 
manipulated for the sake of power and gain. 
The promise of houses for a large segment 
of the population in a very short time was 
an attractive slogan, and at the same time a 
formidable undertaking. The technocrats 
realized the length of time needed for 
planning, design and construction, given the 
present housing situation and the scale of 
the demand. 
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But their goal was to provide instant 
housing, and their motive was instant 
political success. Other underlying factors 
contributed to these attitudes: the tech
nocrats were fully aware of the potential 
brevity of their life spans in office, due to an 
abnormally dynamic rate of development 
which guaranteed their speedy promotion or 
demotion. Therefore, developments which 
required three or four years to complete 
were considered long-term investments. This 
attitude prevailed not only in housing, but in 
most government projects. The super-tech
nocrats were interested in pUblicity and 
could concentrate on ambitious projects, 
especially since cost was of no consequence. 

In such an environment, the unorthodox 
idea of importing houses (in the same 
manner as capital goods or automobiles) 
seemed credible. The magic solution was 
prefabricated or industrial housing, which 
also sounded suitably in tune with an 
industrially-aspiring nation. This solution 
seemed to promise the ability to bypass the 
planning and architectural stages, and 
concentrate on the building stage by 
negotiating directly with the contractor. 
Instant industrial housing was introduced as 
a means of cost reduction, since elimination 
of the planning and design stage would 
theoretically involve a shorter period of 
construction and therefore faster capital 
amortization plus the elimination of archi
tectural and planning fees. Prefab housing, 
in which all parts were imported and 
assembled on site, seemed more practical 
and less inflationary because of the shortage 
of available native resources. The imported 
house was free of local materials and labour 
and the expenditure was not consumed 
locally. 

This argument for instant housing seemed 
credible on paper and proved politicallY 
attractive, but the reality was unsuccessful. 
One project in the south of Tehran took 
nearly four years to achieve even partial 
utilization. Newly appointed managers 
showed little interest in overseeing diffi
culty-ridden projects inaugurated by their 
predecessors. Each man was interested in 
beginning his own project and achieving 
political glory, by castigating and with
drawing support from ongoing projects. 

Another mechanism for the "instant" 
production of housing projects was to make 
turnkey agreements with the builders, who 
usually proposed their own industrially
built prototypes; in this case the role of the 
independent architect/ planner was elimi
nated. The eventual users were therefore at 
the mercy of decisions devoid of those 
human, cultural and architectural concerns 
which are usually given a high priority by 
architects. This type of package provided 
four-story walk-up units, which were built 
extensively throughout the country. This 
was the most popular and widespread 
practice, and one especially favoured by the 
Ministry. The architect or planner, who 
seemed dispensable, was employed merely to 
do a layout for the blocks; he had no 
ongoing site control. Thus supervision was 
usually not by sensitive architects who might 
bring some measure of innovation to a rigid 
system, but by bureaucrats and government 
architectural offices. Since their primary 
concern was to put the maximum number of 
blocks on a given site, the result was 
invariably an uninteresting and unimagina
tive grid pattern. 

Rapid industrial growth and expansion and 
the division of labour in Iranian cities 
created a very strong employment market 
and consequently an attraction pole for 
migration from rural to urban areas. 
Squatter housing developed on the fringes of 
urban centres, and the density of population 
in city slum areas increased. The socio
economic problems in the urban slums grew 
proportionately more severe. The govern
ment response to the slums and squatter 
communities was the provision of standard 
Western housing, mostly four-story proto
type blocks. But the demand for new 
housing was so great that as soon as public 
housing was made available at a drastically 
lower cost than market prices, the influential 
lower middle class manipulated the heavily 
subsidized housing on the bureaucratic level, 
and a black market developed for such 
houses. These were eventually leased or sold 
illegally to the user. 

The resultant mix of rural population with 
slum dwellers (many of whom were involved 
in drugs and prostitution) proved to be a 
devastating melting pot, due to the existence 
of conflicting subcultures and value systems. 
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Such newly developed communities lacked 
social coherence, proper educational and 
guidance facilities and, ultimately, a mean
ingful and respectable place to live. The 
Iranian Government allocated separate 
budgets to different sectors and ministries, 
and actions were never coordinated. This 
lack of coordination exacerbated an already 
chaotic situation. 

A small proportion of architects/planners 
were affiliated with government architec
tural offices, but the majority worked in 
private consulting firms. The improved 
organization of some private firms is a 
product of the last twenty years. The 
well-organized firms dealt largely with 
private or prestigious projects, despite the 
fact that some individual architects were 
concerned with the problems of the poor 
and of appropriate mass housing. 

Iran's early Five Year Development Plans 
engaged foreign consultants for different 
development programmes. The foreign 
consultants were gradually replaced by 
newly developed local consulting firms. 
When the government decided to decentral
ize the decision making process in order to 
ease the backlog of projects financed by 
increased oil revenues, independent minis
tries and government agencies began 
manipUlating the consulting firms, cutting 
services and fees, and eventually ended by 
controlling the architect/planner to such an 
extent that he was rendered impotent. 
Iranian firms were forced into financially
oriented activities, and were concerned only 
with the business aspects of their "art." The 
government, despite its role as an important 
client, never evaluated projects in regard to 
their quality. One greatly disturbing factor 
was that low income housing became 
associated with low-budget or no-budget 
architectural fees; consequently, architec
tural participation in large housing de
velopments was often dismissed as a lUXury 
item, and therefore excluded. 

One of the most important guarantors of 
continuity and realization of an architectural 
scheme is constant architectural supervision, 
but the tendency to approach and engage 
architects only for isolated phases eliminates 
them as controlling and coordinating agents 
throughout the lifespan of a project. As 
remarked earlier, continually changing 

managers, technocrats and administrations 
hinder and damage large-scale projects 
which require a relatively long time for 
realization. Bureaucracy and big business 
tend to minimize the role and power of the 
architect, until he becomes essentially 
powerless. Architects should be the true 
representatives of the user; society should be 
more aware of the inherent power of the 
architect/ planner, and of his role in the 
formation of our environment. In societies 
where a lack of cultural awareness prevails, 
planners and designers should be subsidized 
by the government, thereby ensuring that 
precious resources are channeled in a 
direction which creates environments 
sympathetic to culture, tradition and 
humanity. As long as architects are 
manipulated by big business and pushed 
around by government bureaucracies, we 
cannot hope for better quality in our 
communities and urban centres 

Ironically, the profession itself never saw the 
excitement and architectural opportunity in 
mass housing. Poorly-educated profes
sionals aspired toward the design of private 
houses; they failed to grasp or simply lacked 
the capability to tackle the prevailing and 
pervasive challenge of their professional 
activity. In Iran, good projects and archi
tects have not been appreciated either 
officially or professionally. No architect has 
ever received an award for excellence of 
achievement; none has even been encour
aged to strive toward this goal. Society has 
tended to judge architects by volume, by the 
quantity of their work; their true profes
sional mission has been entirely and re
grettably misunderstood. 

A few high-quality projects were carried out 
by consulting firms supported by a handful 
of political or business powerfuls who 
happened to be there at the right time. But 
the lack of an interested public created a 
clientless situation for good architecture. 
The ideal in mass housing programmes 
remained quantitative, and national concern 
did not surpass the statistical level. 

The private sector consisted of two con
trasting scales of construction. In the late 
sixties and early seventies, a generation of 
jerry builders appeared on the market. Their 
self-appointed task was to purchase vacant 
urban lots on which small houses or 

eight-unit walk-up apartments, appropriate 
for the middle class market, could be built. 
These people were experienced small-time 
builders who usually bypassed the archi
tect; they had a small stock of workable 
floor plans and prototypes which could be 
adapted to their individual projects. This 
generation of builders, operating within the 
free market, produced housing schemes 
which were socially and culturally relevant 
to the taste and needs of the population. 
Their marketing was sensitive, and by trial 
and error they learned to expand their 
business. The jerry builders usually avoided 
getting involved in ambitious high-rise 
projects, since they lacked the technical and 
managerial expertise; their projects therefore 
retained a human scale. Since they built up 
vacant urban land, they played an important 
part in filling up the cavities in the urban 
fabric. As a result, their impact on the urban 
environment has been far greater than that 
of the professional architects. Nonetheless, 
from an architectural and site planning 
point of view, the jerry-built approach 
lacked understanding. The quality of design, 
taste and materials left much to be desired. 
They filled an important need, but in 
Tehran, at least, they helped create one of 
the world's ugliest cities. 

In the mid-seventies, big business-banks, 
contractors and entrepreneurs-became 
interested in the rapidly growing housing 
market. This was no surprise, considering 
the lucrative market for housing and 
tremendous expansion of consumer spend
ing in the Iranian economy. An inflationary 
economy and the speCUlative appetite of the 
high income groups created a false market, 
and many luxury high-rise apartment units 
were built. Eventually, when the economic 
growth slowed slightly, many of the luxury 
flats were left unfinished or vacant. 

Besides the fact that high-rise buildings 
violate both the social fabric and traditional 
aesthetic of Iran, a notable disadvantage of 
high-rises versus high-density individual 
dwellings is this: if the project is not one 
hundred percent finished, you cannot put 
electricity, heating and mechanical systems 
into operation and thereby let the users 
gradually move into their new quarters. In 
the case of high-density single dwelling 
projects, units can be parceled out as they 
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become available. This mechanism guaran
tees a continuous cash flow, which in turn 
assures more rapid project completion 

Financial institutions in Third World 
countries are not organized along the lines 
of their Western counterparts. Con
sequently, a scarcity of capital and credit 
makes large projects quite vulnerable and 
dependent upon individual consumers. Lack 
of loan facilities and proper government 
subsidies for housing exclude a large portion 
of the population, particularly the middle 
income groups, from the housing market. 

From the architectural and planning 
profession point of view, big projects tend to 
hire foreign architects to give them an extra 
promotional gimmick. Iran in the seventies 
was highly Western-oriented, and anything 
imported enjoyed a reputation for supe
riority. This could only discourage Iranian 
architects from seeking Iranian solutions to 
their problems, since alien models-however 
inappropriate to the cultural and social 
context-were usually preferred to models 
involving labour-intensive, vernacular or 
"appropriate" components. Although a 
number of quality projects were indeed 
carried qut by Iranian and international 
architects, in terms of the general scope of 
housing activity in Iran they were isolated 
examples. 

The over-exposure to Western institutions 
and attendant value systems proved to be 
culturally detrimental. A loss of cultural 
identity and the prevalence of social anomie 
became inevitable. Modern Western society 
is rooted in a materialistic value system, and 
there is continuous interaction and feedback 
within this total structure. The importation 
and formation of such institutions in Iran 
lacked cultural relevance and moral support; 
a sense of cultural schism and conflict could 
not help but develop. The newly emerging 
materialistic value systems seemed confusing 
and corrupt, and when they interacted with 
Islamic culture they proved to be 
inadaptable. 

The Iranian revolution stems from this 
cultural conflict and not solely from class 
antagonism. One cannot deny the underly
ing tone of class conflict inherent in the 
Iranian Islamic revolution, but this conflict 
is largely overriden by cultural aspects. The 

"haves" and the Western-oriented educated 
class adapted themselves and took ad
vantage of modernization. The "have nots," 
although gaining materially from the 
industrial revolution, found themselves 
morally and spiritually bereft. The Islamic 
revolution tends to reject all so-called 
"progressive" Western institutions; it aims 
for catharsis, for cultural purification. A 
new physical mobility and migration from 
rural areas and small towns to the urban 
centres severed the ancient roots of a large 
segment of the popUlation. This was 
followed by collision with a ruthless urban 
environment, which proved intolerable for 
the new urban masses. 

The biggest lesson to be learned from the 
housing boom of the past decade is that an 
Islamic culture cannot be discarded in 
national planning and policy making and in 
urban and community design. This simply 
means that we must maintain traditional 
continuity; our concepts of new communi
ties should correspond to the existing 
cultural spectrum. Modernization and 
technology should not be allowed to impose 
a scale or way of life which is inappropriate 
and detrimental to community life. 

We should concentrate on community 
development rather than on housing. 
Housing projects, as the term itself implies, 
tend to defy the boundaries and limits of 
cohesive cultural communities. Budget 
allocation should be for community devel
opment, encompassing infrastructure, 
housing, education, public and social and 
architectural services. Such a policy would 
ease administrative coordination problems. 
The hasty provision of housing is usually 
dangerous and should be avoided. Control 
of projects should be by designer-architects, 
and these professionals should maintain a 
position of leadership. Architects and 
planners should not be trained merely in an 
abstract and "international" ideology of 
building; they should pay equal (if not 
greater) attention to their own culture, not 
only to the local history of architecture but 
also to religious, social and aesthetic 
considerations. Banking and financing insti
tutions should be established to channel 
funds into the private housing industry. 
Traditional materials and methods of 
construction ought not be ignored or 

sacrificed in favour of prefabrication and 
industrial housing. There must be a political 
and national recognition of the importance 
of the cultural and aesthetic values inherent 
in the physical environment, and the true 
value of quality planners and designers 
should be recognized. 


